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1 
 
      
 
    Despite Metraxion’s dire warning, not one demon has shown up on my doorstep to kill me and claim my Philosopher’s Stone. Either they’re all biding their time, waiting for me to let my guard down, or Metraxion was just messing with me. Since demon lords aren’t known for their sense of humor, I have to believe it’s just a matter of time before we’re fighting for our lives once again.  
 
    Meanwhile, life is astonishingly good. Melissa and I are still together, Daraxandriel and Olivia are still together, Mrs. Kendricks and Agent Prescott are still together, even Susie and Cameron are still together. The only blight on my existence is Amy, the Spawn of Darkness. She’s acting like a spoiled teenager who’s been grounded indefinitely but refuses to believe she did anything wrong, as if trying to coerce Melissa into slaughtering all of us was just an innocent prank that got out of hand. 
 
    That’s the problem, everything is going too well. I keep waiting for the sky to turn black or a hoard of hellhounds to rampage through the streets or Metraxion to open a portal to Hell in my living room. My personal doomsday clock is ticking louder and louder with each passing day and sooner or later, all hell is going to break loose again. I just hope we’re ready for it when it does. 
 
      
 
    The sun was still somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean as I stole another glance at the dashboard clock. My resigned sigh must have been louder than I thought, since Cruz favored me with a sidelong look and a smirk. 
 
    “I used to do that a lot,” she said.  
 
    “Do what?” I asked carefully. Neither of us had spoken in the last hour. It was like we were on the world’s longest blind date, each of us hoping the other would come up with a new topic of conversation to fill the awkward silences. 
 
    “Wondering if the clock was broken.” She came to a full stop at the intersection and signaled before turning right, even though there wasn’t another living soul in sight. I still hadn’t decided whether she was like that normally or just being a stickler for the rules because I was with her. “Night patrol can drag on forever.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement.” I wasn’t sleepy, thanks to the Philosopher’s Stone, but I was bored spitless. Hellburn was dull enough during the day. In the middle of the night, it was a ghost town without any ghosts. “What did you do to get stuck with the midnight shift?” 
 
    She glanced at me in surprise. “I volunteered for it.” 
 
    “Really?” I couldn’t keep my disbelief out of my voice. “Why?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Nobody else wants to do it and I’m used to it. It’s very peaceful at night. Sometimes it’s like I’m the only person living here.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re still doing it,” I observed. “Why did you volunteer in the first place?” 
 
    She pursed her lips, gazing straight ahead through the windshield. “To impress your father,” she admitted finally. 
 
    “Huh?” I didn’t expect that answer at all. 
 
    “He took a chance on me and I wanted to prove to him he wasn’t making a mistake. I wanted to show him I was willing to do anything to help the department.” 
 
    I eyed her profile doubtfully. Gabriela de la Cruz was the newest and youngest member of the Hellburn Police Department – I was just an intern so I didn’t count – and its only female officer but she seemed perfectly qualified to me. I couldn’t imagine why hiring her would be considered risky. 
 
    My silence must have made her think I wasn’t buying her story. She cleared her throat and rubbed the tip of her nose. “And I figured there’d be a lot more crime at night,” she confessed. 
 
    “In Hellburn?” We had our fair share of traffic violations and drunk drivers, I supposed, but Cruz sounded like she meant something bigger. 
 
    “Small towns aren’t as innocent as they seem,” she insisted. “There was that courthouse scandal last year, right?” 
 
    “You mean Judge Harper?” Harper’s son and partner-in-crime Darren was the original owner of the Ford Mustang I received from Mom and Dad for my eighteenth birthday, although I did my best to forget that fact. The world was a better place with both of them behind bars. 
 
    “Yeah, that was it. And of course there was that cult thing last month.” 
 
    “Oh, was that last month?” I asked with feigned carelessness. That was one subject I wanted to stay well away from. As far as the general public was concerned, witches and demons and whatever Amy was were just make-believe. My life was complicated enough without Cruz and the other officers wondering what was going on in the shadows. “I’d almost forgotten about it.” 
 
    Cruz eyed me skeptically. “Seriously? Seven people were kidnapped and tortured by Satanists. It was the biggest crime in Hellburn in the last century!” 
 
    “Well, I was in the middle of moving out of the house,” I hedged. “I was a bit distracted.” 
 
    “Weren’t you in that hush-hush meeting with those FBI agents?” she pressed. 
 
    “Um –” I was no good at coming up with plausible excuses on the fly. “They just wanted to ask me a few questions,” I said vaguely, hoping she would just drop it. 
 
    No such luck. “What about? Were you a witness?” Cruz actually sounded envious. 
 
    “Well, sort of, technically.” Lilixandriel and her parade of demons had been hell-bent on claiming my Philosopher’s Stone from my dismembered corpse and she almost succeeded, until she invited the wrong demon lord to join in the fun. 
 
    “What happened? What did you see?” 
 
    How did I get stuck with this conversation? I asked myself bleakly. More importantly, how do I get out of it? “They, uh, asked us not to talk about it.” 
 
    “What difference does it make now?” Now she sounded frustrated. “The suspect’s dead, isn’t she?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Well, yes, but Agent Morgan was pretty clear about not saying anything. The light’s green,” I added helpfully, pointing through the windshield. 
 
    “Agent Morgan.” Cruz put a lot of scorn and disgust into those four syllables as she accelerated through the intersection. “I busted my butt looking for that Cantrell woman and the FBI just waltzed in and conjured up the suspect out of nowhere. Then they lost her the very same day.” 
 
    “Lilix – I mean, Lily tried to escape when they were transporting her to Dallas,” I reminded her, parroting the official story. “She was killed in the shootout.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t have escaped if she’d been in my custody,” she grumbled. “It still sounds pretty fishy to me. There’s more to this than the Chief is letting on. I smell a cover-up.” It took her about half a block to remember that the Chief of Police was my father. “Not that he’s in on it,” she amended hastily. “I just think the FBI is hiding something.” I saw her checking me out of the corner of her eye to see if I bought that. 
 
    “There’s no cover-up,” I insisted. There absolutely was. There was no way Agent Morgan was going to admit that her division was made up of witches and warlocks dedicated to dealing with demon incursions. Even her own boss didn’t know that. “It was their case to start with.” They’d been chasing Lilixandriel for years. 
 
    “There’s always a cover-up,” she argued, “especially if somebody important screwed up. I just hope I’m there when it all comes crashing down. Heads will roll,” she predicted. 
 
    “Um, okay,” I said uneasily. Since my head would be one of them, my enthusiasm for her opinion was muted. 
 
    She eyed me oddly and then apparently realized that claiming her superiors were involved in a criminal conspiracy was probably not conducive to a long career in the department. Her reassuring smile appeared just a beat too late to be convincing. “But I’m probably just imagining things. So how do you like being a cop?” she asked casually. “This is your third week, right?” 
 
    I didn’t buy her excuse for a second but I was glad for the reprieve. “It’s okay, I guess,” I admitted. “It’s not what I expected.” 
 
    “You thought there’s be more car chases and less paperwork?” 
 
    “Well, sort of.” 
 
    “We all do when we start out,” she assured me. “This is your first patrol assignment, right? What else have you done?” 
 
    “I spent the first week helping Sergeant Finney with the jail and then I did filing and whatnot for Mrs. Burns. I mean Rachel,” I corrected myself. The department’s receptionist slash dispatcher slash mother hen insisted everyone call her by her first name but it just felt weird. She was at least ten years older than my mother. 
 
    “Two weeks of fetch and carry, hmm? Sounds like standard rookie assignments.” Cruz turned onto Truman Avenue. Her patrol route seemed pretty random to me but we’d criss-crossed most of the east side of town already. “I did pretty much the same thing when I started.” 
 
    “I guess Sergeant Finney wants me to get experience in all the different jobs in the department.” Bill Finney was Dad’s second-in-command and the man in charge of the newly-minted intern program. 
 
    Cruz snorted softly. “I think he just wanted someone to sweep out the cells for him.”  
 
    “Yeah, that too.” Sergeant Finney was a good cop but he was just a few months away from retirement and it was clear he was looking forward to handing in his shield. “Patrol should be more exciting, right?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    Cruz gave me a look. “Has anything at all happened tonight?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Expect three more nights of the same.” 
 
    I counted on my fingers. “Tuesday night, Wednesday night, Thursday night. What happens on Friday night?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “The weekend.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” I was too young to drink so the weekend wasn’t much different from any other day for me, especially during the summer. “Something to look forward to, then.”  
 
    Cruz’s unenthusiastic shrug and grunt didn’t fill me with confidence. “You never know,” she said, “maybe we’ll get lucky and catch a speeder on the highway. And then maybe you’ll get lucky,” she added with a smirk. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “A lot of drivers think they can get out of a ticket if they flash the officer.” 
 
    “What? Are you serious?” I’d seen things like that in the movies but I didn’t think it happened in real life. 
 
    Cruz nodded. “It happens all the time, especially late at night. I can’t count the number of times I’ve been propositioned during a traffic stop.” 
 
    “Guys try to seduce you to get out of tickets?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Actually, it’s mostly the women,” she admitted ruefully. 
 
    “But – you’re a woman,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I know, it’s weird. It’s like they figure a female police officer must be a lesbian or something.” My thoughtful hmm must not have been reassuring enough, because she looked over at me with a frown. “I’m not, you know. A lesbian, I mean.” 
 
    “I never thought you were,” I assured her, although now that she mentioned it, I could see why someone might think so. Cruz was an attractive woman in her mid-twenties, but her black hair was cut short and she wore almost no makeup, not that she really needed it. Her unpainted nails were no longer than mine, she didn’t wear any jewelry, and of course her uniform disguised her figure.  
 
    Unfortunately, she noticed my fleeting scrutiny. “I like men,” she insisted. “It just doesn’t make any sense to doll myself up when I’m on duty. I want people to treat me with respect, not wonder how good I am in bed.” 
 
    “I wasn’t wondering that at all,” I assured her, although of course now I was. She’s a B-cup, Little Peter informed me confidently. I tried very hard to resist conforming that but my eyes flicked downwards for a fraction of a second. Maybe a small C, he amended gleefully. 
 
    “I’m not,” she repeated firmly. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter to me one way or the other,” I insisted. 
 
    She looked at me in dismay. “So you do think I’m a lesbian!” 
 
    “No! I’m just saying that I can see how people can get the wrong impression ... even if you don’t mean to give them ... that impression.” I cleared my throat. “Can we talk about something else for a while?” I pleaded. 
 
    She eyed me askance. “I’m not,” she grumbled as she finally turned away to glare out the windshield. “It’s check-in time,” she reminded me tersely, tapping the dashboard clock with her finger. 
 
    “Roger that,” I acknowledged, grateful for the excuse to drop the subject. I didn’t bother with the walkie-talkie attached to my shoulder. At this time of night, there was no one back at the station to listen in. Instead, I extracted my phone from my shirt pocket and opened the HPD app. The only messages there were the ones I’d been sending out every hour on the hour.  
 
    I glanced up at the street signs as we passed another intersection and then tapped out 105 EB Truman @ Henderson NTR. I was still learning all the codes and acronyms but this one was straight-forward: Patrol Unit 105 is proceeding eastbound on Truman Avenue past Henderson Road with nothing to report. Other than the location, it was identical to all of the other messages. 
 
    Cruz’s phone pinged a few seconds later and she picked it up from the console to glance at it, nodding to herself before setting it down again. Then it pinged again. “I think once is enough, Peter,” she noted sourly. 
 
    “That wasn’t me.” I checked the app and found a new message right below mine. 105 poss. Code 44 I&R 551 Milton. Someone must have called 911 and woken up Mrs. Burns. I hoped she wouldn’t be cranky when she got into the office later. “What’s Code 44?” I&R meant Investigate and Report, that much I knew. 
 
    “Breaking and entering. Where is it?” 
 
    “551 Milton.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” Cruz made tire-squealing U-turn, forcing me to brace myself to avoid hitting the door, and sped west. She reached for the switch for the light bar mounted on the roof and then withdrew her hand. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we use the siren?” I asked as an entire colony of butterflies took shelter in my stomach. After two weeks of grunt work, I was finally involved in a real police action. I wasn’t sure I was ready for it. 
 
    “Do you see anyone in our way?” Cruz retorted tersely. She was laser-focused on the road ahead. 
 
    “What about the lights, then?” It didn’t feel right to be speeding through town without any warning whatsoever. 
 
    “That’ll just scare them off. The idea is to catch them in the act.” 
 
    “It’s just a possible 44,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Better safe than sorry.” 
 
    The word safe didn’t actually seem to be in Cruz’s vocabulary as we flew down Truman at a speed that would have gotten me grounded for the rest of my life. Up ahead, the traffic signal turned yellow and then red but Cruz didn’t ease up in the slightest. My hair tried to stand on end as my foot searched desperately for a nonexistent brake. 
 
    “The light’s red, Cruz,” I warned her nervously, just in case she was color-blind. She didn’t respond. “It’s red. It’s really red!” 
 
    “I know that, Peter,” she snapped. “Shut up and let me drive.” Her eyes flicked left and right and she actually sped up, as if she intended to avoid a traffic fatality by getting through the intersection in less than two seconds. I grabbed hold of whatever I could and squeezed my eyes shut, waiting for the screech of brakes and the crumpling of metal that would presage my untimely death. 
 
    Nothing happened, though, and I carefully peeled open one eyelid. The next light was red as well and I swallowed with difficulty, but Cruz thankfully slowed down this time. My relief was short-lived, though, as she yanked the steering wheel to the right and took the turn onto Milton on two wheels.  
 
    “Don’t just sit there like a lump,” she ordered as we swerved into the center lane. “What’s at 551?” 
 
    “Huh?” It took my bobbled brain cells a few moments to sort out her meaning. The wireless laptop mounted on the center console was angled towards her so I couldn’t use it without getting in her way. Instead, I pulled up the map app on my phone, trying to type on the little keyboard while simultaneously scanning the area for any stray cars, pedestrians, or animals. “It’s, um, ah, oh.” I blinked at the screen, wondering if I was reading it right. “It’s the library.” 
 
    “The library?” She looked at me like she thought I was just making that up. “Who the hell would break into a library?” 
 
    “Someone with a lot of overdue books?” My attempt at humor fell flat and Cruz just shook her head, thankfully returning her attention to the road ahead. She was like a gung-ho bloodhound hot on someone’s trail and I wondered if this was the real reason why she was stuck with night patrol. I couldn’t imagine Dad allowing her to barrel through town in the middle of the day every time a crime was reported, even with the lights and siren. 
 
     Henry Milton Park glowed under the lights in front of City Hall as we reached the 500 block of Milton. Most of the stores and offices zipping by in a blur had a few lights on in their recesses but the Hellburn Municipal Library loomed like a mausoleum up ahead, its windows dark and its columns casting gray shadows across its marbled facade. It had been closed for repairs ever since a freak storm – otherwise known as the demon lord Bellaxragor Stormreaper – appeared in the alleyway behind the building and I was beginning to wonder if it would ever reopen. 
 
    I assumed Cruz would whip into the parking lot like a cinematic action hero but she surprised me by taking her foot off the accelerator and letting the patrol car coast to a stop just short of the entrance. She peered up at the front doors, still strung with yellow Caution tape, and then scanned the street. 
 
    “I don’t see any cars,” she said quietly, as if she was afraid the burglars would overhear her. Milton Street was deserted as far as the eye could see. 
 
    “Maybe they parked around back,” I suggested, although I doubted it. The battle with Bellaxragor had turned the alley into a disaster area. Anyone without a four-wheel drive would have a hard time getting in and out. 
 
    “Maybe.” She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel and then slowly pulled forward into the lot, positioning the patrol car crossways to make it difficult for anyone to get past. She shut off the car and opened her door. I followed suit. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Getting out?” I thought it was pretty obvious. 
 
    “I don’t think so. Stay here and keep watch.” She got out and made to close her door. 
 
    “Aren’t I supposed to be your backup?” I protested. “What if something happens to you?” 
 
    “I think the real question is, what if something happens to you? I’m not going to be the one to tell the Chief that his son was hurt or killed on my watch.” 
 
    “Then what’s the point of me wearing this uniform?” I asked her, more sharply than I intended. “I’m not riding around with you in the middle of the night for the travel miles.” 
 
    Cruz blinked at me in surprise and then she snorted. “All right, fine, have it your way. Just don’t come crying to me if you get yourself killed.” 
 
    The odds of me dying at the hands of a regular human being were basically nil, thanks to the Philosopher’s Stone, but I couldn’t tell her that. Instead, I climbed out and surveyed the library. “How did they get in?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    “Through a door or window, just like everyone else,” she snarked, “unless you think they can walk through walls. Let’s check the front.” She started up the steps and I trailed after her, sorely tempted to Teleportal us inside just to wipe the dismissive expression off her face. 
 
    The only light came from the park across the way but it was enough to illuminate the landing at the top of the stairs and the four tall doors. Cruz kept her right hand on her holster as she reached out and pulled on the first door, but it didn’t budge. She tried the other three, with identical results. She stepped back and frowned up at the narrow stained-glass windows overhead but they were way out of reach and didn’t open besides. 
 
    “They didn’t get in this way,” she said unnecessarily. “Did you see another way in?” 
 
    “There’s a door around the back that doesn’t always close properly,” I told her, indicating the alley behind the building. 
 
    She eyed me skeptically. “How could you possibly know that?” 
 
    I used it to rescue Dara after Dr. Bellowes trapped her inside an enchanted geode. “My sister used to be in the library club, before the, um, storm.” I cleared my throat. “Do you want to check it out?” Cruz grunted her agreement and we retraced our steps to the parking lot. 
 
    It was quite a bit darker in the alley and Cruz swept her flashlight back and forth over the cracked and shattered pavement. It looked like someone had smashed it with a giant hammer, which wasn’t too far from the truth. She let the beam rest on the crumpled remains of the dumpster near the loading dock before turning away with the shake of her head. “What sort of storm does this kind of damage?” she muttered. I refrained from enlightening her. 
 
    The side door was just a plain gray rectangle set in the wall. There was no handle on the outside but it wasn’t quite flush with its frame. Cruz tested it with her free hand and then stepped back, silently motioning me to open it, resting her hand on the butt of her service pistol. My fingers didn’t have much purchase on the edge of the door but I’d done this once before, so I carefully teased it open until I could slip my hand in the gap and pull it wide.  
 
    The hallway beyond was dark and empty. Cruz ducked her head inside briefly and then chewed her lower lip as she eyed me, obviously deciding whether I should go in with her or stay outside. Before I could put my vote in, she said, “Stay behind me,” and stepped inside. 
 
    I tried to prop the door open but the hydraulic arm refused to cooperate and I didn’t have anything to jam in the opening. Instead, I just closed it as softly as I could and took out my own flashlight. The air was uncomfortably warm and close. Obviously the air conditioning wasn’t working. 
 
    Cruz flicked her light ahead, briefly illuminating the stairs leading to the main floor, and then along the narrow corridor to the right. “Do you know the layout?” she asked softly. 
 
    “Not really, no,” I told her, equally quietly. “I’ve only been in here a couple of times.” 
 
    She nodded, looking up at the ceiling as she listened. I held my breath and did the same, but all I heard was the rapid thumping of my heart in my chest. 
 
    “All right, let’s make this fast,” she decided. “You check down that way and I’ll go this way. Try all the doors. If they’re locked, move on. If not, just take a quick look inside. If you spot anyone, do not try to stop them, understood? Just back off and squawk me.” She tapped her walkie-talkie. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I gulped. Cruz rolled her eyes and stalked off as I took a deep breath and began my search. 
 
    The first door I came to was labeled Janitor but it was locked. The next one, Supplies, wasn’t and I carefully peeked inside. This was where Mrs. Kendricks and Susie performed the ritual to free Olivia’s soul from Daraxandriel and my flashlight picked out Susie’s book bag and her melted athame lying on the floor, left behind in our headlong rush to escape Lilixandriel’s trap. I almost picked them up to bring them home with me but I didn’t want Cruz to think I was looting the library. I’d have to come back for Susie’s stuff some other time when there were fewer witnesses. 
 
    More than half of the doors I tried as I circumnavigated the floor were locked and the rest led to offices and storerooms devoid of any intruders. The place was eerily quiet, the only sound the scuff of my shoes on the linoleum and my own breathing. I started peeking over my shoulder, half-expecting to find someone stalking me, but I was completely alone. That observation wasn’t nearly as reassuring as I hoped. 
 
    I reached the stairs before it finally dawned on me that I hadn’t seen or heard Cruz since we split up. She probably went upstairs, I told myself uneasily. That’s where the important stuff is, so that’s where a burglar would go. I swept my light around to make sure her lifeless body wasn’t lying crumpled in a corner and then carefully made my way upstairs. 
 
    The main floor wasn’t quite as dark – gray light trickled in through some of the windows – but it was equally quiet. I held my breath as I listened again, trying to discern where Cruz was, but the place was absolutely still. I tried not to think about all of those horror movies that started in situations just like this and crept down the hall trying the office doors on either side. The main stacks were upstairs, I knew, and I wondered if there was anything worth stealing on the shelves. The Hellburn Municipal Library didn’t seem like the sort of place that would own a collection of rare manuscripts and the like. 
 
    A dull thud from somewhere up ahead stopped me in my tracks. I clicked off my flashlight and listened, trying to determine where the sound had come from. It wasn’t repeated and I carefully advanced, searching for any sign of movement and wondering if I should try to contact Cruz. 
 
    All of the offices on this floor had frosted glass panels with gold lettering on them but only one of them was ajar. A dim yellowish light leaked out through the opening, probably from the street lights outside, but it was briefly occluded when someone – or something – moved past the door. The room was definitely occupied and I doubted it was Cruz. 
 
    I reached for the mike of my walkie-talkie and then hesitated. Cruz’s squawk comment was accurate, the units made a distinctive sound when the mike was toggled on and I was instructed to keep the volume up so I could hear it even under noisy conditions. Whoever or whatever was inside that room couldn’t help but hear it and who knew how they’d react? 
 
    I lowered my hand and held it out ahead of me, bringing up the row of combat spell icons. Since I didn’t want to actually kill the intruder or set fire to the library, I flipped over to my control set and let my finger hover over Sleep. A quick tap would knock out any would-be burglar and I could tell Cruz that they just fainted when I surprised them. 
 
    I continued down the hall, focused on the office door, planning my move. I couldn’t actually see inside the room, so I’d have to throw open the door and hope to surprise them long enough to activate the spell. There was some risk but the Philosopher’s Stone hanging under my shirt had already brought me back from the dead once. I wasn’t looking forward to getting a bullet in my chest but the odds were good that I’d survive it without a scratch. 
 
    I reached the door and lifted my right hand, both to push it open and to target whoever was on the other side. My eyes strayed to the glass pane and I was surprised to read A. Kendricks – Head Curator stenciled in gold leaf there. 
 
    Did Mrs. Kendricks leave something valuable in her office, I wondered, or is the burglar just searching all the rooms? I’d find out in a moment. I drew in a breath, let it out quietly, and pushed the door open. 
 
    Her office was just like I remembered it, with a modern-looking desk and computer, a trio of leather chairs, and a row of filing cabinets set against the wall. The pile of bizarre objects scattered across the surface of the desk was new, though, as was the person hunched over them. 
 
    For a startled moment, I thought she was Mrs. Kendricks – the floral pattern of her dress reminded me of her other outfits – but this woman was far too old. She was thin and gray-haired and wore thick glasses and the hands searching through the detritus on the desk were crooked with arthritis. She wore a large gold signet ring on her left thumb, probably the only digit it would fit on. 
 
    She rooted through a collection of stubby white candles, long black feathers, sheets of yellowed parchment, and other oddments, her watery eyes intent on her task. A worn leather satchel lay on the floor beside a ball of clay the size of my fist, no doubt the source of the sound I heard. I had no idea what possible use the pile of junk would be to anyone but we could sort that out later. I raised my right hand, locking my targeting reticle on her, and a white glow surrounded her. 
 
    She paused at that moment and looked up, as if she somehow sensed what I was doing. Her eyes fastened on me, sending a shiver down my spine. I was about to put her to sleep when I realized who she was.  
 
    “Mrs. Phipps?” I asked incredulously. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    She slowly straightened, at least as much as her stiff spine would let her, scowling at me as if she was annoyed at the interruption. She studied my face, although she didn’t seem to recognize me, and a slow smile deepened the wrinkles webbing her features. 
 
    “You’ll do very nicely,” she murmured with satisfaction and I took a step back, suddenly wishing Cruz was with me.  
 
    “Don’t move,” I ordered shakily, bringing my hands back up. “You’re under –” 
 
    I didn’t stand a chance. Mrs. Phipps sprang at me with her arms outstretched, far faster than any geriatric librarian’s assistant should ever have been able to move. The last thing I remembered was a smothering darkness and a wrenching pain over my heart where the Philosopher’s Stone rested. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



2 
 
      
 
    For most of recorded history, the average life span of a typical human being was around 30 years, just long enough for their children to have children and keep the species going. A couple of hundred years ago, though, that number started climbing, thanks to improvements in medicine, diet, and general living conditions. Nowadays, it’s not unusual for people to live well into their 80’s and 90’s and hitting 100 isn’t as noteworthy as it used to be. 
 
    The downside of this extended longevity is that humans haven’t changed all that much in the last 10,000 years, genetically speaking. Now that we’re not dying from starvation, plagues, and wars, we’re living long enough to die from cancer and Alzheimer’s. Medical science has come a very long way but it can’t halt the aging process. As someone once pointed out, being healthy is merely dying at the slowest possible rate. 
 
    This really takes the shine off immortality for me. Living forever has very little appeal if I’m going to spend eternity in a wheelchair drooling on my shirt. Of course, the way things have been going for me recently, I’ll be lucky to see another Christmas. Heck, I’ll be pleasantly surprised if I make it to the weekend. 
 
      
 
    My brain fought a valiant battle but consciousness eventually won out and forced my eyes open. I was lying on my back, feeling numb all over and trying to fathom where I was and what happened. I should have been in Mrs. Kendricks’ office or maybe in the hallway outside, but the pale blue expanse overhead looked a lot like open sky. 
 
    I turned my head cautiously. To my left, a low brick wall edged a stretch of broken pavement. To my right, the side of a large building loomed overhead. I was clearly outside but I had no memory of how I got there. 
 
    I levered myself up on my elbows, trying to orient myself. Everything seemed washed out, like a watercolor painting left out in the sun. I blinked and rubbed my eyes but nothing changed. My ears seemed stuffed with cotton as well and shaking my head did nothing to clear them. 
 
    Am I hurt? I wondered muzzily. Nothing ached and a cautious survey of my skull with my fingertips didn’t reveal any suspicious bumps or wounds. I carefully got to my feet, feeling a bit light-headed, and turned in a complete circle. There was no one else in sight but I finally recognized the building. I was standing in the back alley of the library. The side door was closed tight. 
 
    How did I get out here? I must have staggered out and fainted after Mrs. Phipps attacked me, or maybe Cruz found me and carried me outside. And then she just left me lying here on the ground? I asked myself dubiously. 
 
    “Cruz?” I called. My voice was just a thin whisper in my ears. I tried again, louder. “Cruz? Where are you?” There was no answer. I pressed the talk button on my mike but the familiar squawk was alarmingly absent. “Cruz, can you hear me? This is Peter. Are you there?” No response. “Cruz, come in.” Nothing. 
 
    I checked my watch as I hurried towards the parking lot, trying to figure out how long I’d been out, but it was totally dead. The smartphone in my back pocket was the same. “What the hell?” I muttered. I’d charged them both before my shift started. 
 
    I rounded the corner of the library and stopped in dismay. The parking lot was empty and the patrol car was gone. Given how things were going so far, that didn’t surprise me all that much. What did was the traffic along Milton Street. Cars sped by in both directions, as if this was rush hour instead of two in the morning. Then it finally dawned on me that the sun was up, casting deep shadows against the library’s facade. I’d been lying unconscious in the alley for hours. 
 
    “What the hell?” I murmured again. I tried to fit the pieces together in my mind. Cruz wouldn’t just leave me here and drive off. She must be chasing Mrs. Phipps. No, that can’t be right, I told myself, she’d be able to catch her at a brisk walk. Besides, she would have called for backup. No, Cruz must have carried me outside and then gone back in to arrest her. I eyed the library worriedly. Mrs. Phipps must have got her too and taken her keys. Cruz is probably still inside, maybe hurt. I need to get help.  
 
    The question was how. With my phone and walkie-talkie out of commission, I needed some way to contact the station. There were probably phones in the library but if Mrs. Phipps was still in there, I’d be walking into a trap. No, she took the patrol car, I reminded myself. Or did she? Maybe she has an accomplice. I dithered for a few seconds and then shook my head. Better safe than sorry. I’ll call Dad. He’ll know what to do. I hoped so, anyway. It seemed pretty clear that magic was involved in whatever was going on here and the Hellburn police just weren’t equipped to deal with problems like this. I better call Mrs. Kendricks too. 
 
    I ran to the street and looked both ways along the sidewalk. There weren’t very many pedestrians in sight but a pair of teenage girls was strolling towards me, sharing earbuds as they watched something playing on their phone. I smoothed my uniform, straightened my shoulders, and tried to look officious. 
 
    “Excuse me, miss,” I called as they got within earshot. My voice was still faint but I couldn’t tell if the problem was with my vocal cords or my ears. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Excuse me!” 
 
    Neither of them looked up and I huffed a sigh of exasperation at today’s youth and their addiction to electronic devices and social media. I stepped right in front of them and held up my hand. “Excuse me,” I insisted in my most authoritative voice, “I need to borrow your –”  
 
    They walked right through me and kept on going, leaving me looking down at myself in disbelief. I spun around just in time to see one of them shiver and rub her arm as if she felt a cold breeze from somewhere. “Holy shit,” I breathed. “I’m dead.” 
 
    I patted myself, trying to confirm my theory. I felt normal, but that didn’t mean much. I squinted at my hands to see if I was translucent but all the colors around me were still washed out so I couldn’t be sure. I searched around my feet and spotted a crumpled Coke can lying by the curb. I reached down to pick it up and my fingers passed through it as if it wasn’t there. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    I collapsed on the edge of the curb, heedless of the cars whipping by, and held my head in my hands as I tried to process this revelation. Why am I dead? I wondered bleakly. What happened? Why don’t I remember? I’m not hurt so who or what killed me? Another demon lord? Mrs. Phipps? I dismissed that idea immediately and then reluctantly brought it back. She was acting very strange when I found her. What did she do to me? 
 
    I twisted around and looked up at the library. It was a lot less ominous in the daylight but I shivered anyway. I died in there, I told myself. Is my body still in there? No, Cruz would have called the coroner’s office. Unless she’s dead too. I slowly got to my feet. I’m going to have to go inside and look. 
 
    I had to force myself to take the first step, reluctant to confirm the truth of my demise. I made my way across the parking lot and up the steps. I reached out tentatively and rested my palm against one of the doors. It felt solid but I’d seen Olivia do this a thousand times before. I took a deep breath – Do I even need to breathe now? – closed my eyes, and stepped forward. 
 
    The door resisted my passage, like I was pushing through a thick layer of curtains, and I was suddenly afraid of getting stuck inside it for the rest of eternity. I frantically shoved myself through, stumbling when the pressure abruptly vanished, and found myself standing in the library’s foyer.  
 
    “Cruz?” I called anxiously. If she’s a ghost too, I told myself, I’m probably going to scream like a little girl. My voice didn’t echo at all and there was no response. I couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or not. 
 
    My footsteps were silent as I crossed the Great Seal of Texas embedded in the floor, barely visible in the dim light from the windows overhead. The hallway leading down towards Mrs. Kendricks’ office was deserted but I kept my head on a swivel as I started down, searching for any sign of life. Or death, I amended uneasily. 
 
    I got about halfway down before another thought percolated through my brain. There’s no crime scene tape or stuff, I realized. They must not know I’m dead yet. Or maybe, I stopped with a sinking sensation in my gut, maybe it’s all over. Maybe I’m already six feet under. I tried to imagine Mom and Dad and Susie standing under umbrellas in the rain, weeping as my casket was lowered into the ground, but it was impossible. It never rained in Hellburn during the summer and Susie never cried. 
 
    Except that once, I reminded myself, after Bellaxragor killed me. Deciding which experience was weirder, being a ghost for the first time or seeing tears on Susie’s face, was a bit of a coin flip. Fortunately, the Philosopher’s Stone brought me back to life a few minutes later so it was all moot.  
 
    Until now, I sighed. I hope she doesn’t cry this time. I got three steps further down the hall before I gasped and slapped my chest. The Stone! 
 
    I yanked the chain over my head and held up the Stone, gaping in dismay. It was completely dark, with no hint of its normal ruby glow. “Oh, no!” I moaned. “No no no! You’re supposed to keep me alive! What happened?” 
 
    I shook the Stone, listening carefully, as if it was a lightbulb with a burnt-out filament, but it was absolutely silent and unresponsive. My shoulders sagged in resignation and I almost let the chain slip out through my fingers, but I looped it back over my head and let the Stone fall against my chest. 
 
    Now what? I wondered bleakly. This is it, I’m really dead. I looked up to the ceiling but the heavenly choir I heard beckoning me after my first death was curiously silent. What’s going to happen to me now? Am I stuck here like Olivia? What’s Melissa going to do when she finds out? What about Dara? 
 
    That last thought hurt a lot more than the others. Dara’s here because of me. She defied her Dread Lord because of me. The witches agreed to leave her alone because of me. Now she’s on her own. Who’s going to take care of her now? I wiped at my eyes but apparently ghosts couldn’t produce tears.  
 
    I’m so sorry, Dara, I told her, wherever she was. I screwed up. I shouldn’t have tried to arrest Mrs. Phipps by myself. I should have called Cruz. She would have stopped her from doing – whatever she did. I paused. What did she do? How could she possibly have killed me and kept the Stone from reviving me? She’s not a demon lord. Or is she?  
 
    I eyed the door to Mrs. Kendricks’ office, just a short distance away. It was closed now. Maybe that wasn’t Mrs. Phipps, I mused. Maybe it was a demon disguised as her for some reason. But why was she – it – ransacking Mrs. Kendricks’ desk? That doesn’t make any sense. 
 
    I steeled myself before pushing my head through the door, looking around cautiously before stepping all the way in. My body wasn’t lying there on the floor, which was a bit of a relief, and there were no bloodstains on the carpet that I could discern. In fact, the office looked spotless. All of the junk that had been scattered across Mrs. Kendricks’ desk was gone and the satchel was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Did Mrs. Phipps put it all away before she left, I wondered, or did the police take it as evidence? I still had no idea how long ago I died and with my phone out of commission I wasn’t sure I could even figure out what day it was. 
 
    If it’s still the same day I died, I reasoned slowly, then where’s my body and where’s Cruz? If Mrs. Phipps killed us both, then she either hid our bodies somewhere inside the library or she took them away in the patrol car and dumped them somewhere. The fact that Mrs. Phipps was way too old to be carting bodies around weakened my theory but if she was actually a demon in disguise, that shouldn’t have been a problem. 
 
    If Cruz is still alive, I went on, she would have called for backup and this place would be crawling with police. So either she’s dead too or it all happened a while ago. The only way to know for sure was to find her, one way or the other. Or figure out what the date is, I reminded myself. 
 
    I looked around for any hints but the calendar on the wall showed June, when the library closed down for repairs. Mrs. Kendricks’ computer could tell me the date but it was powered off and my incorporeal finger couldn’t activate the power switch. I wondered if I would eventually become a poltergeist like Olivia or whether I was stuck being useless for the rest of eternity. 
 
    That was way too depressing to think about, so I began a methodical search of the library, looking for any sign of my body or Cruz’s. It took me a while to stop reaching for the doorknobs but at least the locked rooms couldn’t keep me out anymore. Eventually, I stopped poking my head through the doors to check inside and just walked from one room to the next through the walls. That sped the process up immensely but it still took a good half hour to cover all three floors. I ended up at the back door with absolutely nothing to show for it. 
 
    I stepped outside and surveyed the alley where I’d woken up. I eyed the dumpster but it was a crumpled mess oozing cardboard boxes and trash bags. There was no room in it for anything larger a severed head or a dismembered limb and the lack of blood anywhere argued against that possibility.  
 
    Okay, so either Mrs. Phipps disposed of our bodies somewhere else or somebody cleaned up after the police investigation, I told myself. How can I find out which? Check the cemetery for a shiny new headstone with my name on it? 
 
    I wasn’t ready to confront the physical confirmation of my death so I decided to check out the police station. Even if it was still Monday, it was well past the end of my shift with Cruz. Somebody there had to know what happened. At the very least, someone should be trying to find us. 
 
    I raised my left hand to activate Teleportal but nothing happened. I tried a couple more times but none of my spells appeared. The targeting reticle on my right hand was equally conspicuous by its absence. “Oh, come on!” I exclaimed in dismay. “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    I let out a long, frustrated sigh. It was bad enough being dead but losing the only thing that made me special was a bitter blow. Bemoaning my fate wasn’t going to help me uncover the circumstances of my death, though, so I sucked it up and started walking. 
 
    The Hellburn Police Department was only a mile or so west of the library but the hike seemed interminable. I had no interest in walking through anyone so I made a wide berth around the few pedestrians I encountered. Crossing the streets was a bit nerve-wracking since none of the drivers slowed down for me. I knew they couldn’t hurt me but dodging out of the way of speeding vehicles was a hard habit to break. 
 
    On the plus side, the Texas heat didn’t affect me at all and I jogged up to the station entrance without breathing hard or feeling a single drop of sweat on my brow. Dad’s Jeep wasn’t in its usual spot, which meant it was Monday, since he had Sundays and Mondays off and there was too much traffic in the area for it to be the weekend. 
 
    Or he has a meeting with the mayor, I amended. Or he’s out looking for me. Or he’s searching for my killer. Or Mrs. Phipps came here after she left the library, killed everyone, and took his Jeep. 
 
    That train of thought was getting me nowhere. I checked the numbers on the two patrol cars sitting in the lot. Unit 105 was missing but that didn’t necessarily mean anything, since the patrol officers generally grabbed whatever unit was available at the start of their shifts. 
 
    That did remind of my own car, though, and I hurried around the corner of the building to the employee lot. My heart dropped into my stomach when I discovered my beautiful cherry red 2012 Ford Mustang GT was gone. 
 
    I stared at the empty space where I’d left it before joining Cruz on patrol. Its absence proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that I’d been dead for a while. I had the only keys and no one would have had a reason to move it until after I was sent off to my eternal reward. I wondered if Dad gave it to Mom or just sold it. 
 
    The only reason I didn’t give up right then and there was that I had nowhere else to go and nothing else to do. I certainly wasn’t ready to join the heavenly hosts just yet. If nothing else, I still wanted to find out what happened to me and Cruz. I let my breath out, straightened my shoulders, and walked back to the entrance. 
 
    Mrs. Burns – Rachel – sat at her usual post behind the desk in the lobby, typing away at her computer. She didn’t seem sad or worried, which confirmed my theory that I died a while back. I scanned the walls for clues to the date, but all I could find was a calendar of community events for July. That narrowed down the window to a couple of weeks, at least. 
 
    “Rachel?” I asked tentatively but she didn’t react. I was relieved, actually, since I didn’t know what I’d do if she screamed and ran off at hearing my disembodied voice. Instead, I continued through the locked doors into the station beyond. 
 
    The main hallway was empty and I looked both ways, trying to decide how I could discover what happened to me. I couldn’t look at the police records without the ability to use a keyboard and mouse, so I had to hope that someone either left something lying around or talked about me while I was standing there. 
 
    I started with Dad’s office, although it felt like I was invading his privacy. I ghosted through the door and scanned his desk, but it was devoid of any evidence. Framed photos of Mom, Susie, and me sat beside his monitor and I tried not to sigh. I’ll never see them again, I realized. Well, they’ll never see me again, anyway. 
 
    My next stop was Sergeant Finney’s office in the small jail at the back of the station. He wasn’t there and I wondered if he was outside smoking one of his cigars again. There were a few files scattered across his desk but all I could see were the case numbers on the tabs, which meant nothing to me. Then a movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. 
 
    The jail had four small cells of the steel bar variety, each holding a low cot and a metal chair and not much else. They weren’t used for long-term incarceration – prisoners awaiting trial and sentencing were sent to Killeen or Fort Worth, depending on the severity of their crimes – but the person in the furthermost cell wasn’t a typical drunk sleeping it off. 
 
    “Mrs. Phipps?” I gasped. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    She started and fumbled for her glasses on the cot beside her, perching them on her nose as she peered around. She wore the same floral dress I remembered from Mrs. Kendricks’ office, but her hair was in disarray and she looked wan and shaky. 
 
    “Pardon me?” she asked, blinking at me. “Do I know you?” 
 
    “You attacked me in the library!” 
 
    “I beg your pardon, young man,” she retorted, sounding affronted. “I did no such thing.” 
 
    “I was there! You –” I stopped, my mind racing. Mrs. Phipps could see and hear ghosts, although she didn’t realize it. “What day is it today?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Her eyes narrowed. “Is this another one of those psychological tests? I’ve had quite enough of those today.” 
 
    “No, I just really need to know what day it is,” I assured her. “My, uh, watch is broken.” 
 
    “It’s Monday,” she said carefully. 
 
    “Monday the what?” 
 
    “The sixteenth.” 
 
    “The sixteenth? Of July? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Of course,” she sniffed. “I may be old but I still have all my faculties.” 
 
    “But that means –” It’s the same day, I thought, aghast. I died today. But why doesn’t anyone know? And where’s my car? 
 
    “Are you all right, young man?” Mrs. Phipps asked in concern. “You look very pale.” 
 
    That’s because I’m a ghost, thanks to you! “Don’t you remember what happened this morning?” 
 
    “Well, that sergeant person was very rude to me,” she huffed. 
 
    “No, before that, at the library. You were in Mrs. Kendricks’ office looking for something.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t,” she insisted, but she sounded less confident. 
 
    “You were there,” I pressed. “I found you there.” She shook her head doubtfully. “What do you remember about last night?” 
 
    She hesitated. “Not very much, I’m afraid,” she confessed. “I went out for my usual walk before going to bed and then – and then a police officer was pointing a gun at me.” 
 
    “A female officer?” I asked hopefully. “Officer de la Cruz? 
 
    “I don’t know her name,” she said peevishly. “She was very curt with me.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” I breathed. Cruz was okay. “Do you remember seeing another officer with her, a man?” 
 
    “He looked more like a teenager,” she scoffed. “He was rude too.” She peered at me suspiciously. “In fact, he looked a lot like you. Are you related?” 
 
    “You could say that. And the two of them brought you here?” I asked. “They were both, um, alive?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she sighed forlornly. “I don’t understand what’s happening. Why am I here? I haven’t done anything wrong.” 
 
    “Didn’t Officer de la Cruz or Sergeant Finney explain the charges to you?” I couldn’t imagine either of them not following procedure. 
 
    “She said something about breaking and entering and resisting arrest but that’s ridiculous. I was just out for a walk.” She looked around her cell and shrank into herself. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    I studied her doubtfully. This frightened and feeble woman was nothing like the person who attacked me. This had magic written all over it. Mrs. Phipps and I were both victims of whatever happened in the library, except I was dead and she was just in jail. I definitely got the short end of the stick on this deal. “Did you call your lawyer?” 
 
    “Why would I need a lawyer?” she frowned. 
 
    “How about a family member?” I suggested. “They can arrange bail for you.” And maybe explain how getting arrested works. 
 
    “Mr. Phipps passed away ten years ago,” she said wistfully. “We never had any children.” 
 
    “Any friends, maybe?” She shook her head. “What about Mrs. Kendricks?” 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks? Oh, no, I could never bother her.” She sounded like I wanted her to call the Governor for a pardon. 
 
    “It’s all right,” I assured her, “she won’t mind. She can help you get out of here. Okay?” I nodded and she slowly copied the motion. “Great, so just tell Sergeant Finney you want to call her when he gets back. Do you know her number?” She shook her head doubtfully. “No problem, he’ll be able to look it up for you.” I eyed the door, wondering how long I had before the Sergeant reappeared. The last thing Mrs. Phipps needed was to be found having a conversation with an invisible man. “I need to go. You’ll be fine, I promise.” 
 
    “Thank you, young man,” she told me, looking relieved. “You’re so much nicer than the other police officers.” 
 
    “They’re just doing their jobs, ma’am. Just relax and let Mrs. Kendricks take care of everything.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Her smile took years off her face. “And you should get out in the sunlight more.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on that,” I told her, trying very hard not to roll my eyes. “Good luck.” 
 
    I hurried out and nearly ran right through Sergeant Finney. He shivered and scowled at the nearest air conditioning vent before pushing his way into the jail. I heard Mrs. Phipps’ voice call out to him just before the door closed behind him. I let my breath out – metaphorically speaking, anyway – and considered what I just learned.  
 
    Okay, I was still alive when we brought Mrs. Phipps back here. If we went back out on patrol after booking her in, then we would have come back here at the end of the shift and I would have left in my car. I must have gone back to the library, I realized, but why? To get Susie’s stuff? That was plausible, except my car wasn’t there. Whoever killed me must have taken it. Ew, is my body in the trunk? That was an unpleasant thought, especially with the summer heat. Someone’s going to notice that pretty quick. But until then, nobody knows I’m dead, which means that no one’s looking for me.  
 
    That was a problem. If there was a demon running around Hellburn possessing people and killing policemen, we needed to find it and deal with it ASAP. It can’t be a demon lord, I mused, or Tara or one of the other witches would have sensed it. Except it broke my Philosopher’s Stone somehow and killed me, I reminded myself uneasily. That’s supposed to be impossible. I need to talk to Mrs. Kendricks. Except I couldn’t because I was dead. 
 
    But I can talk to Mrs. Phipps, I thought, eyeing the jail door, and she can talk to Mrs. Kendricks. She’ll think I’m a complete nutcase, though, asking her to repeat what I say to someone who’s standing right there. Maybe I should just get her to pass along a message when Mrs. Kendricks gets here. There was no telling how long that was going to take, though, and I couldn’t do anything now with Sergeant Finney sitting right there.  
 
    I wish I could manifest like Olivia, I grumbled to myself, flexing my insubstantial hands. She doesn’t have any problems talking to living people, not with the Dread Lord’s curse trying to make her human. Wait a minute. I straightened as I realized how to solve my problem. Olivia should be able to talk to other ghosts, right? I’ll get her to tell Mrs. Kendricks what happened!  
 
    I still had to find her, of course, but odds were she was back at the apartment. She and Dara almost never went anywhere on their own, largely because neither of them had a car or knew how to drive one, Olivia’s one lesson in the school parking lot notwithstanding.  
 
    My apartment complex was south of downtown, so I had another two- or three-mile hike ahead of me. I retraced my steps, wondering how I was going to explain all this to Olivia, and another officer stepped out of the squad room down the hall. I stopped in my tracks, surprised and relieved at the same time. 
 
    “Cruz!” I exclaimed. “You’re alive!” She ignored me and walked away. I hurried after her, trying to think of some way to get her attention. “Cruz, can you hear me?” She glanced at her watch, muttered something I couldn’t catch, and went into the locker room at the end of the hall, letting the door shut in my face. 
 
    I ghosted through and found her in front of her open locker, slipping the holster off her belt and laying it on the wooden bench beside her. I stepped around her and waved my hand in front of her face. “Cruz! I need you to tell me what happened in the library.” Nothing. She unbuckled her belt and stowed it in her locker and then sat on the bench to untie her shoes. 
 
    I looked around the locker room for inspiration. In the movies, ghosts could write messages on steamed-up mirrors or arrange letters on a Scrabble board, but I couldn’t turn on the shower in the adjoining bathroom and the other officers weren’t known for their fondness for word games. I tried to remember if there was anything useful in my own locker but it didn’t matter anyway. I couldn’t undo the padlock to open it. 
 
    “Cruz –” I turned just in time to see Cruz step out of her uniform pants. Her shirt was barely long enough to cover her butt and I caught a glimpse of silky panties dotted with tiny roses. Her legs were long and lean and brown, a perfect combination of DNA and suntan. “I, uh, I –” She folded her slacks and set them aside and then began unbuttoning her shirt, humming something to herself. 
 
    I need to leave, I told myself. She’s a fellow officer, she deserves her privacy. My legs pretended not to hear me as my eyes followed her fingers downwards to the last button. She shrugged off her shirt, shook it out, and hung it inside her locker. Her white t-shirt clung to her modest curves and hinted at a matching bra underneath. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed as Cruz slipped a finger under the edge of her panties, while Little Peter proved he didn’t need a functioning nervous system or a blood supply to stand up and take notice. I wrenched myself away and fled through the nearest wall, finding myself outside in front of the station. 
 
    What’s the big hurry? Little Peter protested. It’s not like she knew we were there or anything. 
 
    That’s the point! I told him, checking around furtively before shifting him over to a more comfortable position. 
 
    Come on! We’re dead, we can’t do anything anymore. Peeping is all we have left. 
 
    No! We’re going to figure out what happened to me and deal with that demon or whatever and then we’re going to Heaven. 
 
    Heaven is boring, he grumbled. There aren’t any naked girls there. 
 
    Just deal with it, I ordered. He subsided reluctantly and I set off at a jog, bearing south, as I wondered if Little Olivia gave Olivia this much trouble. 
 
    She’s a girl, Little Peter reminded me, she doesn’t have the necessary equipment. Unless you’re talking about her – 
 
    Stop right there, I warned him. Olivia’s our friend. 
 
    Oh, right, he retorted. If he had eyes, he would have been rolling them. As if you haven’t peeked whenever she’s in ghost form. 
 
    I have not! Much, I amended. Her nightgown’s all torn up, it’s impossible not to look. 
 
    Uh-huh, he said smugly and then thankfully fell silent for the rest of our journey. 
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    Dungeons in Legends of Lorecraft are populated with all sorts of creatures eager to steal something from you, ranging anywhere from your belongings to your sense of direction to your life. Doppelgangers, for example, are malicious spirits that steal your identity, turning themselves into exact clones of your character, copying your name, your appearance, your equipment, and your spells and powers. 
 
    The really annoying part about doppelgangers is that you usually don’t realize you’ve been cloned until much later, when your in-game reputation starts to drop for no apparent reason. NPCs start charging more for goods, they refuse to give out useful information, and they throw rubbish at you whenever you walk by. You have to abandon whatever quest you’re on and hunt down the doppelganger before other players notice the WANTED: DEAD OR ALIVE posters on the castle walls. 
 
    This happened to my guild-mate David, a.k.a. Sir Morgan Justarius of Alindale, a few months back. It took us hours to track down his doppelganger in the middle of a bandit camp and killing it turned out to be a lot harder than expected, because it kept jumping all around during the fight and I couldn’t tell which paladin was which. I ended up killing both of them just to be sure but then I accidentally revived the wrong corpse and we had to start all over again. Who knew that identity theft would be such a headache in the fantasy world too? 
 
      
 
    Walking has been mankind’s primary mode of transportation ever since our distant ancestors first stood upright on the African savannah, but that didn’t mean it was a particularly effective way to get from Point A to Point B. By the time the iron gates of the Oakmont Village apartments appeared at the far end of the block, I’d been trudging along the streets of Hellburn for what had to be at least an hour. I wasn’t tired – one of the few benefits of being a ghost, I supposed – but I was bored out of my skull. Without a functioning smartphone or access to a car radio, the only thing I had to listen to were my own thoughts. 
 
    What’s Olivia going to say when she sees me? I wondered gloomily. That’s even assuming she can see me. She’s hardly ever in ghost form these days. I guess she just prefers being with Dara. Or Dara’s tail, anyway.  
 
    I walked along the tall wrought iron fence surrounding the property, heading for the entrance. Despite its name, Oakmont Village didn’t have a single oak tree within its bounds, but there was a plentiful supply of crepe myrtles and neatly-trimmed boxwood hedges to complement the concrete and brick. I stepped through the gate and followed the driveway winding past the main office and the community center.  
 
    Most of the structures scattered around the property were traditional apartments but Building 5 contained three-story townhouses jammed shoulder-to-shoulder, overlooking the grassy park where kids could play soccer and throw Frisbees when it wasn’t too hot, which was never. The pool was well-occupied, though, mostly by young mothers trying to keep their offspring from drowning. I winced at a particularly shrill shriek of joy and eyed my designated parking spot in front of Unit 501. It was empty, of course, and I wondered where my car was now. Probably in a ditch somewhere, I sighed. I loved that car. 
 
    The pavement sparkled as I got closer and I bent down to see why. Broken slivers of glass were scattered all over the parking area, as if someone had smashed a bottle on the ground, except all the pieces were flat. I checked the first- and second-story windows but they were fine. When I backed up to see the third story, though, I sucked in my breath. The glass door leading to the balcony was gone, leaving only a few jagged shards dangling from the frame. 
 
    “Dara?” I called. “Olivia?” I ran to the door without waiting for a response, wasting a couple of seconds trying to turn the knob before phasing through the door into the entranceway. “Dara –”  
 
    I stumbled to a halt. More shards covered the tiled floor, but these were plaster, not glass. The painted blue eye of Protego the enchanted garden gnome stared up at me accusingly from one of them, as if he blamed me for his demise. “What the hell?” I murmured uneasily. “Dara? Olivia? Are you here?” 
 
    “Peter?” Olivia’s shaky voice came from upstairs. “Don’t come any closer!” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I took the stairs two at a time to the second floor landing. The hallway was empty and all the doors were closed. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Stay away from me!” Her voice had a hysterical edge to it now. “I’m warning you, I’ll – I’ll – um.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I raced up the stairs to the third floor and found Olivia cowering behind the lounger in the living room, peeking around the side with wide, frightened eyes. “What happened?” I asked her anxiously. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She ducked back out of sight. “Stay back!” 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you. What’s going on? What happened to the window?” I walked around the lounger and she jumped up with a squeak, backing away from me and clutching the remnants of her nightgown in her fists. I finally realized she was a ghost again. “Where’s Dara?” 
 
    “I’ll never tell you!” She looked around frantically for an escape route and then tried to bolt past me but I grabbed her arm. “Let me go!” She tried to yank herself free before taking a swing at me, landing a solid punch on the side of my head. It didn’t hurt but it surprised me enough to loosen my grip. 
 
    She ran for the dining room before remembering that it was a dead end. She spun around and raced for the stairs instead but that moment of hesitation gave me enough time to tackle her around the waist and bring her to the ground. She wriggled and bucked and clawed at my face but I finally straddled her hips and pinned her arms. “Olivia, stop!” 
 
    She struggled for another few seconds and then subsided. “Please don’t hurt me,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you,” I assured her firmly but she clearly didn’t believe me. “Look, if I let you up, do you promise not to run?” She hesitated, looking around for some possible means of escape, and then nodded. I carefully released her arms and sat back warily, but she just rubbed her wrists, watching me. “Okay, I’m getting up now. Just take it easy, okay?” 
 
    I got to my feet and held out my hand to help her up. She took it reluctantly and let me pull her upright. Then she suddenly shoved me backwards and fled for the stairs. Before I regained my balance, she was gone. “Olivia!” 
 
    “Don’t try to follow me!” She was already halfway down the stairs. 
 
    “I’m dead!” 
 
    In the long silence that followed, I couldn’t be sure if she heard me. Then the top of her head poked into view. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I’m dead,” I told her somberly. “I’m a ghost, like you. I couldn’t hurt you even if I wanted to.” 
 
    She frowned at me as if I was speaking gibberish. Then she peered at me closely and her mouth dropped open. “Oh my God!” she exclaimed. “Did Dara actually kill you?” 
 
    I blinked at her. “Wait, what?” 
 
    “You tried to kill Dara and you were fighting and she jumped out the window and you went after her and – and – I guess she killed you,” she finished uneasily. “But where is she?” she asked worriedly. “Why didn’t she come back?” 
 
    “Hold on, back up,” I told her. “Dara and I were fighting? When did that happen?” 
 
    Now it was Olivia’s turn to look at me doubtfully. “Don’t you remember?” 
 
    “No! I just woke up dead behind the library.” 
 
    “The library? How did you get all the way over there?” 
 
    “I don’t know, that’s the point! What happened here? Why is the window broken and where is everybody?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said miserably. “I’ve just been waiting here for Dara to come back. I’m really worried about her. Are you sure you didn’t kill her?” 
 
    “I didn’t kill anyone!” I insisted. “I wasn’t even here!” 
 
    “Peter, I was right there! I saw you!” 
 
    “Whoever it was, it wasn’t me. Look, let’s just start at the beginning,” I sighed. “I went to work just before midnight, right?” 
 
    “Well, I was asleep then,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Fine, that doesn’t matter. Cruz and I were on patrol and we got a call to investigate a break-in at the library. I found the intruder, she attacked me, and that’s the last thing I remember until this.” I gestured at myself. 
 
    “No,” Olivia said carefully, “you came home around nine.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Yes, you did!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes with a sigh. “Look, just tell me what happened.” 
 
    She eyed me askance, as if she suspected I was playing some sort of trick on her. “Well, Dara and I were having breakfast,” she waved a hand towards the kitchen, “and we heard the front door open. Then all of a sudden, the dwarves starting shouting Danger! Danger! Danger!” 
 
    “What dwarves?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “You know, those little statues Mrs. Kendricks gave us.” 
 
    “Those are gnomes.” 
 
    “Gnomes, dwarves, whatever,” she said dismissively. “Anyway, I heard something break and they just stopped. Then you walked in and Dara went berserk.” 
 
    “What do you mean, berserk?” 
 
    “She jumped out of her chair, grabbed her sword, and tried to stab you.” 
 
    Several confused thoughts vied for control of my tongue. The one that won said, “She had her sword with her at breakfast?” 
 
    “Yeah, she carries it around all the time now. She says she wants to be ready for the next demon attack. I think she’s getting paranoid,” Olivia confided softly. 
 
    I looked through the archway into the kitchen. One of the chairs was lying on its back and the remnants of a plate of frozen waffles was stuck to the floor in a puddle of syrup. Melissa’s going to throw a fit when she sees that, I mused. “There’s no blood,” I observed aloud. 
 
    “She missed. You’re very fast.” She eyed me warily, as if she thought I might jump on her again. 
 
    “So then what happened?” I prompted. 
 
    “You tried to take the sword from her and you two fought all over the place. You ended up in the living room and Dara finally got away from you. She shouted at me to run away and then she jumped through the window and off the balcony.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked skeptically. “That’s a thirty-foot drop onto concrete.” 
 
    Olivia spread her hands helplessly. “She wasn’t there when I went looking for her afterwards, so I guess she’s okay.” 
 
    “So this guy went after her?” 
 
    “I suppose,” she shrugged doubtfully. “I didn’t see what happened.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You did something to me.” She edged away from me, rubbing her arms. “It felt like I was on fire, like when Susie cut my soul out of Dara’s head. I passed out or something and when I woke up, everyone was gone and I was a ghost again.” She looked down at herself and tried to rearrange the tatters of her nightgown to cover herself up better. 
 
    “So why don’t you change back?” I asked her curiously. 
 
    “I can’t,” she admitted, looking miserable. “I tried. It doesn’t work anymore.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t know, it just doesn’t! I’m stuck. I can’t do anything like this,” she complained. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I muttered. “Well, keep trying. You need to call Mrs. Kendricks and tell her what happened.” I waved my hand around us to indicate the destruction of our apartment. Melissa was definitely going to be pissed, although the fact of my death might distract her for a bit. 
 
    “How?” Olivia asked doubtfully. “Even if I was physical, I don’t have a phone.” 
 
    “Well, maybe someone in the tenant services office will let you borrow theirs.” I raked my fingers through my hair, trying to make sense of everything and failing. “We need to find Dara.” 
 
    Olivia backed away. “I won’t let you hurt her,” she warned me. 
 
    “That wasn’t me!” I retorted in exasperation. 
 
    “He looked exactly like you and he sounded exactly like you and he wore exactly the same clothes,” she insisted. indicating my uniform. “If that wasn’t you, then who was it?” 
 
    “That’s what we need to find out, and sooner rather than later. He’s probably the one who killed me at the library,” I surmised. “He must have disguised himself as me. And stole my car,” I added ruefully. “I wonder if he was after the same thing Mrs. Phipps was looking for.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Mrs. Phipps. She works for Mrs. Kendricks at the library.” Olivia shook her head. “The old lady who sees ghosts.” 
 
    “Oh, her. You were killed by an old lady?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “No, of course not,” I insisted, although I didn’t actually know that for sure. “It doesn’t matter right now. We need to find Dara and make sure she’s okay.” 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” 
 
    That was a darn good question, actually. “You didn’t see which way she went?” Olivia shook her head. “You didn’t notice any footprints or bloodstains or anything outside when you looked?” Another shake. “What was she wearing?” 
 
    “One of your t-shirts. The orange one with the three-headed dog.” 
 
    “That’ll make her easy to spot,” I noted wryly. The Hellburn High mascot was nothing if not distinctive. “What did she look like? Human or demon?” 
 
    “Demon,” she said, holding curled forefingers to her forehead to emphasize the point. 
 
    “And she still had the sword with her?” Olivia nodded. “Great, so all we need to do is ask the neighbors if they’ve seen an armed succubus in an orange shirt.” 
 
    “They can’t hear us, Peter,” she reminded me. “We’re ghosts.” 
 
    “I know that,” I sighed, rolling my eyes, “I was just kidding. We’re going to have to wait for her to come back.” 
 
    “But what if she doesn’t?” Olivia asked hesitantly. “What if she’s –?” 
 
    “She’s fine,” I told her firmly, fervently hoping I was telling the truth. “She can escape into the shadowed paths whenever she wants.” 
 
    “But won’t Metrag – Metraz – that demon lord kill her if she goes back to Hell?”  
 
    “Not if she keeps moving and doesn’t stay there long. Besides, Metrakh – Metraxion doesn’t care about her.” Daraxandriel was teaching me to pronounce demon names properly but it always felt like I was gargling with bleach every time I tried. “He’s after my Philosopher’s Stone.” I tapped the useless bauble dangling from the chain around my neck. Olivia’s eyes followed the movement and then flew open wide. 
 
    “Peter!” she gasped. “Isn’t the Stone supposed to keep you alive? What happened? Is it broken?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “This isn’t the real thing, anyway. It’s just my memory of the Stone or something.” I had no idea how ghostly attire worked. Olivia would swap out her tattered nightgown for proper clothes in a heartbeat if she could figure out how. 
 
    “So where’s the real one, then? We have to get it back!” 
 
    “That’s ... a very good question, actually.” The Stone had completely slipped my mind while I tried to deal with my murder but the two had to be linked somehow. “It must have been on my body. Was the guy who attacked you wearing it?” That would be bad. 
 
    Olivia shook her head with a frown. “I don’t remember seeing it. He was wearing a big gold ring, though.” 
 
    “A ring?” I didn’t own any jewelry other than the Stone. 
 
    “A man’s ring with a squiggly symbol on it.” She drew a circle on her middle finger to illustrate. “It was glowing,” she added, “while you – he – and Dara were fighting.” 
 
    “A glowing ring.” That rang a little alarm bell in the back of my mind. “Mrs. Phipps was wearing a ring when I found her. It didn’t glow, though. I wonder if she still has it.” I didn’t pay any attention to her hands when I spoke with her in her cell. 
 
    “Do you think it’s magic?” Olivia asked uneasily. 
 
    “I think that’s pretty likely,” I said dryly, “given how my day’s going so far.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she frowned. “Oh. Oh! You mean being dead. I’m sorry,” she said meekly. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I sighed. “We just need to find this guy and stop ... whatever it is he’s trying to do.” I looked around, trying to fit the puzzle together, but there were too many missing pieces. “Do you think he came here to kill Dara?” I asked doubtfully. “Maybe he’s a rogue warlock or something.” 
 
    “Well, Dara attacked him first,” Olivia pointed out. “She called him a Cubist.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A Cubist, or something like that. It was all kind of confusing,” she apologized. 
 
    The only thing cubist brought to mind was some sort of avant-garde art movement but I doubted Daraxandriel would stab someone because of his taste in paintings. “Did he say anything?” 
 
    “He – you – he shouted something just before he did this to me,” she said, gesturing to herself. “I couldn’t understand the words, though.” 
 
    “Like a spell, you mean?” I frowned. 
 
    “Sort of, maybe, except it didn’t sound like the things Mrs. Kendricks and Susie say. It hurt my ears,” she complained. 
 
    “Well, at least that proves it wasn’t me.” She blinked at me uncomprehendingly. “My spells don’t work that way. I just point and click.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” She didn’t sound entirely convinced but I didn’t feel like belaboring the point. 
 
    “All right, we need to come up with a plan. We need to find Dara and make sure she’s okay. We need to warn Mrs. Kendricks about what’s going on. We need to track down that imposter and keep him from killing anyone, especially Dara. What else? Oh, yeah, we need to find my body and figure out who murdered me. And get my car back,” I added grimly. 
 
    “How are we going to do any of that?” Olivia asked dubiously. “We’re ghosts.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out as we go,” I said gamely. “We could use some help, though, that’s for sure.” I chewed on my lip as I reviewed our rather limited options. The only other person I knew who could talk to ghosts was Mrs. Phipps but I was reluctant to get her involved any more than she already was. “Wait a minute.” I looked around again. “Where’s Amy?” 
 
    Olivia shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen her since I woke up dead again.” 
 
    “What was she doing when all this happened?” 
 
    “She was in the living room complaining about being hot and bored.” 
 
    “That sounds about right,” I muttered. The Spawn of Darkness was an irritating thorn in my side, a whiny, self-centered brat who insisted I was her boyfriend and therefore should cater to her every whim. Unfortunately, we only knew of two ways to get rid of her: persuade Metraxion to unbind her from my Philosopher’s Stone, or summon her father, the Dread Lord, to the mortal plane. Neither of these seemed likely a particularly good idea. “What about after the fight broke out?” 
 
    “I didn’t notice,” Olivia grimaced apologetically. “I was worried about Dara.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s something else to add to the list: find Amy and make sure she’s not making things worse. Are you still a poltergeist? Can you move stuff?” She nodded doubtfully. “Good. Leave a note for Dara and tell her to meet us at Mrs. Kendricks.” 
 
    “I thought we were going to wait for her to get back,” she protested. 
 
    “I changed my mind. We don’t know how long that’s going to take and she might not think it’s safe anyway.” 
 
    “But how is she going to see the note if she doesn’t come back?” 
 
    “It’s just in case she does,” I explained patiently. 
 
    “But what if that other guy comes back and reads it?” 
 
    “He’s not going to know who Mrs. Kendricks is or where she lives.” 
 
    “He found us,” she pointed out. 
 
    “He took my car. The registration’s in the glove compartment.” 
 
    “But why did he come here at all? Why is he trying to kill Dara?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said irritably. “Maybe he thought I lived alone and wanted a place to hide out. We’re just going to have to take the chance, okay?” 
 
    Olivia capitulated grudgingly and went into the kitchen, carefully peeling a sheet of paper off the pad we used for our grocery lists. Holding a pen firmly was a challenge, given her insubstantial state, but she managed to scrawl a legible message to Daraxandriel and placed it in the center of the table. “Now what?” 
 
    “Now,” I sighed, “we walk to Mrs. Kendricks’ place and hope she’s home.” 
 
    “Walk?” Olivia protested. “She lives all the way up by the river!” 
 
    “If I had my car, I’d let you drive.” I absolutely wouldn’t. The one time she tried it, she nearly rammed it into a light pole. “Since I don’t, we’re walking. Come on.” 
 
    I led her downstairs and through the front door, pausing on the stoop to get my bearings. Olivia stood beside me, looking down at herself before crossing her arms with a resigned sigh. “Why don’t you wear it backwards?” I suggested. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your nightgown. Turn it around backwards. There aren’t as many holes in the back.” 
 
    She eyed me doubtfully and tried to peer over her shoulder before pulling her arms inside. It took a bit of wriggling and squirming but she finally got the nightgown twisted around and her arms back through the sleeves. She pressed the ectoplasmic fabric against her stomach, assessing the result. The one big rent in the material exposed her belly button but nothing else of interest. 
 
    “You can’t see anything back there, can you?” she asked, turning her back to me. 
 
    “Just your back,” I assured her.  
 
    And the top of her butt, Little Peter reported, but I chose not to pass the message along. 
 
    “Okay, I guess. Thanks.” We started down the sidewalk towards the main gate, skirting the park and the pool. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?” she asked, plucking at her nightgown with a hint of suspicion in her voice. 
 
    Because then we couldn’t be able to see what you have, Little Peter said, as if the answer should have been obvious.  
 
    “I didn’t think of it until just now,” I told her. “You’re not a ghost very often anymore.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” We carried on in silence for a while. “How do you feel? Being a ghost, I mean.” 
 
    I wasn’t expecting that question. “I ... don’t know, actually. I’ve been so focused on figuring out what happened.” I looked down at myself. “I don’t feel much different, actually. Everything’s still a little washed out and muffled but it’s getting better.” 
 
    “It was the same way for me,” Olivia told me. “Things didn’t look proper for a few days.” She hesitated and then reached out to touch my hand. “Can you feel that?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, surprised. It was the first time anything felt even halfway normal. I grasped her hand and squeezed lightly. It felt strangely cool and resilient, like thawing bread dough. “Can you feel that?” 
 
    “Yes. It feels nice.” She ducked her head and tucked a strand of ghostly brown hair behind her ear. “So what are we going to tell Mrs. Kendricks?” She didn’t pull her hand out of mine and I frankly didn’t feel like letting go yet. Touching her made me feel more real, somehow. We passed through the main gate hand-in-hand and turned right. 
 
    “Everything we know, although that won’t take long,” I said ruefully. “She doesn’t know anything about ghosts, unfortunately, but she might be able to figure out who this guy is, especially if he really is a warlock.” 
 
    “Agent Prescott might be able to help,” she suggested. 
 
    “Maybe. This is probably outside his area of expertise.” Special Agent Ryan Prescott was a demon hunter and, not coincidentally, Mrs. Kendricks’ long lost lover. “He might be able to call in his boss. She can probably track this guy down just by snapping her fingers.” Special Agent Fay Morgan was the head of the FBI’s Occult Investigations team and the only other person I knew with a Philosopher’s Stone. 
 
    Olivia shivered. “She gives me the creeps.” 
 
    “Agent Morgan? Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She just seems to know too much about everything.” 
 
    “Don’t you start,” I warned. Melissa and Susie were convinced that Agent Morgan was actually Morgan le Fay, the enchantress of Arthurian legend, and she didn’t help matters by refusing to categorically deny the speculation. “She’s just a very powerful witch, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she grumbled. “Is she even back from England yet?” 
 
    “She has to be. She just went over there to help them find ...” My pace slowed to a halt and I just stared at nothing as a feeling of horror crept over me. 
 
    “Peter?” Olivia asked worriedly. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “That ring. All that stuff on Mrs. Kendricks’ desk.” 
 
    “Huh? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “That was Dr. Bellowes’ equipment. Mrs. Kendricks must have kept everything in her office.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “That ring was the one Dr. Bellowes trapped Metraxion in for four hundred years. He used it to steal souls so he could kill demons and extend his life.” Olivia’s expression slowly morphed to match mine. “And now my imposter has it and my Philosopher’s Stone.”  
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    There never seems to be enough time to do everything that needs to be done. One big reason for this is that you waste an incredible amount of time every single day. You spend eight hours sleeping, half an hour getting ready for work, a couple of hours eating meals and snacks, an hour commuting back and forth, another hour or so on coffee breaks and bathroom visits, an hour or more dealing with urgent phone calls and emails that aren’t really that urgent, another hour taking care of the chores and the pets and the kids at home, and at least another hour trying to wind down at the end of the day so you can get back to sleep and start all over again the next day. If you have an appointment with a doctor or a dentist or a plumber, take another couple of hours off whatever’s left. 
 
    That’s over seventeen hours a day that you’re not doing something useful or important. Even worse, the paltry time you do have is broken up into little chunks, forcing you to switch your mental gears every few minutes. It’s like trying to win the Daytona 500 with a stop light on the track. You’ll eventually get to the finish line, but you won’t be breaking any speed records along the way. 
 
    A lot of people claim they’re good at multi-tasking but they’re just fooling themselves. They may well be juggling a dozen different tasks at once but I’m willing to bet they’d get done a lot sooner if they just finished one thing before moving on to the next. I accomplish so much more when I can put my head down and focus on the job at hand without interruption. Unfortunately, concentration attracts interruptions like moths to a flame, so the odds of me actually finishing anything on time are pretty low, despite my best intentions. 
 
      
 
    The Texas sun crept higher in the sky as Olivia and I zig-zagged our way northeast towards Mrs. Kendricks’ house on Hyacinth Lane. The neighborhoods we passed through evolved noticeably as we went, morphing from single-story stucco boxes built in the 1950’s to more elaborate brick-and-stone residences constructed in this century. Their occupants skewed younger, too, although that trend was less pronounced.  
 
    Olivia started our journey checking every intersection and alleyway for any sign of Daraxandriel but it was pretty obvious that the chances of us randomly crossing paths with her were basically zero. Now she just walked beside me, silent and glum. I tried to think of something to say to cheer her up but I had nothing. I was feeling pretty low myself. 
 
    I’m dead, I thought, and Olivia’s the only person who knows it. Someone’s out there impersonating me. He did something to Mrs. Phipps and he probably killed me and he tried to kill Dara. What’s he doing now? How are we going to find him? How are we going to stop him? I had no answers.  
 
    A splash of laughter behind us heralded the approach of two women in tennis outfits, no doubt recent patrons of the community courts we passed a few minutes ago. Olivia and I split apart to let them pass and then bumped shoulders when we regrouped. 
 
    “Sorry,” we both said together. Olivia rubbed her arm with an odd expression. “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m just not used to bumping into things,” she explained. “It feels kind of weird.” 
 
    “I’m not used to not bumping into things,” I told her. “It definitely feels weird.” 
 
    “You’ll get used to it,” she assured me but her smile faded quickly. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About you being, you know, dead.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault. As far as I know, anyway,” I added dryly. 
 
    Olivia stared at me with wide eyes. “What?” 
 
    “I’m kidding,” I said hastily. “You wouldn’t have been able to get all the way over to the library and back before that imposter showed up at the apartment.” 
 
    “Unless I made everything up and killed you and Dara and Amy myself,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Er, right, but you didn’t. Right?” 
 
    She gave me a sideways look. “You don’t think I could?” 
 
    “You killed Uxbranidorn with your bare hands,” I reminded her. “Killing the rest of us wouldn’t be very hard for you, if you set your mind to it.” 
 
    She looked doubtful and uneasy, as if she wasn’t sure whether she should be pleased or appalled at my assessment. We walked on for a while before she cleared her throat. “So Hellburn’s a lot bigger than I thought,” she observed. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, it’s taking us forever to get across town. I thought Hellburn was a little dinky place.” She held her hands about a foot across. 
 
    “It’s not that small,” I protested. 
 
    “It’s small enough. How much longer until we get there?” 
 
    “Well –” Without a working phone, I couldn’t pull up a map to give her an accurate estimate. I looked around, getting my bearings. I’d only been to Mrs. Kendricks’ place a handful of times, in a car from a different direction. “We’re probably a mile away, I guess.” 
 
    “Another mile?” She looked like she was ready to sit down in the middle of the sidewalk in protest. “We’ve been walking for hours already!” 
 
    “No, we haven’t,” I argued automatically, but my sense of time was never any good even when I was alive. I looked around for a clock and then peered up at the sun. It had to be close to noon now, which meant we’d been hiking across town for a couple of hours. We should have reached Mrs. Kendricks’ house ages ago. “Have we been walking slow?” I wondered doubtfully. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Olivia said, looking equally uncertain. 
 
    “We must be. Those women are already halfway down the block. Come on.” I quickened my pace and Olivia trotted along beside me, but the tennis players continued to increase the distance between us, even though they were just ambling along. “What’s wrong?” I asked worriedly. “Why can’t we catch up?” It was if something was holding us back even though I didn’t feel any resistance. 
 
    “Maybe ghosts are just slow,” Olivia suggested. 
 
    “We’re walking like normal people,” I countered. “We should be able to keep up.” I eyed her speculatively. “Walk ahead of me.” 
 
    She eyed me back. “Why?” 
 
    “I want to see how you walk.” She looked dubious but I shooed her forward. She complied reluctantly, glancing back over her shoulder to see what I was actually doing. The gaping rents in the back of her nightgown were distracting but I concentrated on her legs. “Your feet are slipping.” 
 
    “What?” She stopped and looked down at herself. 
 
    “You look like you’re walking on ice. You’re not taking a full step.” I caught up with her, watching my own feet. Every step slid back a few inches. “No wonder this is taking so long. I don’t think we have any friction. Haven’t you ever noticed this?” 
 
    “I hardly ever walk anywhere,” she pointed out. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “Run.” 
 
    “Run?” 
 
    “Run. We’re in a hurry and it’s not like we’ll get tired, right?” I grabbed her hand and pulled her forward. “Come on!” 
 
    I started out at a light jog until she got her feet under her and then I steadily increased our pace until we were practically sprinting down the sidewalk. We quickly caught up with the two women and Olivia tried to pull her hand free so we could pass on either side of them but I hung on and our arms passed right through them. I laughed at their startled gasps and Olivia grinned at me. 
 
    The rest of our journey seemed to take almost no time at all and we finally slowed to a walk in front of 151 Hyacinth Lane. The little white cottage sat by itself in the middle of an empty block, bordered on the back by a thick row of trees lining the Brazos River. It looked deserted but I knew Mrs. Kendricks had spells cast around it that discouraged unwelcome visitors. With any luck, that didn’t include ghosts. 
 
    “Is she home?” Olivia asked doubtfully. Neither of us was breathing hard from our extended sprint. We’d be shoo-ins for the marathon at the next Ghost Olympics. 
 
    “Where would she go?” I asked. “The library’s closed.” I was beginning to wonder if it would ever reopen. 
 
    “She could be out shopping or visiting friends or taking a walk or –” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I get the idea. Let’s go see.” 
 
    I led the way up the flagstone walkway to the front door and tried to peer through the leaded glass pane to see if anyone was inside. Shading my eyes did no good whatsoever, since I didn’t cast a shadow. I pressed the doorbell, or tried to. My finger passed right through it. 
 
    “I’m never going to get used to this,” I muttered. “Let’s go inside.”  
 
    I steeled myself and stepped through the door. A moment later, Olivia joined me, looking around worriedly. 
 
    “Peter!” she said in an anxious whisper. “What if she’s here?” 
 
    “We want her to be here,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I know, but what if she’s, um,” she cleared her throat, “not completely dressed? You know how witches are.” 
 
    I’ve already seen her naked, I thought, but a revelation like that wasn’t going to do anything to reassure her. “That’s mostly just Susie,” I pointed out. “Besides, it’s the middle of the day. She’s not going to be wandering around without any clothes.” Probably.  
 
    “If you say so,” she said reluctantly. 
 
    “I do. I’m going to check the bedrooms, you see if she’s in the kitchen or the back yard.” She made a face. “Now what?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be sneaking into her bedroom. What if she’s asleep?” 
 
    “It’s noon!” 
 
    “She could still be sleeping! Maybe she was up late last night.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Fine. You check that bedrooms and I’ll check the kitchen. Happy?” 
 
    She didn’t look happy but she walked down the hallway while I continued on into the kitchen. It was as spotless as always so there was no way to tell how long it had been since Mrs. Kendricks had been in there last. I looked out through the windows over the sink at the back yard but it was equally deserted.  
 
    “Any luck?” I called to Olivia, just as she screamed. I raced down the hall and found her stumbling back through Mrs. Kendricks’ bedroom door, clutching her heart. “What happened?” I asked her. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “There’s an imp in there!” she exclaimed shakily, pointing an equally-unsteady finger at the door. 
 
    “An imp?” I gulped. Every other time we encountered imps, things went bad very quickly. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Of course I’m sure! It looks exactly like a black cat, just like all the other ones!” 
 
    “A black cat?” Imps often disguised themselves as cats to move around our world without anyone noticing but not all imps were cats and not all cats were imps. “Was it wearing a collar?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “How should I know?” 
 
    “Because you were looking at it?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but – I wasn’t looking at it,” she hedged. “I saw it lying there on the bed and I just figured, you know –” She eyed the door doubtfully. “You think it was a real cat?” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out.” I pushed my way through the door, resisting the urge to hold my breath like I was ducking underwater. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks’ bedroom was large and bright and homey, dominated by a four-poster bed of light oak against the far wall. Sunlight streamed through the windows overlooking the back yard, casting a warm glow everywhere, and stubby candles decorated nearly every horizontal surface, although none of them were currently lit. 
 
    The colorful quilt on the bed looked handmade but my attention was on the lump of black fur positioned strategically in its center, basking in the sunlight. The creature lifted its head as I crept closer, glaring at me with baleful yellow eyes and a menacing growl. The white collar and metal tag from the animal shelter were clearly visible. 
 
    “It’s just Merlin,” I called. A moment later, Olivia phased through the door, peering over my shoulder as Merlin expressed his displeasure at our presence with an even louder growl. 
 
    “Why doesn’t he like me?” she grumbled. “I used to have a cat back in New Orleans.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s personal. Cats just don’t like ghosts, that’s all.” 
 
    “Well, what’s he doing here anyway? I thought he belonged to Agent Prescott.” 
 
    I looked her at incredulously. “You realize he and Mrs. Kendricks are living together now, right?” 
 
    “They’re not married!” she protested. 
 
    “They’re engaged,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Engaged isn’t married!” 
 
    “Feel free to talk them out of it,” I told her, rolling my eyes. “I guess she’s not here after all,” I added with a sigh. “I wonder where she went.” 
 
    “I wonder when she’s coming back,” Olivia countered. “Are we going to just wait here for her?” 
 
    “We’ve already wasted too much time coming over here. Let’s just leave her a note.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “And then we’ll think of something.” I chewed my lip while I held a brief staring contest with Merlin. I lost. “I wonder if Merlin can pass a message along for us.” 
 
    “How?” she asked dubiously. 
 
    “He’s Agent Prescott’s familiar. They have to be able to communicate somehow, otherwise what’s the point of having one?” I moved closer to the bed, holding out my hand. “Hey, Merlin.” 
 
    “Be careful!” Olivia urged me, staying where she was. 
 
    “What’s he going to do,” I scoffed, “scratch me? Merlin, I need you to tell Agent Prescott – er, Ryan – um, your master something important.” Merlin didn’t seem inclined to go along with my plan. He rose on his legs like a furry marionette and arched his back, hissing at me. “Come on, don’t be like that! It’s a matter of life or death!” Merlin clearly didn’t agree. He spat and snarled and leapt off the far side of the bed. I rounded the bedpost just in time to see his tail vanish under the bed skirt. “Stupid cat,” I muttered. 
 
    “Maybe he’ll tell Agent Prescott that two ghosts were bothering him,” Olivia said hopefully. “That should count for something.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I groused. “Come on, let’s go back to the kitchen. Mrs. Kendricks is more likely to see a note there.” 
 
    There weren’t any scraps of paper or pens lying around in plain sight but Olivia managed to pry enough drawers open to acquire the necessary supplies. She waited expectantly with a fine-tipped marker gripped in her fist while I tried to compose a suitable message. There was so much I wanted to tell Mrs. Kendricks but I tried to keep it brief and to the point. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks, Olivia transcribed, something happened at the library this morning – we’re not exactly sure what – and now Peter is a ghost like me. Someone is pretending to be him and he attacked Dara and me at the apartment. Dara and Amy are missing and we’re worried about them. 
 
    We think this has something to do with the stuff in your office that used to belong to Dr. Bellows Belows Bellowes. The imposter has his ring and Peter’s Philopher’s Philosophers’ Stone. You need to find him and figure out what he’s up to and stop him. He’s probably the guy who killed Peter so be very careful. 
 
    Peter and I are going to keep looking for Dara. We’ll come back tonihgt tonight and try to make contact with you. Good luck. 
 
    Olivia 
 
    Olivia scrutinized her missive critically. “Maybe I should rewrite it,” she suggested. “It has a lot of mistakes on it.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I assured her. “It’s not an English paper.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want her to think I can’t spell or anything.” 
 
    “It really doesn’t matter as long as she gets the idea. Put it somewhere where she’ll see it when she gets back.” Olivia grimaced but complied, setting the sheet on the cooking island. “Okay, that’s done. Now we just need to figure what to do next.” 
 
    “I thought we were going to look for Dara.” she frowned. 
 
    “Do you have any idea where she might have gone?” She shook her head. “Even if she took the shadowed paths to get away from this guy, she can’t stay there for long and besides, she’s not the type of person to run away and hide. She’s going to come back and make sure the rest of us are okay, right?” Olivia nodded. “The problem is, we’re ghosts, so she’s not going to be able to find us, so she’ll have to get help. Right?” She nodded again. “So where would she go?” 
 
    “Here?” she suggested hesitantly. 
 
    I opened my mouth to counter her argument and then closed it again. “I was going to say she’d ask Susie but you’re probably right. They don’t like each other very much.” I drummed my fingers on the counter, generating no sound whatsoever. “The only other person she might try is Melissa but her powers are mostly good for killing people, not finding them. No, you’re right, she’ll come here first.” I looked around doubtfully. “Unless she’s already been here and that’s why Mrs. Kendricks is gone.” 
 
    “I’m confused,” Olivia complained. “Are we staying or going?” 
 
    “Both.” At her quizzical look, I explained, “You stay here and wait for Mrs. Kendricks or Dara to show up. You can tell them – well, write them – what happened and see if you can come up with a way to find this guy.” 
 
    “And what are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’m going to go back to the police station and talk to Mrs. Phipps again. She has to remember something about what happened last night in the library. Maybe she found something in Dr. Bellowes’ belongings that could help us.” Olivia’s skeptical look wasn’t very reassuring. “I’m grasping at straws,” I admitted, “but we can’t just sit here and hope someone notices what’s going on. As soon as we tell Mrs. Kendricks what happened, she’ll be able to do something about it.” I certainly hoped that was true, anyway. “And then she can tell Mom and Dad and Susie that I’m dead,” I added somberly. 
 
    “Oh, Peter.” Olivia’s sympathetic touch on my hand was comforting and I grasped her fingers in gratitude. “All right, I’ll wait here, but how are we going to find you again?” 
 
    “I’ll come back here when I’m done. I’ll try to be back by six o’clock, okay?” Even with the challenges of ghost walking, that was more than enough time to get to the station and back. 
 
    “Okay,” she sighed. She surprised me by leaning in and kissing me lightly on the cheek. “That’s for luck,” she said shyly. 
 
    “I could certainly use some,” I said wryly. “Okay, I’ll see you later.” 
 
    Olivia nodded, looking worried, and I exited through the front door. I pointed myself in the general direction of the police station and started running. 
 
    This time I didn’t bother avoiding any obstacles, passing through cars and pedestrians and fences and trees heedlessly. I did go around the buildings, though, largely because I needed to see where I was going. I pushed myself as hard as I could, until I was racing through town faster than anyone on Coach Foster’s track team could ever dream of going. Physics and biology were just afterthoughts in the spirit world, apparently. 
 
    My aim was a bit off and I arrived on Jefferson Street three blocks north of the station. A brief sprint brought me to the employee entrance just a couple of minutes later. I stepped through the door and hurried along the main hallway towards the jail, hoping that Sergeant Finney was out taking another cigar break so that I could talk to Mrs. Phipps alone. I passed Dad’s office and then stopped in my tracks. The door was ajar and a familiar voice was speaking. 
 
    “– said she was wandering around the library in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks?” I called out loud, surprised. 
 
    She wasn’t visible through the gap and it wasn’t wide enough to squeeze through, so I phased through the door. Mrs. Kendricks was alone in the office, talking on her cellphone. She wore her usual sort of outfit, a light linen blouse and a knee-length paisley skirt, and her strawberry-blonde hair was pinned up with a pair of cherrywood wands. A large floppy purse made from woven hemp lay on its side on Dad’s desk. 
 
    “I can’t imagine,” she went on, oblivious to my presence. “The library’s been closed since Bellaxragor damaged the wall.” That narrowed down the list of people she could be talking to. She wouldn’t mention Bellaxragor Stormreaper to anyone outside the witching community.  
 
    She perused Dad’s wall of framed certificates and citations as she listened to whatever the other person was saying. “Not that I know of. She’s a bit eccentric – she’s in her seventies, after all – but she’s never done anything like this before.” She grimaced. “Maybe, but there’s something very disturbing about the way she described her experience, like she was asleep and someone else was in control.” She rolled her eyes in exasperation. “I don’t know, that’s why I called you.” 
 
    She leaned on the edge of Dad’s desk, listening pensively and nodding occasionally. “That’s exactly what it sounds like. No, she’s perfectly fine now, just confused. Peter said she seemed normal when he found her.” 
 
    “What?” I exclaimed, startled. “When did I say that?” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks chuckled. “He’s a police officer now, remember? He and his partner found her standing in the hallway looking lost.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” I protested. “She was in your office! She jumped me!” 
 
     “I have no idea,” she went on. “It’s a library. There’s nothing special in there, just a lot of ordinary books.” Her voice was perfectly normal but the anxious look in her eyes and the way she tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear made it clear she was lying. 
 
    “You think she was after Dr. Bellowes’ stuff, don’t you?” I accused her. “You tried to pretend he was never here and now you’re worried someone might have found out you kept everything in your office.” 
 
    “So what are we going to do about this?” Mrs. Kendricks pressed. “Yes, of course I do,” she sounded irked, “but she’s not possessed anymore. We need to find this thing and deal with it before it causes more problems. No, I haven’t, but they’re not going to tell a civilian about other cases of erratic behavior even if someone does report them. Erratic, not erotic. Get your mind out of the gutter, Ryan,” she chided. “I miss you, too. When are you coming back?” Her wistful smile faded into a look of disappointment. “That long? No, I understand,” she sighed. 
 
    She pushed herself off the desk and starting pacing back and forth. “Is there anyone else in your department who could help?” She stopped in mid-stride, looking alarmed, and then continued her orbit of the office. “No, there’s no reason to bother her about something like this. I’ll tell the coven to keep watch and I’ll ask Chief Collins if he’ll let me know about any similar incidents. I need to talk to him anyway. I want to see if he’ll drop the charges against Mrs. Phipps.”  
 
    She listened to the response and huffed a sigh. “Yes, I know demonic possession isn’t a legal defense but it’s her first time being arrested, no one was hurt, and she didn’t cause any damage. He might be willing to let her go with a warning or something. If not, I’ll ask Tara to represent her. Tara. Tara Kingsley. You met her a couple of weeks ago.” She rolled her eyes. “Yes, the black girl. Of course she’s a real lawyer. Well, whoever heard of a librarian-witch or an FBI agent-warlock?” she retorted and then snorted in amusement at Prescott’s reply. 
 
    “I better let you go,” she said. “I have a bunch of calls to make and you have demons to hunt. Please be careful,” she added somberly. “I know, but I’m going to worry anyway. I’ll call you tonight, okay? I love you. Goodbye and take care.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks hung up and set her phone on the desk, massaging her forehead with her fingertips. She looked a lot older than her thirty-five years as she took in a long breath and let it out slowly, but then she lifted her chin and straightened her shoulders resolutely. She retrieved her phone and tapped one of her contacts, drumming her fingers on the desktop as she listened to the ringing. 
 
    “It’s Arial,” she said finally. “Are you free right now? We need to talk.” She shook her head. “No, face to face. Meet me in the library. I’m heading over there right now.” 
 
    “Huh?” I’d assumed she was talking to Tara but there was no reason for them to meet at the library. Mrs. Phipps was here at the station. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Not over the phone. I’ll see you there shortly, all right?” Mrs. Kendricks listened, nodded, and ended the call.  
 
    She tucked her phone into her purse and slung it over her shoulder, striding to the door before I could scramble out of the way. Her arm intersected mine and she started, rubbing her arm as she frowned up at the air conditioning vent. She left, closing the door behind her, but I jumped through and followed her down the hall, wondering what the heck was going on. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks exited through the lobby, pausing a moment to exchange pleasantries with Mrs. Burns before stepping out into the sunlight. She headed straight for her BMW in the visitor’s parking lot and slid in behind the wheel, dropping her purse into the passenger seat. I climbed into the back behind her as she turned on the car and let the interior cool off. Her blue eyes were strained with worry as she checked the rearview mirror. 
 
    What’s going on, Mrs. Kendricks? I wondered uneasily as she backed out of the parking slot and turned onto Jefferson Street. What have you done? 
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    Hypnotism, basically, is the act of placing someone into a state where they’re receptive to suggestions. Subjects perform acts under the command of the hypnotist that they generally wouldn’t consider doing under ordinary circumstances, often to the delight of an audience. In some cases, they may even accomplish deeds that they otherwise would never believe they could do, like playing the piano, speaking a foreign language, or lifting the back of a car off the ground. Freed from its normal self-imposed constraints, the human brain can achieve some incredible feats. 
 
    Hypnotists say they can’t make people do anything against their will, like jump off a cliff or murder someone, and yet it’s hard to imagine some corporate executive voluntarily flapping his arms and quacking in front of a group of strangers. Either there’s more to hypnotism than medical science realizes or people are just easily manipulated. I suspect it’s a little bit of both. 
 
    It does seem true that people have to be willing to be hypnotized to start with. You can’t just run up to someone on the street, wave a gold watch in their face, and then order them to strip naked, as awesome as that might seem. After all, what would happen if you tried to take control of another hypnotist? The two of you would end up just standing there, watches swinging in the breeze, waiting for someone to make a suggestion. The next person to come along would have a field day. 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Kendricks slowed down as we approached the library, eyeing the barricades and cones that a city work crew had set up across the entrance to the parking lot. A backhoe was tearing up the broken pavement in the back while a dump truck awaited the fragments of concrete. Four other men in construction helmets and bright orange vests stood off to the side, silently observing the proceedings, and another sat on the steps leading up to the front doors, eating his lunch. 
 
    Getting inside unseen was clearly impossible now and I expected her to continue on home instead. She surprised me by pulling over to the curb half a block further down and getting out, slinging her purse over her shoulder as she strode quickly towards the library.  
 
    I hurried after her, wondering if she was just going to brazen her way inside. I doubted the crew really cared whether anyone went in or not but I couldn’t imagine Mrs. Kendricks wanting any witnesses. Everything about this venture screamed Top Secret! to me. 
 
    She hurried up the stairs and the guy on his lunch break paid absolutely no attention to her, which I thought was strange. Even if he wasn’t the sort of man to whistle at passing females, Mrs. Kendricks was an attractive woman. He should have at least looked up as she went by. She must have cast a glamour on herself, I reasoned. Either that or his burrito is really really good. 
 
    She stopped in front of the right-most door and pulled a wad of keys out of her purse, searching through them with a pensive frown until she finally selected one. It fit into the lock and turned with no problem and she eased the door open just enough to slip through. 
 
    I passed through the door into the foyer but Mrs. Kendricks had already reached the hallway beyond, almost jogging as she made a beeline for her office. I caught up with her just as she grasped the door knob. It was locked and she had to dig through her keys again. 
 
    “The door was open when I found Mrs. Phipps,” I told her doubtfully. “Who locked it?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, of course, as she got it open and stepped inside. She paused for a moment to survey the room and I peeked over her shoulder. Nothing had changed since my last visit. She dropped her purse on her desk as she passed, heading directly for the filing cabinet closest to the window. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks located a third key in her collection, a small flat shape, but she paused with it in her outstretched hand. The cabinet lock protruded from the frame, indicating it was open. She clearly wasn’t expecting that. She chewed on her lower lip, looking anxious and obviously wondering if she’d left it that way in the frantic events leading up to Bellaxragor’s appearance behind the library. 
 
    She finally set her keys on top of the filing cabinet and squatted down to open the bottom drawer. Dr. Bellowes’ satchel, the same one I saw Mrs. Phipps pawing through, was jammed in there and she wrestled it out with difficulty. She brought it back to her desk and opened it, just as a metallic clatter sounded in the distance, echoing down the hall. 
 
    She froze, one hand lifted to the wands in her hair, and then she let her breath out slowly. She moved to the office door and looked out carefully and then the tension in her shoulders eased. 
 
    “You got here sooner than I expected,” she said, relieved. 
 
    “It sounded important.” If I still had a beating heart, it would have stopped in my chest. I knew that voice. I’d heard it just about every day of my entire life. A moment later, I stepped into the room. 
 
    At least, he looked like me, from the brown hair and hazel eyes to the tan-and-brown HPD uniform. He scanned the room quickly, his gaze passing right through me, and then he turned a twisted smile on Mrs. Kendricks. “So what’s up?” he asked in my voice. 
 
    I just stood there gaping at him. I hadn’t really believed Olivia’s tale about the intruder looking exactly like me. I figured she’d been fooled by a chance resemblance and the uniform but he looked exactly like me. I stared at his – my – face, trying to comprehend how there could possibly be two of me. Magic, I told myself, but that really didn’t explain anything. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks obviously didn’t notice any discrepancies. She returned to her desk, looking very sober as she rested her hand on Dr. Bellowes’ satchel. “Do you recognize this?” she asked. 
 
    Not-Peter eyed the case casually, but for a fleeting moment, something hungry flashed behind his eyes. “No,” he lied. “What is it?” 
 
    “This is Dr. Bellowes’ equipment, the tools he used to trap Dara and the rest of us.” 
 
    Not-Peter raised his eyebrows in feigned surprise. “Why did you keep them?” 
 
    “I intended to destroy them,” she confessed. “Most of these items are tainted by Metraxion’s touch.” 
 
    “Metraxion.” The demon lord’s name rolled off his tongue effortlessly, something I could never accomplish no matter how much I practiced. That was one difference between us, then. “The demon he enslaved.” 
 
    “Yes,” she sighed. “Metraxion kept him alive all those centuries, in exchange for innocent souls.” 
 
    “Until I killed him.” That matter-of-fact statement was so out of character for me that Mrs. Kendricks blinked. “I still have nightmares about that,” he went on, shuddering, and she relaxed fractionally. 
 
    “Dr. Bellowes had a ring that he used to control Metraxion,” she said. “Do you remember it?” 
 
    “I was a little busy at the time,” Not-Peter replied sardonically. “What about it?” 
 
    “It still possesses an incredible amount of power, dark power. I could feel it when I held it in my hand.” 
 
    “Did you try it on?” he asked curiously. 
 
    Now it was Mrs. Kendricks’ turn to shudder. “I didn’t dare. It was too ... seductive.” 
 
    “But you didn’t destroy it.” Not-Peter reached out to close the office door and then locked it. “We don’t want anyone wandering in while we’re talking about these things, do we?” he explained at her doubtful frown. 
 
    “No, certainly not.” She looked down at the satchel under her hands. “I couldn’t destroy it.” 
 
    “You wanted it for yourself?” 
 
    “No,” she retorted, shaking her head. “I couldn’t destroy it. Nothing I did had any effect on it.” 
 
    “Ah.” Not-Peter moved closer, tilting his head to look at her. “Couldn’t you find someone more powerful? Agent Morgan, perhaps?” 
 
    “How do you know all this stuff?” I asked incredulously. It was like he’d been there with us when all this happened. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks hesitated, looking anxious and embarrassed at the same time. “I – didn’t think that would be wise. Something this powerful is a danger and a curse.” 
 
    “You don’t trust her,” he observed slyly. 
 
    “It’s not that,” she insisted, although I doubted either of us believed her. “I just think it’s best if no one can be tempted by it.” 
 
    “So why am I here?” 
 
    “I want you to destroy the ring.” 
 
    Not-Peter lifted his eyebrows mockingly. “Am I supposed to throw it into Mount Doom? It’s quite a hike from here, I understand.” 
 
    “This isn’t a joke, Peter,” she snapped irritably. “Your Lorecraft spells are much more powerful than my witchcraft.” 
 
    For the first time, Not-Peter looked uncertain, but he recovered quickly. “But why now? You’ve had that stuff locked away for weeks.” 
 
    “The incident this morning with Mrs. Phipps worries me,” she said. “There was no reason for her to be in the library unless she was looking for something. The ring is the only thing of value in here.” 
 
    “Maybe she just wanted something to read,” he shrugged. 
 
    “She was possessed,” she argued. “The signs are all there. I think a demon is searching for Dr. Bellowes’ ring.” 
 
    “What possible use could a demon have for a demon-snaring ring?” Not-Peter asked. The smile playing on his lips would have sent a chill up my spine if I had one. Mrs. Kendricks didn’t notice. 
 
    “That’s not what the ring does. Dr. Bellowes’ journal described it as a soul trap. It allowed him to control other souls and bend them to his will.” 
 
    Not-Peter leaned forward with sudden eagerness. “His journal?” 
 
    “He recorded his experiments, decades of capturing demons and enslaving innocents.” She shivered. “I had no idea one man could become so – evil.” 
 
    “And the journal’s here?” He scanned the office intently but Mrs. Kendricks shook her head. 
 
    “No, it’s at the house. I’ve been trying to decipher it, to see if he mentioned how the ring might be destroyed.” 
 
    “But you kept the ring here.” 
 
    “I thought it best to keep them apart.” 
 
    “So were you able to find anything ... useful?” 
 
    “Not much, unfortunately,” she admitted. “Most of his writings are in demonic script. I barely recognize a few phrases.” 
 
    “Surely Agent Prescott can read it,” he pointed out. “He’s been hunting demons for years.” Mrs. Kendricks didn’t respond to that and Not-Peter cocked an eyebrow. “I see. He doesn’t know you have the ring.” 
 
    “I ... didn’t want to get him involved,” she confessed. “He’d be obliged to report it to Agent Morgan and she already suspects we were involved in Dr. Bellowes’ disappearance.” 
 
    “With good reason,” he smirked. “Well, let’s see this mystical ring of yours.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks shot him a doubtful look but she opened the satchel and began to remove its contents, setting them neatly on the desk. I recognized some of them from the heap Mrs. Phipps had been scouring through, although I couldn’t begin to guess what most of them were for. The further down she dug, though, the more anxious Mrs. Kendricks looked. 
 
    “Is it gone?” she asked in dismay. “Did Mrs. Phipps find it after all?” 
 
    “She didn’t have it on her when we arrested her,” Not-Peter assured her. He moved around to stand beside her. “It probably just fell to the bottom. Keep looking.” His left hand slid into his pocket, out of her line of sight. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked uneasily. I reminded myself that this man, whoever he really was, was probably the guy who killed me and stashed my body somewhere. I tensed, ready to throw myself at him, except I was a ghost. Nothing I did would affect him in any way. 
 
    “It’s not here,” Mrs. Kendricks reported worriedly. She picked up the satchel and shook it out. A splintered stick, probably a broken wand, clattered onto the desk, but that was it. “Someone took it!” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Not-Peter assured her smoothly. “Everything’s fine.” 
 
    He removed his hand and I gaped at the large gold ring on his middle finger. The engraved symbol on its face glowed a deep, eerie purple, wrapping his hand in a midnight nimbus. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I breathed. “You have it?” 
 
    He placed his palm on the small of Mrs. Kendricks’ back and she drew in her breath sharply. “What –?” 
 
    “Relax,” he murmured in her ear. “There’s nothing to worry about. I just need you to do something for me.” 
 
    “No, I ... I ...” She shook her head, swaying on her feet. “What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he purred. “Your wardstones are reacting to Metraxion’s taint, that’s all. Take them off.” 
 
    “My wardstones?” Her hand lifted to one of her opal earrings. “No, I need them,” she protested faintly. 
 
    “What are you doing to her?” I demanded. “Leave her alone!” 
 
    “Take them off,” he ordered. The symbol on the ring flared brighter and she gasped as if some electric thrill had passed through her. Her pupils were dilated as she slowly unfastened one of her earrings. 
 
    “No, don’t do that!” I shouted. I tried to stop her but my hands passed through her arms without resistance. She dropped the earring on the desk and the second one followed it a moment later. 
 
    “Keep going,” Not-Peter told her with a triumphant smile that looked completely wrong on my face. Mrs. Kendricks began unbuttoning her blouse and I could only watch in helpless horror as her silky bra came into view. She continued downwards until the large opal piercing on her navel appeared. It joined her other wardstones on the desk. 
 
    “One more,” he ordered. “You have four, don’t you?” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. I’d never seen her fourth wardstone, even when she was standing in my bedroom wearing only panties and a smile. “Don’t,” I pleaded but her hands moved obediently. She didn’t reach for her skirt like I expected, though. Instead, she slipped off her plain gold wedding band, the one she used to convince the library board she was actually married to someone, and set it on the desk. “It’s your ring?” I asked incredulously. “That was it all along?” I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or disappointed but either way, Mrs. Kendricks was completely without magical protection now. 
 
    “Perfect. You won’t be needing these either.” Not-Peter pulled her wands from her hair and let them fall to the floor. Her hair tumbled around her shoulders and he brushed a lock back from her face before guiding her towards the door, keeping his hand against her back. “And now you’re going to give me that book.” 
 
    “No!” I yelled in alarm. I didn’t know if he could read demonic, but he just took control of one of the most talented witches in Hellburn with just a touch. Who knew what he could do with Dr. Bellowes’ notes? 
 
    “All right,” Mrs. Kendricks said softly. She had no expression at all on her face. 
 
    “And maybe afterwards,” he smiled, licking his lips, “we can get to know each other a little better.” Mrs. Kendricks’ blouse was still open and her full breasts strained against her bra. 
 
    “All right,” she said again, as if he’d suggested having a cup of tea with her. 
 
    “No! Oh my God.” I looked around frantically for something, anything, that could break Mrs. Kendricks free from his spell, but without the ability to interact with the physical world, I was completely helpless. 
 
    In desperation, I plunged my hands into Not-Peter’s back, hoping to squeeze his heart like Olivia did with Uxbranidorn, but I felt nothing and he didn’t react at all, not even to the cold that everyone else seemed to feel. I tried grabbing Mrs. Kendricks’ arm again and she sucked in her breath, but that was it. Not-Peter unlocked the door and led her into the hall, moving his hand from her back to her shoulder, as if he needed to maintain contact with her. Maybe that’s the trick, I thought hopefully. I need to separate them. I had no idea how to do that, though. 
 
    I followed them back to the entrance, where Not-Peter paused and eyed Mrs. Kendricks thoughtfully. “You’d better put those away for now,” he said with a crooked grin. “People will talk.” Mrs. Kendricks silently did up her blouse, leaving the top buttons undone at his order. Between the cleavage she was showing and her disheveled hair, it looked like the two of them had already gotten to know each other pretty well. 
 
    Not-Peter pushed the door open, shading his eyes as he left the gloom of the foyer for the punishing daylight outside. Mrs. Kendricks stumbled as she crossed the threshold but he grabbed her arm to keep her upright, pulling her down the stairs towards the sidewalk. 
 
    The work crew was still there, gathered around a particularly large hunk of concrete protruding out of the ground at an angle. One of them happened to glance up and then nudged his neighbor, indicating Not-Peter and Mrs. Kendricks with his thumb. They eyed the departing couple, exchanges smirks and a couple of words, and then turned back to the task at hand. I wasn’t going to get any help from that quarter. 
 
    Not-Peter hustled Mrs. Kendricks north along Milton Street towards her car, but my attention was focused on the bright red Mustang parked behind it. “Oh my God, that’s my car!” I exclaimed. I ran past them and peered through the windows. “You didn’t damage it, did you?”  
 
    Everything seemed to be in order, thankfully, but then I remembered my theory about what he’d done with my dead body. I gulped as I stared at the trunk and then steeled myself, pushing my face through the metal to look inside. It was pitch-black in there, though, and I couldn’t see a thing. 
 
    The two of them passed me as I extracted myself but then they had an exchange of words that I couldn’t make out. Not-Peter glanced back at the library with an irritated scowl and then he pulled his – my – key fob out of his pocket and unlocked the Mustang. He wanted Mrs. Kendricks to drive, I realized, but her keys are back in her office. 
 
    He practically shoved her into the passenger seat and hurried around to the other side, quickly starting up the Mustang and shifting it into drive before placing his hand back on her arm. That brief interval wasn’t enough for Mrs. Kendricks to break free from his control, though. I barely had time to dive through the side of the car into the back seat before he pulled out into traffic. 
 
    I huddled on the seat, gaining fresh insights as to why no one ever wanted to sit back here. My knees stuck into Mrs. Kendricks’ seat and the top of my head intersected the roof. I folded myself up into the available space as best I could and tried to come up with a plan to free Mrs. Kendricks from my imposter’s thrall. 
 
    I can’t touch them, I told myself glumly, I can’t talk to them, I can’t contact anybody, I can’t use my spells. I’m completely useless. Not-Peter was going to get Dr. Bellowes’ journal and there wasn’t a thing I could do to prevent it. Maybe Dara showed up at Mrs. Kendricks’ house, I thought, trying to fan a tiny spark of hope into life. She might be able to stop him. 
 
    Except he looks exactly like you, Little Peter reminded me. She’s not going to attack him. 
 
    She did back at the apartment, I countered. She knew he was a Cubist as soon as she saw him. 
 
    Whatever the hell that is. If Little Peter had eyes, he would have rolled them. 
 
    It doesn’t matter. If Dara’s there, Olivia will let her know what’s happening and they’ll be ready for him. 
 
    So that’s your plan? You hope Dara will stab him as soon as he walks through the door? 
 
    Do you have a better idea? He didn’t respond and we continued the rest of the way in silence. 
 
    Not-Peter pulled over to the curb a short distance from Mrs. Kendricks’ house, scanning the block with a scowl. I followed suit but there was no one else in sight, ghost, demon, or otherwise. 
 
    “Get out,” he ordered, turning off the engine, and Mrs. Kendricks obeyed. He hurried around the Mustang to take her arm again as I slipped out and stood nearby. “You have defenses around the house, right?” She nodded slowly. “Shut them off.” 
 
    She hesitated, a slight frown creasing her forehead. “I –” 
 
    “Do it!” he snapped, shaking her roughly. I seriously considered punching him but since he wouldn’t feel it, I reined in my temper with difficulty. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks raised her arms and gestured, murmuring phrases under her breath. I didn’t see anything different but Not-Peter straightened with a smile. “Much better,” he said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I followed them across the street and up the walkway to the front door. He reached for the door latch and then pulled back. “Open the door,” he told her and she complied. It was unlocked and she stepped inside with him on her heels. 
 
    “Peter!” I heard Olivia’s relieved voice from further inside. “You found her! That’s wonderful!” 
 
    Not-Peter closed the door in my face but I pushed through it, finding Olivia perched on one of the stools by the kitchen counter. Her welcoming smile faltered as she looked at Not-Peter and then at me and then at him again. 
 
    “Peter?” she asked hesitantly. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “That’s the imposter,” I informed her tersely. “He’s got Mrs. Kendricks under some sort of mind control spell.” 
 
    “Oh my God!” she gasped. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “You have to stop him.” 
 
    “Me?” she squeaked. “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know! Trip him, hit him, stab him! Anything!” 
 
    “Get the journal,” Not-Peter ordered, oblivious to our exchange. Mrs. Kendricks nodded and walked down the hallway towards her bedroom and he followed close behind. Olivia looked around frantically and reached for the one of the knives sticking out of a butcher’s block holder on the counter. It was heavy, though, and it slipped through her insubstantial fingers and clattered onto the counter. 
 
    Not-Peter started and spun around, searching for the source of the sound as Mrs. Kendricks continued on down the hall. He eased into the kitchen and Olivia backed away from him nervously. “Do something!” I hissed at her. I tried to grab him as he passed but he didn’t notice me at all. 
 
    He frowned at the knife lying on the counter and then looked around the kitchen floor. “Merlin?” he called. “Is that you?” 
 
    “How does he know about Merlin?” Olivia wondered breathlessly. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter! Grab the knife and get him!” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Do it!” 
 
    Not-Peter straightened with a frown, the ring’s engraving flashing as he drummed his fingers on the island, and then his gaze fell on Olivia’s note to Mrs. Kendricks. He snatched it up, scanning it quickly, and then spat a phrase that no human throat should ever have been able to produce. He tore the note up into confetti and threw the bits into the sink, washing them down in the drain and running the garbage disposal for good measure. 
 
    Olivia sidled back towards the counter, reaching for the knife, as he surveyed the kitchen carefully. “Olivia?” he asked quietly. “Are you here?” 
 
    She froze in surprise with her hand outstretched. “He can’t see you,” I assured her. “Get the knife!” 
 
    She nodded jerkily and then jumped back as Not-Peter took two long strides and grabbed the knife himself. He held it in a fighter’s grip, moving it back and forth menacingly. 
 
    “I can’t hurt you,” he growled, “but I can hurt Mrs. Kendricks. Don’t try to interfere or she’ll pay the price.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Olivia whispered. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “Here it is.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks stood at the end of the hall, holding out a small book. It was about the size of a skinny paperback novel, with a worn leather cover bearing the same symbol as the ring. I remembered it now. Dr. Bellowes had consulted it as he prepared to feed Susie’s soul to Metraxion. 
 
    “Perfect,” Not-Peter smirked. “Bring it here.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks complied but I suddenly saw our opportunity. “Olivia, grab that book and run! Don’t let him catch you!” 
 
    For once, Olivia acted instantly. She bounded past Not-Peter and plucked the journal from Mrs. Kendrick’s outstretched hand. She ran for the front door, which was still ajar, and then looked back at me. “What do I do with it?” she asked anxiously, staring wide-eyed at Not-Peter as he tried to process the fact that his prize just flew across the room of its own accord. 
 
    “Just run as fast as you can!” I urged her. “Whatever you do, don’t let him get that book! I’ll catch up with you later!” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    A dozen different places sprang to mind but Not-Peter seemed to know everything about me and probably knew about all of them. Where can a ghost go to hide? “The cemetery!” I shouted. “Go!” 
 
    She went, just as Not-Peter surged forward with a look of fury twisting his features, the knife still clutched in his fist. I jumped in front of him, hoping to distract him or slow him down, but he passed right through me without slowing. I raced after him and caught up with him on the walkway, scanning all around, but there was no sign of Olivia or the journal and no way to tell which way she’d gone. 
 
    Not-Peter threw back his head and yelled another throat-scarring word at the sky in frustration, pitching the knife all the way into the street where it skittered and bounced all the way to the far curb. He turned away and stomped back into the house and my non-existent heart jumped into my throat, fearful of what he might do to Mrs. Kendricks now that his plans were thwarted.  
 
    She was still standing where we left her but she was staring at her hands with a puzzled frown, as if she was wondering what she was supposed to be doing. Not-Peter grabbed her wrists and jerked her forward. 
 
    “Forget any of this happened,” he snarled as his ring flared brighter than ever. “Forget about the library and demon possession and all of that. Forget about Dr. Bellowes and his ring and that journal. You’ve been here alone all day. If Dara or Olivia come back here, everything they say about me is a lie. Understand?” 
 
    “I understand,” she murmured. 
 
    Merlin appeared behind her, a raspy growl filling the air as his tail flicked menacingly. He crouched low with his claws splayed, ready to leap upon the intruder, and Not-Peter shoved Mrs. Kendricks away. She stumbled backwards, forcing Merlin to leap out of the way, and she fell against the wall with a solid thump, sliding to the ground looking dazed. 
 
    He stood over her as she tried to push herself upright and his eyes dropped to her cleavage. “Damn it,” he muttered with an angry shake of his head. He turned his back on her and stalked out the front door, slamming it behind him. 
 
    I hesitated, dithering between following him and helping Mrs. Kendricks, but since I couldn’t do anything for her, I could only hope that she’d be all right. I phased through the door and ran towards the Mustang as Not-Peter started it up. I made it back inside two seconds before he peeled away down the street. 
 
    Now what? I wondered, watching him glare through the windshield. Where’s he going now? Where would I go if I were him? He wants that journal, which means he needs to find Olivia, but he can’t see ghosts. Who else can track her down for him? It has to be someone magical, someone who’s good at finding missing people. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I murmured as the answer suddenly came to me. “Susie.”  
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    Fear is arguably our most important emotion. From the moment we’re born to the day we die, fear minimizes the risks we take and thereby maximizes our chances of making it through another day. The doubt we experience when confronting a new situation, the fight-or-flight reflex that kicks in when something unexpected happens, the hesitation we feel before leaping into the unknown, give us that precious moment to reconsider our options and, hopefully, make the right choice. Fear is good. 
 
    Phobia, on the other hand, is fear gone feral, where the subconscious mind overreacts to the situation and causes more problems than it solves. There are recognized phobias for just about anything you can imagine, from acrophobia – the fear of heights – to zemmiphobia – the fear of the giant mole rat. There’s even phobophobia, the fear of fear itself. If you have that, you’re pretty much screwed. 
 
    One phobia that doesn’t come up all that often is sororophobia, the fear of your sister. Melissa possesses some incredibly dark powers along with a number of anger and trust issues but I don’t stay up at night worrying that she’ll go all fire and brimstone on me without warning. Susie is completely different. She might not be able to wreak the same level of havoc that Melissa can but what she can do she’ll do without a moment of hesitation or remorse. In her case, I think a little fear is justified. 
 
      
 
    Not-Peter drove just fast enough to attract the attention of any police officer assigned to speed enforcement and just slow enough to be let off with a warning. None of Hellburn’s finest spotted us, though, and we pulled up in front of the house without incident.  
 
    He jumped out of the car and slammed the door without locking it, either because he was planning to leave shortly or he didn’t care if anyone stole it. He strode to the gate in the picket fence and fumbled with the latch before finally yanking it open with a snarl. He clearly didn’t know the trick to it, which made me feel a bit better about the situation. He didn’t actually know everything I did, although he knew enough to convince the people around him that he was me.  
 
    Was he following me around while I was alive, I wondered uneasily, or did he read my memories before he killed me? Neither possibility was particularly reassuring. 
 
    I had to run to catch up to him as he hurried to the front door and flung it open, marching straight in. He headed for the bedrooms but a surprised hail came from the kitchen. 
 
    “Peter!” Mom stood in the doorway to the laundry room with an armload of folded towels. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    He scarcely glanced at her. “I just need to talk to Susie,” he said curtly. 
 
    “She’s not here.” 
 
    That stopped him. “What?” He glared at her like Susie’s absence was her fault. “Where is she?” 
 
    “She went off with Cameron a couple of hours ago. Are you feeling all right?” she asked worriedly. “You looked flushed.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he gritted between his teeth. “Where did they go?” 
 
    “They didn’t say. You know how shy she gets when she’s around Cameron.” Susie didn’t have a shy bone in her body, but she did get sullen and resentful whenever Mom tried to pry into her love life. For my part, I was relieved Susie was out of his reach, at least for the moment. That gave us time to come up with a plan to stop him. 
 
    Not-Peter clearly didn’t agree with my assessment of the situation. He uttered a sharp four-letter word that I was reasonably certain Mom had never heard fall from my lips before. “Peter!” she gasped, taking a step back. 
 
    Behind us, the door to Dad’s office opened and he stepped out, looking us over with a frown. It was strange to see him in a worn plaid shirt and paint-smudged jeans but he had Mondays off. 
 
    “Is everything okay out here?” he asked, in a tone that clearly indicated he’d overheard Not-Peter’s expletive. 
 
    My imposter visibly composed himself as he casually slipped his left hand into his pocket. When he removed it a moment later, Dr. Bellowes’ ring was missing. “Everything’s fine, Dad,” he said easily. “I just needed to talk to Susie about something. You wouldn’t happen to know where she is, would you?” 
 
    “I didn’t even know she was out.” He cast a look at Mom, who shrugged apologetically. “Does this have anything to do with, ah,” he cleared his throat awkwardly, “magic?” Even though both of them had seen witches and demons in action first-hand, Mom and Dad still had trouble accepting that magic was real. 
 
    “No,” Not-Peter told them. “Well, yes, but it’s nothing important. I just wanted her help with something. I’ll try to call her later.”  
 
    He edged towards the door, obviously anxious to leave. Mom and Dad watched him with vaguely puzzled looks, as if they were wondering why I was behaving so oddly. I was surprised he didn’t just try to take control of them and avoid this whole conversation. Maybe he can only handle one person at a time, I thought hopefully. Maybe there’s safety in numbers. 
 
    “So, Peter,” Dad said, “I thought you were on the midnight shift this week.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I am,” Not-Peter said, his hand on the door latch. 
 
    “Then why are you still wearing your uniform? You’re off-duty now.” 
 
    He looked down at himself. “Right. Sorry, I’ve just been running around since I got off work.” He tried on a sheepish smile and failed miserably. “I’m heading over to the apartment to change right now.” 
 
    “Good,” Dad nodded. “So how was your first patrol? Anything interesting happen?” 
 
    “Ah, no, nothing really. It was quiet all night. Well, gotta go!” He was out the door before anyone could react, leaving Mom and Dad blinking at each other. 
 
    “Peter’s acting awfully strangely,” Mom observed, setting her towels on the counter. “Do you think something’s wrong?” 
 
    “The shift report said he and Cruz brought in a burglary suspect this morning,” Dad frowned. “Why didn’t he mention it when I asked?” 
 
    “Maybe he didn’t want us to worry about him,” she suggested, although she looked pretty worried now. 
 
    “He’s in the wrong line of work, then. I’ll call Bill and see if anything happened that wasn’t in the report.” He went back into his office and Mom stood in the doorway, hugging herself as she listened in. 
 
    Watching her standing there, I was suddenly reminded that they didn’t know I was dead. It felt like a punch to the gut. I’ll never be able to talk to them again, I realized bleakly. I’ll never be able to hold them and tell them I love them. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mom,” I told her softly. “I wish things turned out differently. Don’t be too sad when you find out about me. At least I tried to –” A V8 engine suddenly roared to life outside, reminding me that this wasn’t over yet. “Shit!” 
 
    I sprinted outside but the Mustang was already well down the block. I sagged in defeat, kicking myself mentally. It was sheer luck that I crossed paths my murderer the first time, there was no way I’d ever find him again. We were so screwed. 
 
    I plodded back towards the house, searching for inspiration. How are we going to track him down and stop him before he takes control of someone else, I thought gloomily, or worse, kills somebody? At least Susie’s safe for now. 
 
    I stopped with my hand halfway through the front door. Susie! If she can find Dara, she can find this guy, right? The only problem was, I didn’t know where she was either. Maybe she left something in her room that’ll give me a hint. 
 
    I reentered the house and hurried towards Susie’s bedroom. As I passed Dad’s office, I heard him say, “What do you mean, odd? What happened?” I carefully leaned past Mom to peek into the room. Dad was standing by his desk with his cellphone pressed to his ear, listening with pursed lips. “I see. He wasn’t just nervous? Okay. Did you notice anything else?” His brows knitted together. “Should we reassign him?” 
 
    “What? No!” I gasped. “I barely had a chance to – oh, wait.” I’d never be going on patrol ever again. 
 
    “All right,” Dad nodded. “Thanks for the heads up, Bill. Keep an eye on things and I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” He hung up and perused his phone. 
 
    “What did she say?” Mom prompted. 
 
    “He said Peter seemed different when he and Cruz brought in the burglary suspect,” he reported. “He says he seemed arrogant, maybe even cocky.” 
 
    “Did it go to his head?” she asked doubtfully. “That doesn’t seem like him.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t. He’ll tell Cruz to watch him on the shift tonight. If it’s still a problem, I’ll have a chat with him tomorrow.” 
 
    “Chief-to-rookie or father-to-son?” she smiled. 
 
    “Maybe a bit of both,” he said, quirking the corner of his mouth. “So what’s this about Susie and Cameron running off without telling anyone?” 
 
    “You make it sound like they eloped,” Mom chided him. “They just went swimming.” 
 
    “Swimming?” I perked up at that. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t know where they went,” Dad frowned. 
 
    “I don’t, but she was wearing a swimsuit and she wouldn’t bother with that unless she was going swimming.” 
 
    “I just hope she keeps it on the entire time,” he grumbled, but I stopped listening at that point. I knew exactly where Susie was now. 
 
    I hustled outside, turned around in a circle to orient myself, and ran, cutting straight through the neighbor’s yard. Hellburn wasn’t big enough to have a municipal pool so most teens headed to Kimball Bend Park to splash around in the Brazos River, but ever since the bridge was damaged by a freak earthquake – otherwise known as Nyx, the Dread Lord’s handmaiden – that whole area was closed off for repairs. Since then, Susie made frequent, albeit unauthorized, use of the pool at Oakmont Village. 
 
     I pushed myself to the limit and the neighborhood sped past in a blur. Not-Peter might not know Susie was at the apartments but if he was telling the truth about changing clothes, he might see her as he drove by the pool. Worse yet, she often raided the fridge for snacks and drinks so she wouldn’t have to spend her own money in the vending machines. I had to get to her and warn her before the imposter found her. 
 
    And how exactly are you going to do that? Little Peter asked snidely. You’re a ghost, remember? 
 
    That was an excellent point. I needed Olivia with me but the cemetery was in the opposite direction and it would take too long to get there and back. I wanted to make sure Susie was safe first, then I could worry about actually communicating with her. 
 
    I’d made the trip between the house and the apartment more times than I cared to count during the move but I was coming from a different angle this time and I almost missed the turn. I made the course correction, zipped through the clubhouse, and came to a stop at the edge of the pool, casting all around for any sign of Susie. There were only a handful of people here now, though, and none of them were skinny blonde fifteen-year-olds. 
 
    Okay, I told myself, that means either she didn’t actually come here or she was here and left or she’s at the apartment or Not-Peter got to her first. 
 
    Well, that certainly narrows things down, Little Peter observed wryly. 
 
    Shut up. I ran to the apartment, noting with relief that the parking spots out front were empty. Great, he’s not here. Or he left already, I added doubtfully. 
 
    You know, you’re really bad at this CSI stuff. Are you sure you’re cut out to be a policeman? 
 
    Shut up! I’m just thorough. I pushed through the front door and got halfway up the first flight of stairs before I stopped and looked back at the entranceway. The tiled floor was pristine, with no sign of Protego’s shattered remains. 
 
    “What in the world?” I muttered uneasily. I couldn’t imagine my evil counterpart bothering to clean up after himself and Susie only did chores under duress. “Hello?” I called out loud. “Is anybody here?” There was no response and I hurried on upstairs. 
 
    I just reached the top when an odd sort of ripping sound came from the living room, like tearing cloth. My heart jumped into my throat, figuratively speaking, and I leapt into the room, ready to rescue Susie from whatever was assailing her, except she wasn’t there. 
 
    Instead, a teenaged boy in a t-shirt and swim trunks used his teeth to tear off another strip of masking tape from the roll and applied it neatly to the strip of cardboard he was holding across the broken balcony door. All of the scattered shards of glass were gone and the vacuum cleaner stood nearby. It would never occur to Susie to voluntarily clean up someone else’s mess but her boyfriend Cameron Jacoby was the nicest person on the planet. It wouldn’t surprise me if he was on the shortlist for the next available sainthood. 
 
    “Cameron! Where’s Susie?” He couldn’t hear me, of course. He bent down to pick up another flattened cardboard box, no doubt taken from the pile we stashed in the garage after the move, and held it up to the window to assess its suitability as a temporary barricade. I abandoned him to his charitable labors and hurried back down the hall. “Susie?” 
 
    The kitchen was both spotless and unoccupied but my bedroom door was wide open. A trail of discarded clothing led from the hall to the bathroom – white sandals, a pale green mesh cover-up, and a bright yellow bikini top and bottom. The latter items were damp and far too small to contain Melissa’s curves. “Susie? Are you in here?” 
 
    I hesitated to check the bathroom in case Susie was in the middle of something I didn’t want to see but she walked into the room a moment later, wearing nothing but a mismatched collection of bejeweled silver rings on her fingers. She draped a towel over her back and shoulders like a superhero’s cape, letting her long flaxen hair rest on the outside to dry naturally, and seated herself at Melissa’s vanity, inspecting herself critically in the mirror.  
 
    She rooted through Melissa’s extensive collection of lipsticks, searching for a color she liked. Melissa tended to favor dark reds but Susie finally located a pale pink hue and carefully applied it to her puckered lips. A month ago, the sight of Susie wearing makeup would have made the national news but a lot changed since then, thanks to Lilixandriel’s meddling. Satisfied with her lips, Susie picked up a mascara brush and leaned closer to the mirror. I had better things to do than watch her primp, though.  
 
    “Susie, can you hear me?” I asked hopefully, just in case she developed the ability to perceive ghosts in the last week. The answer appeared to be no, though, as she methodically darkened her eyelashes, although I couldn’t completely discount the possibility that she was just ignoring me. 
 
    A discrete knock on the door frame startled me but didn’t faze Susie in the least. “Susie?” Cameron called from the hallway. “Are you decent?” 
 
    Susie paused in her ministrations. “What does that mean?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Are you covered up?” 
 
    She looked down at herself. “No. Why?” 
 
    “Could you put something on, please? I need to show you something.” 
 
    Susie heaved one of her patented long-suffering sighs at the onerous burden he was imposing on her. She set down the mascara brush, rearranged her towel around her torso, and resumed her cosmetological endeavors. “I’m decent,” she reported. That was subject to debate as far as I was concerned but at least the important bits were out of sight. 
 
    Cameron leaned in through the doorway, assessed the veracity of her claim, and then stepped all the way into the room. “I was throwing the trash away in the kitchen and I saw this on the table. It looked important.” He held out the note Olivia had written for Dara. Susie took it from him and frowned her way through the clumsy handwriting. “It sounds like they’re in trouble.” 
 
    “I guess,” Susie said unenthusiastically. She tossed the note onto the vanity and started opening Melissa’s makeup compacts. “What color eyeshadow should I use?” 
 
    “Something pink, to go with your lips. Doesn’t the part about Peter being dead bother you?” 
 
    “Peter’s not dead,” she declared firmly. “The Philosopher’s Stone won’t allow it. Besides, I’d know it if he was.” She glared at the mirror, daring it to contradict her as she dusted her eyelids pink. 
 
    “Oh, Susie,” I murmured. She was going to be devastated when she discovered the truth. 
 
    “Still, I think we should try to help them,” Cameron insisted gently. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. How do I look?” She turned her face up to him for his inspection. 
 
    “Beautiful,” he smiled, “but you don’t need makeup for that.” I had to give Cameron credit, for a fifteen-year-old, he really knew how to treat a woman. Susie actually blushed and bit her lip in shy appreciation, which she never ever did. She tucked her still-damp hair behind her ear and studied the glittery lime-green nail polish on her fingernails. Cameron waited a few beats and then cleared his throat. “So, about the note?” he prompted. 
 
    Susie’s lips tightened into a thin line and for a moment I feared for Cameron’s safety. Then she snatched up the message like she intended to bite its head off and skimmed its contents again. “She says someone who looks like Peter tried to kill them and Dara’s missing.” 
 
    “And Amy too,” he reminded her. 
 
    Susie pretended not to hear that. “I guess we could look for Olivia and see what’s going on.” 
 
    “No, don’t do that!” I protested. “I know where she is. Find Dara!” 
 
    Susie thrust the paper at Cameron imperiously. “I’m going to need something of hers.” 
 
    “Like what?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t care. Anything that’s been in contact with her body.” 
 
    “But she’s a ghost,” he pointed out. “She doesn’t really have a body.” 
 
    “She does when she manifests. Oh, never mind,” she groused, letting out a What’s the point of having servants if I still have to do everything myself? sort of sigh. “Come on, let’s get this over with. I’m hungry.” She got up and marched to the door, looking back sourly at Cameron’s delicate cough. 
 
    “You should probably change into some proper clothes,” he said, indicating her towel with a twirl of his finger. It barely covered her butt and was already in danger of coming loose. 
 
    “Why?” she asked in genuine puzzlement. He just gave her a look and she rolled her eyes. “Fine,” she grumbled. She plucked her cover-up off the floor and walked out, letting the towel fall to the floor as she shrugged the garment on. “There better not be any more stupid rules after we’re married.” 
 
    “We’re getting married?” Cameron asked mildly, following her out. “When did this happen?” 
 
    “I told you last month.” She paused at the top of the stairs with a pensive frown. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Well, I’m flattered,” he smiled, “but maybe we should talk about that later.” 
 
    “It’s too late to back out now,” she warned him. “I already decided.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he assured her, “but let’s take care of Olivia and Dara first, okay?” 
 
    Susie huffed a grudging agreement and the two of them trooped downstairs with me in tow, shaking my head. Definitely sainthood, I mused ruefully. 
 
    I rarely went into the room Dara and Olivia shared on the second floor but it hadn’t changed much since they moved in. It was pretty spartan, to say the least. The two single beds, one neatly made and the other a haphazard ruin of sheets and pillows, were separated by a night table with a lamp. A plain dresser with a large oval mirror stood in the corner and a colorful plush rug covered most of the floor, while the closet practically overflowed with the clothes Mom bought for Dara, plus Olivia’s few outfits. One of my Japanese mangas lay on the night table but there was nothing on the walls and only a few miscellaneous items scattered across the top of the dresser. 
 
    “Is there something here you can use?” Cameron asked, keeping his hands behind his back like he was afraid to disturb anything. 
 
    “Maybe,” Susie said. She surveyed the room and then sat on the edge of the orderly bed, resting her hands on the cover to either side and closing her eyes. A moment later, the amethyst on her right forefinger began to gleam. “This is Olivia’s bed,” she murmured, “but she hasn’t used it much.” All three of us eyed the other bed but no one voiced the obvious conclusion out loud. 
 
    Susie picked up the manga and held it between her palms. The amethyst flared again and she shook her head. “This is Peter’s.” She set it down and opened the top drawer of the night table. She peered in, cocked her head, and pulled out a purple plastic square, turning it front and back. One side said Trojan in gold letters and the other had the number 3 written on it in felt pen. “What’s this?” she asked with a frown. 
 
    “That’s a condom,” Cameron explained. He was probably the only teenager in existence who could utter that sentence without stuttering or blushing. 
 
    “What’s it for?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I blurted. “Didn’t Mom give you The Talk already?” 
 
    “Boys use them to keep girls from getting pregnant,” Cameron said placidly. “It also prevents the spread of disease.” 
 
    “But Olivia isn’t a boy,” Susie argued. 
 
    “Boys don’t always remember to carry one with them.” 
 
    Susie’s mouth twisted doubtfully as she held the packet up to the light. “How does it work?” 
 
    “What?” I gasped. “Don’t answer that!” 
 
    “It goes over the boy’s penis before he puts it in her vagina.” 
 
    “Don’t tell her that!”  
 
    Susie held it out to him. “Show me,” she commanded. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I was starting to hyperventilate, which I wouldn’t have thought possible as a ghost. 
 
    “After we’re married,” Cameron promised, his hands still safely behind his back. “Can you use it to find Olivia?” 
 
    Susie cupped the packet between her palms while I dropped bonelessly onto Dara’s bed, cradling my head in my hands. I’m never having a daughter, I told myself. My heart can’t take the strain. The amethyst did its thing and this time Susie tilted her head thoughtfully. 
 
    “It’s mostly a Melissa vibe,” she reported. “Did she give it to Olivia?” Cameron shrugged to express his ignorance and Susie tossed the condom back in the drawer, looking dissatisfied. “Here’s another one.” She reached in and a purple glow filled the drawer. “That’s Dara’s.” 
 
    “Yes!” I exclaimed eagerly. “Use that!” But Susie closed the drawer and pulled open the other two. They were both empty. 
 
    “How about something over there?” Cameron suggested, pointing to the dresser. “Those look like personal items.” 
 
    Susie went over to inspect the collection, touching each item with her forefinger. She stopped when she reached the hairbrush. “This one,” she announced. The bristles sported several wavy brown strands, nothing at all like Daraxandriel’s short red hair. 
 
    “Now what?” Cameron asked curiously. “Can you use it to track Olivia?” 
 
    “I could,” Susie sniffed, “but it’s too hot outside and I don’t feel like walking.” She set the brush in the middle of the rug and retreated to the edge, spreading her arms and fingers. “Step back a bit,” she ordered, and Cameron and I both retreated to the corners of the room. 
 
    All of the gems on Susie’s rings flared with a brilliant white light and a large pentagram formed around Olivia’s hairbrush, flickering with white fire. I expected to see a spherical portal form above it, allowing us to step through to wherever Olivia was – presumably the Hellburn Municipal Cemetery, if she followed my instructions – but instead, the pentagram burst like a camera flash. I clamped my eyes shut automatically and when I dared to open them again, Olivia was there, seated on a weather-worn marble bench and clutching Dr. Bellowes’ journal to her chest. She gaped around her, obviously not recognizing her surroundings, and then bolted for the door.  
 
    “Olivia, wait!” I lunged for her, snagging her arm, and the two of us tumbled into the hallway in a tangle of limbs. She struggled to get away from me, landing a few well-placed kicks and punches, and I lost my grip on her. She scrambled to her feet and I grabbed the back of her nightgown, hoping to slow her down, but the seam ripped open. She shrieked in surprise, dropping the book as she spun around. 
 
    “Leave me alone, you – oh. Peter, is that you?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me,” I grumbled, rubbing the side of my head where she clocked me. I clambered to my feet as she looked around uneasily. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. “Where are we? Wait a minute, this is the apartment, isn’t it? How did I get here?” 
 
    “You can thank Susie for that,” I sighed. “Come on, you need to –” Just then, Cameron stepped into the hall. 
 
    “Did you notice a book go flying out of the room?” he asked over his shoulder. “I could have sworn – oh, here it is.” He reached down and picked it up, turning over in his hands curiously. “So we have a book and a bench,” he mused, returning to the bedroom, “but where’s Olivia?” 
 
    Susie glared down at the bench with her arms crossed like she wanted it to confess to some heinous crime. “She should be here,” she grumbled. “I did everything right.” 
 
    “What is she talking about?” Olivia whispered, as if she was afraid Susie would hear her. “And why is that bench in my bedroom?” 
 
    “Cameron found your message and talked Susie into helping us,” I explained. “I guess she tried to summon you and picked up more than she expected.” 
 
    “But they have the book now!” she said worriedly. “I thought we had to keep it away from everyone.” 
 
    “From the imposter, not them. Hey, I wonder if she can read it,” I said hopefully as Cameron handed the journal to Susie. She riffled through the pages with pursed lips, studying some of the diagrams. 
 
    “What it is?” Cameron asked. 
 
    “It looks like someone’s Book of Shadows,” she said. “It’s a witch’s journal. A lot of this is in demonic, though.” 
 
    “Demonic? As in the language of demons?” For a kid who had no magical powers whatsoever and was unaware of the existence of witches and demons just a couple of months ago, Cameron was certainly taking all of this in stride. Susie nodded with a pensive frown. “What does it say?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I can’t read demonic.” My shoulders sagged in disappointment. “The first part’s in English, sort of.” 
 
    “Sort of?” 
 
    “It’s got all kinds of thees and thous in it. It’s like Dara wrote it. Oh, look, here’s her name.” Cameron leaned over her shoulder as she pointed. 
 
    “So is it hers?” 
 
    “Not unless she likes to call herself as a spiteful treacherous she-vixen. I might try that out on her later.” Susie flipped back to the front of the journal and skimmed the first few pages. “Ah.” Even Cameron stepped back from the chilly menace in her voice. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked carefully. 
 
    “This belonged to Parathraxas.” She closed the journal with a loud snap, startling us. “He’s the guy who tried to kill me.” I almost expected her to incinerate the book or call lightning down to shatter the bench, but she just shrugged. “Well, he’s dead now. So where’s Olivia? She’s supposed to be here.” She peered around the room carefully, as if she suspected Olivia was playing hide-and-seek with her. 
 
    “What do we do now, Peter?” Olivia asked anxiously. “She can’t see us.” 
 
    “Pick something up,” I told her. “Let her know we’re here.” 
 
    Olivia looked around for something large enough to notice and small enough to move. She spotted her brush under the bench and retrieved it. “What is this doing here?” she wondered. 
 
    Cameron touched Susie’s arm. “Look,” he murmured softly. “Is that her?” 
 
    “Move the brush up and down,” I ordered. Olivia complied and Susie watched it with an annoyed frown. 
 
    “Stop playing games, Olivia,” she demanded. “Show yourself.” 
 
    “Side to side,” I said. The brush bobbed left and right. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Susie complained. 
 
    “Maybe she can’t show herself,” Cameron suggested. Olivia made the up-and-down motion again. 
 
    “Why not? She used to be able to.” 
 
    Olivia looked at me doubtfully. “What should I do?” 
 
    “This isn’t going to work,” I told her. “Let’s go upstairs so you can write her messages.” 
 
    Olivia followed me out of the room, still carrying the hairbrush, but Susie and Cameron just stood there. Olivia returned to the doorway and waved the brush at them. “Now what is she doing?” Susie asked irritably. 
 
    “I think she wants us to follow her,” Cameron said. Olivia dipped the brush in acknowledgement. “Come on, let’s see what she wants.” 
 
    “This better be worth it,” Susie grumbled, but she allowed herself to be led out of the bedroom. “Helping people is too much work.”  
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    Nothing is more satisfying than seeing some jerk get his come-uppance, like getting pulled over by the police after cutting you off in traffic or choking on that last donut you were hoping to snag. Karma often gets the credit for this – or the blame, if you’re the jerk in question – as if karma is some invisible cosmic hand just waiting to smack someone upside the head for being an asshole. 
 
    Karma doesn’t work that way, though. According to karmic theory, your actions and thoughts today influence your future happiness and well-being in this life and the next. Karma is a life-long continuum of cause and effect. It generally doesn’t rap you across your knuckles every time you step out of line. 
 
    I think most people would agree that if you think good thoughts and play well with others, your life should turn out to be pleasant. I’ve tried to adhere to these principles in my eighteen years on earth. However, despite the fact that, as a Christian, I don’t actually believe in reincarnation, I must have been a real bastard in my past lives. It’s the only rational explanation for how my life is going these days. 
 
      
 
    Susie and Cameron followed the brush upstairs into the kitchen, where Olivia grabbed the notepad and a pen and carried it to the table. She sat there and looked at me expectantly, ready to write. 
 
    I let my breath out slowly, not looking forward to this. “Okay, write this: Peter is dead.” 
 
    Olivia looked like she was going to argue with me, but then she nodded and complied. Susie and Cameron leaned in to read the words appearing on the paper. 
 
    “Peter’s not dead,” Susie insisted, shaking her head. 
 
    He is, Olivia wrote. He’s a ghost now. 
 
    “He’s not! Stop saying that!” 
 
    “Susie –” Cameron placed his hand on her shoulder but she shook it off angrily. 
 
    “He’s not! I don’t care what that stupid ghost says, he’s not dead.” She crossed her arms and hunched her shoulders. “I’d know,” she said to herself. 
 
    Olivia looked up at me helplessly. “What should I do?” 
 
    I shook my head resignedly. “Let it go, it doesn’t matter right now. Just tell them what happened to you this morning.” 
 
    For a long while, the only sound was the scratch of the pen across the notepad as Olivia summarized the events leading up to Dara’s precipitous exit through the balcony window. “Should I tell them about you showing up afterwards?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Leave me out of it for now. Tell them that we think the same guy possessed Mrs. Phipps and made her break into the library last night.” 
 
    Susie scowled at the new sentence. “Who’s Mrs. Phipps?” 
 
    One of the library assistants, Olivia transcribed my explanation. She was looking for Dr. Bellowes’ ring and journal in Mrs. Kendricks’ office. 
 
    “This journal?” Susie frowned, hefting the book in her hands. Olivia and I both nodded before remembering to write Yes on the paper. “Why did he – she – whoever it was think it was there?” 
 
    Because it was. Olivia’s retelling of Mrs. Kendricks’ encounter with Not-Peter took the rest of the page and most of the next. We need to find Dara and see if she can read that journal. Maybe it can tell us how to destroy the ring. 
 
    “Why don’t I just kill this guy?” Susie grumped. “That would be a lot easier.” 
 
    “Because that would be murder,” Cameron reminded her. 
 
    Susie face twisted as she wrestled with that notion, finally spitting out a grudging “Fine.” 
 
    Open a portal to wherever Dara is and we’ll get her to check the journal for anything we can use, I instructed her through Olivia. In the meantime, get Mrs. Kendricks’ wardstones from her office and bring them to her at her house. Make sure she’s okay. We’ll meet you back there as soon as we can. Okay? 
 
    “Why am I doing all the work here?” Susie complained. “I haven’t even had lunch yet.” 
 
    “I’ll make you something before we go,” Cameron offered. 
 
    “After she sends us to Dara,” I interjected and then I pointed at the paper. “Quick, tell her that before she gets distracted.” Olivia scrawled a hasty line and Susie rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Fine,” she sighed. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    She trudged downstairs with the rest of us in tow and went straight to the night table, extracting the condom blazoned with the number 1. She set it on the bench, dropped Dr. Bellowes’ journal beside it, and stepped back, spreading her hands. Her rings flared and a moment later, the fiery pentagram reappeared around the marble bench.  
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked Olivia. She nodded jerkily and I took her hand, earning myself a nervous smile. We stepped into the pentagram together and waited but nothing happened. “What’s the holdup?” 
 
    Susie’s brow creased and she cast a sidelong glance at Cameron. “Do you think they’re standing there?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted. 
 
    “I can’t hold this open forever,” she complained. 
 
    “Give them a minute.” 
 
    “Wave the notepad at them,” I told Olivia and then I noticed that her hands were empty. “Where is it?” 
 
    “I left it upstairs,” she said doubtfully. “Do we need it?” 
 
    “How else are we going to talk to Dara?”  
 
    Her mouth fell open. “Oh, no!” 
 
    “Quick, go grab it!” She spun around and ran out of the room. “And the pen too!” I shouted, in case she didn’t think of it. 
 
    “Has it been a minute yet?” Susie grumbled. 
 
    “More like fifteen seconds,” Cameron informed her. 
 
    “That’s long enough,” she declared. “I’m getting tired and we have better things to do than standing around here all day.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like eating lunch.” She dropped her arms and the glow around her rings faded out. 
 
    “Wait, we’re not ready!” I tried to jump out of the pentagram but it was too late. In a flash of white, I suddenly found myself standing on a meandering path worn into the limestone bedrock, with a muddy river on one side and an expanse of scrubby pine trees on the other. The journal and Daraxandriel’s condom were there, too, sitting on top of the bench, which in turn stood on the bedroom rug, looking completely out of place in the wilderness. “Great,” I muttered. “Thanks a lot, Susie.” 
 
    I turned around in a circle, trying to sort out where she sent me. If that was the Brazos River, then this was probably the walking path leading to the cove that kids used to launch their tubes upstream from Kimball Bend Park. The more important question, though, was where was Daraxandriel? There was absolutely no one else in sight. 
 
    Susie managed to pinpoint Olivia and she’s a ghost, I mused. Why didn’t it work for Dara? I eyed the purple square gleaming under the Texas sun. Does that have a weaker connection to her? No, that can’t be it, Susie recognized it as hers without any problem. Dara has to be around here somewhere. Maybe she moved before I got teleported. 
 
    I checked left and right for a glimpse of orange cloth or a flash of crayon red hair through the trees, but I was completely alone. I flipped a mental coin and decided to follow the sluggish flow of the river, figuring she’d be more likely to be heading to the park than away from it. But what’s she doing way out here in the first place? I wondered uneasily. We’re miles away from the apartment.  
 
    I took two steps and then stopped, looking down at the journal. I reached for it and my fingers passed through it without any resistance at all. It was far too valuable to just leave here where anyone could walk off with it but I couldn’t just stand here and hope Daraxandriel would wander by. “God damn it,” I muttered. “What else can go wrong?” 
 
    “Dara!”  
 
    I spun around. That was Olivia’s voice, somewhere in the distance. I hurdled the bench like a track-and-field star and sprinted upstream. “Olivia!” I called. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Peter! Over here!” She sounded closer now, somewhere ahead. “Dara’s here and Amy’s with her! Hurry!” 
 
    I rounded a curve in the path and finally spotted Olivia, anxiously looking back for me. She waved both arms and hopped up and down on her toes to get my attention, beckoning me closer. 
 
    “How did you get here?” I asked when I got close enough. 
 
    “You were gone when I got back to the room but I wrote a note for Susie to open another portal,” Olivia explained. “She wasn’t very nice about it,” she added resentfully. 
 
    “Well, at least you’re here. Where’s –?” I started to ask, but then I spotted them further down the path. Daraxandriel seemed to be in bad shape, using her sword like a cane as she stumbled over the uneven ground. Amy was in her usual tweener form, having no problem keeping up despite her shorter legs. “Dara!” 
 
    Daraxandriel paused, but only to prop herself up against a tree trunk, hanging her head wearily. Amy stopped as well, heaving a visible sigh and crossing her arms as she looked around. There was something in her icy blue eyes, though, a pensive look I’d never seen on her before. 
 
    Amy said something to Daraxandriel, who nodded and pushed herself upright, girding herself to continue on. She still wore the orange hellhound t-shirt Olivia mentioned, but it was smudged with dirt and ripped in a couple of places. All Amy had on was a thin-strapped tank top and striped panties. 
 
    “Maybe it gave up,” Amy said, looking back over her shoulder. Her gaze swept right through us. 
 
    “Nay,” Daraxandriel told her with a weary shake of her head. “This respite is fleeting, alike the others.” 
 
    “You should just let it catch up,” Amy grumbled. “It’s not like it’s going to kill you or anything.” 
 
    “Nay! I needs must retain what powers I have, that we might confront our nemesis.” 
 
    “I thought I was your nemesis,” Amy smirked. 
 
    “Thou art bound by Metraxion and Lady Nyx,” Daraxandriel reminded her. “Thou art no threat to any.” 
 
    “That’s what you’d like to think,” she muttered, but it wasn’t clear whether Daraxandriel heard her. 
 
    “Stand in front of them,” I urged Olivia. “Get their attention. We need to find out what’s going on.” Olivia ran past them and waved the notepad at them, but neither of them noticed. Daraxandriel’s attention was focused on the ground at her feet and Amy was looking back at me again, or rather, at the trail behind me. “Poke them or something,” I ordered. “We don’t have any time to waste.” 
 
    Olivia reached out to tap Daraxandriel on the shoulder but the instant her finger touched her skin, Daraxandriel whipped the sword up and around, slashing through the notepad and passing completely through Olivia’s torso. Olivia jumped back with a startled squeak while the two fugitives watched the severed scraps of paper flutter to the ground. 
 
    “Whence came this parchment?” Daraxandriel asked doubtfully. 
 
    Amy bent down to pick up one of the pieces. “Isn’t this the grocery list from the apartment? This part says to follow Peter.” 
 
    “Look, more floats upon the air.” Daraxandriel cautiously reached out with her sword to poke the remains of the notepad in Olivia’s hand and she jerked it back. “This is no random happenstance,” she breathed. “Olivia, art thou with us?” 
 
    “Yes!” Olivia exclaimed. “I’m right here!” She waved her hand in front of Daraxandriel’s face, to no avail. 
 
    “Write her a note,” I told her. “Find out what happened to them.” 
 
    Olivia nodded and set to work, although the lack of a table to write on hampered her efforts. Daraxandriel and Amy stood almost forehead-to-forehead as they watched the words appear on the paper. Daraxandriel’s features were drawn and haggard, like she’d been awake for days. Her eyes were literally black, showing none of their usual reddish glow, and her lips were dry and cracked. Her tail hung out of the bottom of her shirt like an old rope. Amy, on the other hand, seemed no worse for wear, other than a few scrapes on her bare feet. I wondered where they’d been for the past few hours. 
 
    “Our situation is more dire than I feared,” Daraxandriel breathed, her shoulders slumping as she read Olivia’s retelling of the encounter in the library. “No incubus I have ever encountered could have vanquished Dame Kendricks so easily.” 
 
    “What was that?” I interjected. “Incu-what?” 
 
    Olivia scribbled a hasty question. What’s an inkabus? 
 
    “Incubus,” Daraxandriel corrected her. “’Tis a malevolent spirit that possesses men and enthralls women to slake its carnal appetites. They are rare but troublesome. This one, though ...” Her voice trailed off uneasily. “I fear for Peter Simon Collins. His soulstone should have protected him. How did this creature overcome it to possess him?” 
 
    “We can probably thank Dr. Bellowes’ ring for that,” I predicted. “She’s wrong, though. I’m not possessed. I’m dead.” 
 
    “Do we tell her that?” Olivia asked quietly. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not now. It’ll just upset her and it doesn’t really change anything. We need to pick up the journal before someone finds it and see if there’s anything in it that can help us get rid of this incubus thing.” 
 
    “Where is it?” Olivia frowned. “Is it still back at the apartment?” 
 
    “No, it came with me,” I assured her. “It’s just down the trail where Susie dumped me. Tell them to follow you. I’ll go ahead and make sure nobody’s trying to steal it. I’ll call you if I need you to hurry.” 
 
    I headed back down the trail as Olivia scrawled instructions on her last sheet of paper, hoping that the combination of the bridge repairs and the blazing mid-day sun were keeping any would-be visitors well away from the park. The bedroom rug was sure to attract the attention of anyone walking along the trail and we couldn’t afford to lose that book. 
 
    “Peter, wait!” Olivia sounded worried. I looked back and saw her looking back at Daraxandriel and Amy. Neither of them had moved and Daraxandriel’s sword was raised warily. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I called. 
 
    “They don’t want to go this way. Something’s been chasing them ever since they left the apartment.” 
 
    “What has?” I looked around but I couldn’t see anything but trees. 
 
    “I don’t know.” She moved closer to them, listening to their whispered conversation. “They think we’re leading them into a trap!” 
 
    “What?” I could maybe understand Amy having misgivings about following the orders of a ghost but Daraxandriel and Olivia shared a bed most nights. I started jogging back towards them. “Don’t they know it’s you?” 
 
    “I told them who I was! I think,” she amended. “I’m pretty sure I did. Hang on.” She wrote something on her paper and waved it in the air at Daraxandriel, who took it and shook her head. 
 
    “Nay, I do not doubt thee, Olivia,” she said, “yet thy wouldst lead us into peril. We have tarried here too long. We needs must make haste, ere we are lost.” She used the sword to point further along the trail, away from me and the journal. 
 
    “We have to get the book,” I insisted. “We can run off wherever they want to go afterwards.” 
 
    “I’ll tell them, but – oh my God!” Olivia gasped. “Peter! Look out!” 
 
    “Huh?” I twisted around and gaped at the writhing shape hurtling through the trees straight for me. It was man-sized and man-shaped but there all resemblance to a living human being ended. It was a knotted, twisted mass of glistening black vines, tipped with vicious red thorns and shrouded in smoke. “Shit!” I’d encountered the manifestation of the Dread Lord’s curse once before and survived its touch only because of my Philosopher’s Stone, which I no longer had. “Run!” I shouted.  
 
    I turned to follow my own advice but the thing was insanely fast and it had me locked in its sights. I didn’t take more than three steps before it was on me. 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia’s shriek was drowned out by my own howl of pain as the curse latched onto me and set every nerve I no longer had on fire. The searing agony was thankfully brief, though, as smothering darkness rose up and swallowed me whole. 
 
      
 
    *     *     *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Consciousness crept back into my skull timidly, afraid of what it might find in there. It poked around a bit, sending streaks of shooting pain through my body when it touched a particularly sensitive spot, and then took up residence once again. It told my body to open my eyes and when it refused, it grabbed my eyelids and hauled them up. Light stabbed right through my head and I groaned. 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia bent over me, clasping her nightgown over her heart. “You’re alive!” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” I argued. My throat was dry and raspy, as if I’d been screaming for a while. “I’m dead.” 
 
    “No, you’re alive, like I was.” 
 
    “Huh?” That didn’t make any sense at all. I tried to sit up and my hands scraped on something rough. “What the hell?” Bits of gravel and twigs clung to my palms and forearms and something was jabbing into my butt. I looked down at myself and my jaw dropped open. “Holy shit,” I breathed. My uniform was gone, along with my shoes, my socks, my underwear, and every other stitch of clothing I had. Little Peter lolled there between my legs, exposed to God and everyone, and I hastily clapped both hands over him. “Where are my clothes?” My voice hit a note it hadn’t reached since puberty. 
 
    “Thy mortal flesh is born anew, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel informed me. She knelt by my side, just the faintest hint of a ruddy glow within her onyx eyes. “Thou hast taken on my Dread Lord’s curse, as did Olivia before thee.” 
 
    My brain still wasn’t firing on all cylinders but it muddled its way through the situation. The Dread Lord’s curse was designed to turn supernatural beings like Dara into regular humans but all it does with ghosts is let them manifest as physical beings. I looked up at Olivia, suddenly understanding why she was just a ghost again. The incubus must have pulled the curse out of her at the apartment and sent it after Dara. She’s been running from it ever since, until I got in the way. So now I’m human again, sort of. “Damn,” I murmured. 
 
    “I thank thee for thy courageous sacrifice, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel went on somberly, “but I fear thine actions will have dire consequences for thee. We needs must make haste to remove the curse from thee and restore thee to thy proper form.” 
 
    “What do you mean, consequences?” I asked uneasily. “I’m just like Olivia was.” 
 
    “Nay, for she was deceased when the curse took hold of her. It could cause her no further harm. Thy discorporated soul shall fade as the hours pass, if thou dost not reunite with thy body.” 
 
    “Dis-what?” 
 
    “Discorporated,” Amy smirked. She was buxom teen Amy now, with long purple-tinted hair. Her clothes, meant for a much smaller and younger person, were on the verge of exploding into textile shrapnel. “It means disembodied.” 
 
    I shook my head with a sigh. I didn’t want to do this now but it looked like I had no choice. “I’m so sorry, Dara, I didn’t want you to find out this way.” 
 
    She tilted her head quizzically. “What is it that troubles thee?” 
 
    “I’m dead,” I told her bluntly. “The incubus killed me this morning.” 
 
    “Nay, that is not so, Peter Simon Collins,” she said with a shake of her head. 
 
    “It’s true. Tell them, Olivia.” 
 
    Olivia showed me her empty hands. “I’m out of paper,” she confessed. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Well, never mind. I really am dead,” I insisted. “I’m a ghost now. That’s why you couldn’t see me until the curse grabbed me.” 
 
    “Thou art not,” Daraxandriel argued firmly. 
 
    “Look, I know it’s a shock for you but we have to face facts. I’m dead and that’s all there is to it.” 
 
    “Thou are mistaken, Peter Simon Collins,” she retorted heatedly. “When the day comes that I am confronted by thy lifeless corpse, then shall I wail in despair and call fire down from the sky to avenge thee. Today is not that day. Thy body yet walks among us, indwelt by our common enemy.” Her eyes were definitely glowing now. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked doubtfully. “My body’s not dead?” 
 
    “Incubi have no substance of their own, they needs must occupy a living body to seduce women and lay with them. This one has possession of thy corpus and uses it to its own advantage.” 
 
    I blinked at her. “Wait a minute. You’re saying he isn’t just disguised as me, he actually is me? He’s wearing my body?” 
 
    “Aye,” she affirmed, “but summat is amiss. Thy self should have been sent into slumber when the incubus possessed thee and yet thou art here and whole. Mayhap thy soulstone cast thee out to protect thee,” she mused. 
 
    “So I’m not dead?” I asked, hope rising in my curse-restored heart. “I can get my body back?”  
 
    Daraxandriel hesitated, which put an immediate damper on things. “’Tis unnatural for a soul and a body to be separated before death. Thou canst survive for a time, but thine essence will surely fade an thou art not soon reunited.” 
 
    I swallowed with difficulty. “How long do I have?” 
 
    She shook her head. “That I cannot say. Weaker souls fade within a day, mayhap less, yet thou art bound to thy soulstone, which may lend thee strength and sustain thee for a time. Be that true or no, the candle of thy existence burns swiftly.” 
 
    “We need to stop this thing before he causes any more trouble.” I tried to get up but I couldn’t manage it without using my hands. “Does anyone know where I can get some clothes?” I asked plaintively. 
 
    “You can borrow mine, Peter,” Amy offered with a salacious grin, hooking her thumbs into the waistband of her panties. “They might be a bit snug on you, though.” 
 
    “No!” Olivia and I retorted together and Amy relented with a smug shrug. 
 
    “I shall bend the world for thee,” Daraxandriel promised, “once I have rested a moment. None shall question thy current state or think ill of thee.” 
 
    “In other words,” Amy grinned, “she’ll make everyone we meet think it’s perfectly normal for you to be walking around like that.” 
 
    “I don’t want people to think it’s normal!” I protested. “I want to have clothes on!” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll just pop into this clothing store here,” she shrugged. “Oh, wait, we can’t, because we’re out in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “Can’t you just take us to the apartment through the shadowed paths?” I begged Daraxandriel. 
 
    “Nay,” she said, shaking her head. “I have done so too often this day to elude my Dread Lord’s curse and I am bonewise weary. Hellhounds hunt unrestrained throughout the borderlands without Orixnador Soulreaper to keep them in hand and they attack without hesitation or respite. All who pass there face bitter peril.” She plucked at one of the rents in her shirt. The stain surrounding it looked suspiciously like blood. 
 
    “Oh, suck it up, Peter,” Amy told me with a flip of her wrist. “We’ve already seen everything anyway.” 
 
    “What?” I squeaked, aghast. “When did that happen?” 
 
    “Thou wert insensible a goodly time,” Daraxandriel informed me. “We had no means to cover thee.” 
 
    “So you just looked?” Olivia found something interesting to watch somewhere off in the distance but Amy just rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, please,” she retorted. “You would have done the same if one of us was lying there.” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t!” 
 
    Of course you would, Little Peter said smugly. You’re a guy. 
 
    “Art thou ashamed of thy form?” Daraxandriel asked with a puzzled frown. “Thou art passing comely for a human and thy manhood is most –” 
 
    “That’s not the point! You shouldn’t be looking at my ... things,” I finished awkwardly. 
 
    “Oh, really?” Amy asked archly. “But it’s okay for you to look at our boobs?” 
 
    “Well, no,” I admitted, “but that’s different.” 
 
    “Oh? How exactly?” She planted her hands on her hips and leaned over me. Teen Amy’s breasts weren’t especially large but they were so perfectly formed the word perky was probably invented to describe them. They pressed against the thin fabric of her top and threatened to burst through if she took too deep a breath. Little Peter tried to peek out from under my hands to get a closer look. 
 
    “I, uh, it just is,” I argued feebly, forcing myself to look away, only to find Olivia frowning at me. 
 
    “So it’s okay for you to be peeping at me all day long,” she asked tartly, plucking at her torn nightgown, “but I can’t satisfy my curiosity just once?” 
 
    “That’s not the same and you know it!” 
 
    “I think it is,” she sniffed, turning her back on me. That had the unfortunate side-effect of revealing the long rents in her nightgown, one of which sagged low enough to expose her buttocks. Little Peter heartily approved of the view and I had to shift around awkwardly to keep him hidden. 
 
    “Look, can we just concentrate on dealing with this incubus?” I pleaded desperately. “Let’s get Dr. Bellowes’ journal and figure out how to stop him.” 
 
    Daraxandriel drew back from me, baring her unbroken fang. “Parathraxas?” She nearly snarled the name. “We are well quit of him. I am forever indebted to Metraxion for disposing of him at last.” 
 
    “He’s gone but the incubus has his ring, the one he used to capture Metraxion in the first place. I think he’s using it to boost his powers. He already took control of Mrs. Kendricks for a while.” 
 
    Daraxandriel sucked in her breath, taken aback. “That is ill news, Peter Simon Collins,” she murmured, shaking her head. “We cannot hope to counter its power.” 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks was trying to read his journal to see if he wrote down some way of destroying the ring. The problem is, she can’t read demonic script. Susie can’t either,” I added. 
 
    “But I can.” Daraxandriel used her sword to lever herself to her feet and then held out a hand to help me up. “Come, let us vanquish this upstart incubus and return it to the abyss from which it came.” 
 
    I looked at her outstretched hand and then down at mine hiding Little Peter from view and then around at my audience. Daraxandriel looked eager but exhausted, Amy grinned at me with her tongue teasing her stubby canines, and Olivia peeked at me surreptitiously over her shoulder. I heaved a resigned sigh and took Daraxandriel’s hand, letting her pull me up to my feet. 
 
    “Come on,” I said glumly. “Let’s get this over with.”  
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    I don’t understand the appeal of tattoos. Apart from the pain involved, there’s no symbol or image or quote I can think of that I want permanently attached to my body. I’d be suffering from buyer’s remorse the instant I walked out of the studio, without the option to return it and get my money back. At least I’d have the rest of my life to come up with a plausible explanation for why there’s a flaming skull wrapped in barbed wire on my butt. 
 
    I have the same problem with bumper stickers. I like to think of myself as having a complex and nuanced personality. There’s no way I can fully express my opinions on a particular topic in a few pithy words on a paper rectangle. If I’m going to deface my car to inform the person behind me of my political views, the font size would have to be so small I’d get rear-ended when he tried to get close enough to read it. 
 
    Vanity plates are even worse. Pretty much every personalized license plate I’ve seen so far demonstrates the owner’s complete lack of imagination. Granted, there’s only so much you can do with seven characters, but surely they can come up with something better than TIMSCAR or MOR2LUV. If I ever indulge in a vanity plate, I’ll have it say something like SIMONSEZ. That way, the guy behind me will wonder, “Who is this Simon guy and what is he saying?” If nothing else, it’ll give him something to think about while he’s stuck in traffic. Except it’s eight letters long and it won’t fit on the plate. See what I mean? It’s impossible. 
 
      
 
    I sat on the marble bench with my legs crossed and my elbow propped on my knee, trying to look casual, which is a lot harder than it sounds when you’re buck naked. Daraxandriel was fast asleep on the rug at my feet with her outstretched hand resting on the hilt of her sword. Tweener Amy perched on the bench beside me, using my shoulder as a backrest as she perused Dr. Bellowes’ journal, snortling to herself every now and then. Olivia paced back and forth in front of us, alternating between eyeing me speculatively and teasing me with glimpses of her backside, although I doubted she realized she was doing it. 
 
    She’s certainly in great shape for a dead girl, Little Peter observed. Those ballet lessons really tightened everything up. 
 
    Shut up. “Have you found anything yet?” I asked for the dozenth time. 
 
    “Oh, lots of stuff,” Amy chuckled. 
 
    “Really?” I sat up straighter and Olivia halted her perambulations. “Like what?” 
 
    “Here’s a good one: This demon’s demeanor is both tiresome and irksome. She lacks the most fundamental knowledge of the human world and yet she dares to dictate terms for our contract that no man in full possession of his faculties could agree to. I am sorely tempted to banish her back to the pits of Hell and yet she holds the key to my ascendance within Her Majesty’s court. I must remain patient.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with destroying the ring?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Nothing, I just thought it was funny. Ooh, I like this one: The sight of this unholy creature churns my stomach. Her unnatural eyes gleam in the darkness like a plague rat’s, her gnarled horns semble a goat picking through the refuse, her abomination of a tail writhes like a worm rooting through night soil, yet still I must smile and nod at her brainless pratter.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to be looking for a way to destroy the ring, not dig up insults about Dara!” 
 
    “They’re not insults if they’re true,” she sniffed. 
 
    “Amy –” I warned. 
 
    “I’m looking, I’m looking,” she grumbled. “There’s like twenty years of notes in here, you know, and his handwriting is really small.” 
 
    “Just keep at it,” I sighed. 
 
    “How much longer are we going to stay here, Peter?” Olivia asked uneasily. “The incubus is still out there somewhere.” 
 
    “We can’t do anything until Dara wakes up.” She only got through the first few pages of the journal before conking out and there was no telling how much longer she’d be out. I was frankly surprised she lasted as long as she did, after playing hide-and-seek with the Dread Lord’s curse all day. 
 
    “But what if the incubus goes after Susie or Melissa or someone else we know?” 
 
    “They can take care of themselves,” I assured her, desperately hoping it was actually true. “We can’t go charging after him without a plan to get that ring from him and we can’t do that if we don’t know how it works.” 
 
    “Susie could just cut off his head,” Amy suggested absently, turning the page, “like she did to Orixnador.” 
 
    Olivia and I both turned to stare at her in disbelief. “That’s my body!” I protested. 
 
    “So? You already have another one.” Amy reached back to poke me in my side. 
 
    “I want the original one back,” I informed her tersely. “Preferably in one piece.” 
 
    “Your call,” she shrugged. “It’d be a lot easier my way, though.” 
 
    “I’ll take your suggestion under advisement,” I said, rolling my eyes. 
 
    “You’ll thank me later. Oh, here we go.” She sat up, running a fingertip along a line of cramped, spidery text. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    “After all this time,” she quoted, “after failure and frustration enough to try a man’s immortal soul, I never believed I would ever enscribe these words upon these pages. Daraxandriel’s instructions worked!” 
 
    “Come on, Amy,” I sighed, disappointed. “No more insults, okay?” 
 
    “No, this is legit, I promise. Listen: The imp we summoned is entrapped within the jewel-stone and cannot break free, try what it will. It is a feeble creature, however, and of no value to me and my ends. I must construct a stronger prison, one capable of holding a certain bothersome succubus, for then she will be bound to obey me and I shall be freed of the contract that weighs upon me like an anchor. With her in my thrall, I shall fashion a better receptacle for my soul-trap than these inconvenient and fragile stones, perhaps an amulet or a ring. I shall begin in earnest tonight whilst she slumbers.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “Dara taught Dr. Bellowes how to make those geodes?” 
 
    “And then he adapted the idea to create the ring,” Amy pointed out, tapping the open pages of the journal. “He probably worked his way up the demonic food chain until he caught Metraxion.” 
 
    “Parathraxas demanded I prove my worth ere he pressed his bloodied finger to my contract.” Daraxandriel was awake now, looking up at me with eyes that glowed like a smoky sunset. “I thought an imp-trap would be harmless.” 
 
    “And it never occurred to you he might use it on you?” Amy sneered and Daraxandriel shook her head sadly. “Unbelievable. You realize that anyone who consorts with demons is evil, right?” She tilted her head back to bat her eyes at me upside-down. “Present company excepted, of course,” she grinned. 
 
    “I am sorry, Peter Simon Collins.” Daraxandriel knelt in front of me with her head bowed low, her horns scraping against my shins. “Once more, blame for thy dire straits is laid at my feet.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I assured her. “You couldn’t have known what would happen.” Amy made a rude noise. I ignored her and tugged carefully on one of Daraxandriel’s horns to get her to look up. “We’ll fix this, I promise.” 
 
    “Thou art a kind and generous soul,” she said with a shy smile. “I was truly fortunate that ‘twas thee who released me from mine imprisonment.” She gazed up at me through her lashes and I cleared my throat uncomfortably. 
 
    “So what do we do now, Peter?” Olivia asked. “We still don’t know how to break the ring.” 
 
    “We will,” I told her firmly, “we just need to keep digging. In the meantime,” I shaded my eyes as I peered up at the sky, trying to guess the time, “we should probably get out of this sun and find me some clothes. Us,” I amended hastily. “Find us some clothes.” 
 
    “The Texas sun is unrelenting,” Daraxandriel acknowledged, plucking at her t-shirt with a grimace. She pronounced Texas like a demon name, which I couldn’t fault her for, frankly. She stood and peeled her shirt over her head, struggling to get it over her horns. 
 
    “Um, what are you doing?” I asked uneasily. I’d seen Daraxandriel naked many times before, even slept in the same bed with her that way, but there was something different about seeing her standing there in the altogether out in the open. Little Peter stood up to get a better look and I hastily crossed my legs. “I meant we should put more clothes on.” 
 
    “Certes,” she agreed, dropping her shirt on the ground at her feet, “yet I would first soothe my fevered flesh ere we depart.” She walked over to the low embankment overlooking the river and picked her way down carefully to the water’s edge. She stood there clutching her tail to her chest for a long moment, working up the courage to actually get in, and then slowly waded out until her knees were covered. 
 
    “That sounds like a great idea,” Amy announced. “I’m frying out here.” She marked her place in the journal with Daraxandriel’s condom packet, tossed the book at me carelessly, and stood while I juggled it. She turned her back on me and grabbed the bottom of her tank top. “No peeking,” she grinned over her shoulder, pretty much guaranteeing that I would, and peeled the garment over her head. 
 
    My jaw dropped open and stayed there. Thirty-year-old blonde Amy stood there wearing nothing but panties meant for a girl half her age but what shocked me was the tattoo. It covered her back completely from the top of her shoulders all the way down to the bottom of her butt, a pair of wings depicted in jet-black ink, rendered in such incredible detail it looked like a photograph projected on her flawless skin. 
 
    “Wh – where did that come from?” I stammered. 
 
    “Hmm?” Amy twisted around to glance behind her, revealing a glimpse of ample side-boob. “Oh, that? It’s always been there.” 
 
    “No, it hasn’t!” There was no way I wouldn’t have noticed something like that. 
 
    “And how would you know that?” she smiled. “Have you been looking at me while I sleep?” 
 
    “What? No!” 
 
    “Your loss, then.” She bent over and slid her panties down her long, shapely legs, stepping out of them and letting them dangle from her fingers before releasing them. “I’ll just be a minute. Don’t leave without me,” she smirked. 
 
    My eyes tracked her without any conscious control on my part as she made her way down to the river bank. Daraxandriel was waist-deep now, leaning over to splash water on her arms and chest, but Amy just dove straight in, leaving scarcely a ripple until she resurfaced a short distance away. She stood and swept her hair away from her face as droplets slid down her torso, glittering like diamonds in the sun. 
 
    38-C, Little Peter estimated gleefully, maybe even 40-C. It’s hard to tell from up here. You should go down there to make sure. 
 
    I’m not interested! I turned away resolutely and found Olivia standing just a short distance away, watching the two demons splash around with an odd sort of expression. “Oh! Um –” I cleared my throat, shifting around so that Little Peter’s current state of interest wouldn’t be so obvious. “They shouldn’t be long.” 
 
    “Demons are really beautiful, aren’t they?” she said wistfully. 
 
    “Well, some of them are, I suppose,” I allowed. “The succubuses, at least. The other ones we ran into weren’t,” I reminded her. Sadraximbril and Uxbranidorn were the stuff of nightmares. 
 
    “I wish I was a succubus instead of a ghost,” she sighed. 
 
    “Why?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “So that people could see me and think I’m beautiful too.” She sat on the other end of the bench and stared down at her hands, looking glum. 
 
    “You are beautiful,” I insisted. 
 
    Olivia looked up at me with eyes that seemed much bigger and bluer than normal and then dropped her gaze again. “You’re just saying that to make me feel better,” she murmured.  
 
    Uh-oh, Little Peter warned. She’s up to something. 
 
    “You are,” I assured her. “I mean, Dara thinks so too, right? You two have been together for a while now.” 
 
    “Well, that’s mostly me and her tail,” she admitted reluctantly. “Dara’s there because, you know, it’s her tail and she and I,” she cleared her throat, “well, we have fun together but it’s not the same.” 
 
    “The same as what?” I frowned. 
 
    “The same as having a real boyfriend.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear nervously. 
 
    Told you!  
 
    “I mean, I’m a real ghost again,” she continued. “I can’t be with Dara anymore. The only person I can talk to now is you.” 
 
    And Mrs. Phipps, I thought, but this didn’t seem to be the right time to point that out. “Olivia –” 
 
    “It was really nice this morning when we were both ghosts and we were doing things together and I just thought –” she cleared her throat again, “I thought maybe we could do – other things – together, if you wanted to.” Her eyes flicked in my direction and then locked onto her hands again. “When you’re a ghost, I mean.” 
 
    “What sort of other things?” I asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Boy and girl things.” She traced a meandering shape beside her on the marble bench with her fingertip. 
 
    Now it was my turn to clear my throat. “Olivia –” 
 
    “I mean, I know you’re with Melissa now and I know Dara really misses being with you and I know Amy wants – well, I don’t really know what Amy wants,” she grimaced. “I just thought it would be nice if I could be with you too, sometimes.” She looked up at me hopefully, biting her lower lip. 
 
    Do it! Little Peter demanded eagerly. Say yes! This will be so much better than just peeping! 
 
    “I know you think I’m too young for you,” she went on, “but I’ll be like this forever so that really doesn’t matter anymore, does it? You can just pretend I’m eighteen or twenty or whatever you want.” 
 
    “Uh –” The brain inside my skull wasn’t getting enough blood to function properly, while the one between my legs was getting far too much. “I don’t think –” 
 
    “And no one would ever have to know!” she forged on heedlessly. “They’d never see us or hear us. We could do it right here and they’d never realize it.” She licked her lips, took in a shaky breath, and stood abruptly. “Let’s do it, Peter.” 
 
    “What?” I squeaked. I couldn’t believe that meek, innocent Olivia was propositioning me out in the open countryside. “We can’t do that!” 
 
    “It’s all right,” she insisted. “I know Dara’s supposed to be next but she’ll understand. I’ll get her another chocolate cupcake or something.” 
 
    “Olivia –” My protest died in my throat as she took hold of her nightgown and pulled it over her head in one swift motion.  
 
    I had a pretty good mental picture of Olivia’s body, assembled from tantalizing glimpses over the last couple of months, but the whole was definitely greater than the sum of the parts. She didn’t have Melissa’s perfect figure or Daraxandriel’s exotic looks or Amy’s highly variable voluptuousness, but she didn’t need any of that. She was young and pert and innocent, the nameless dancer from the chorus line suddenly become the star of the show. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed, drawing a shy but pleased smile from her. 
 
    “Go ghost, Peter,” she insisted. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    I gulped. “I can’t.” 
 
    “We can go somewhere else,” she offered quickly. “We don’t really have to do it here.” She actually looked relieved at that. 
 
    “No, that’s not what I meant. I can’t become a ghost.” 
 
    She blinked at me uncomprehendingly. “What?” 
 
    “I’ve been trying but I don’t know how.” I indicated my naked self helplessly. “I’m stuck like this.” 
 
    “What?” She clutched her nightgown against her chest, although it didn’t really hide anything. “What do you mean, you can’t? It’s easy! You just,” she waved her hand vaguely, “do it!” 
 
    “It doesn’t work. Nothing I try makes any difference.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t make any sense! When I had the curse, I had to concentrate to stay real. Every time something surprised me or I got distracted, I’d just blip out.” She snapped her fingers to illustrate.  
 
    “Maybe I’m just more cynical than you,” I suggested with a half-hearted smile. “Nothing surprises me anymore.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s how it works,” she frowned. 
 
    “I know, I’m just kidding.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    We fell silent then, neither of us daring to look directly at the other. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched her resume her seat on the bench, looking forlorn as she draped her nightgown across her thighs and smoothed it out with her hands. “I’m sorry,” I said. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she shrugged. “I should have asked you first.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have known.” Her shoulder rose and fell again and she fingered one of the rents in the fabric. She startled me when she suddenly shoved the garment off her lap, letting it fall to the ground a short distance away. “What are you doing?” I gasped. “Quick, pick it up!” Ectoplasm – or whatever ghost clothes were made of – dissolved into nothingness away from their hosts. We learned that lesson with her panties back in June. 
 
    “What’s the point?” she grumbled sourly, propping her elbows on her knees and her chin on her hands. “It’s ruined anyway.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter anymore, Peter,” she argued. “No one’s ever going to see me again.” She eyed me and the tip of her tongue peeked out from the corner of her lips. “Except you.” 
 
    And Mrs. Phipps, I thought. She’s going to have a conniption if she sees Olivia like this. I might have one too. “Isn’t this sort of thing a sin?” I asked, clutching at the first excuse that came to mind. When we first met, Olivia was obsessed with sin, mostly the ones she thought I was committing. 
 
    “Sins only count while you’re alive,” she retorted. “I can do anything I want now and it won’t matter.” Her eyes slid down from my face and her tongue made a slow circuit of her lips. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s actually true,” I said uneasily. “I think you should –” Olivia straightened suddenly and looked around with a frown. I scanned the area hastily, suddenly fearful that Not-Peter had somehow tracked us down, but the only people in sight were Daraxandriel and Amy, still cooling off in the river. Daraxandriel was up to her chest now with the tip of her tail trailing her like a miniature shark fin, keeping a watchful eye on Amy as she slowly swam in a circle around her, like a crocodile sizing up its prey. I hoped they wouldn’t drown each other. We still needed someone to translate Dr. Bellowes’ journal. “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Somebody called my name,” Olivia said doubtfully. 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything.” Other than the faint watery sounds from the river, the area was eerily quiet. 
 
    “The same thing happened before, when I was waiting for you at the cemetery. I thought Dara was calling me or something.” 
 
    “It was probably just nerves,” I assured her. “You were worried about her.” 
 
    “I didn’t imagine it,” she stated firmly. “Someone really did – yeep!” 
 
    Olivia flung herself aside as a fiery white pentagram flashed right in front of us and then disappeared just as quickly, leaving Susie standing there with her arms raised. Blue-white lightning crackled between her fingertips as she turned in a complete circle. 
 
    “Where’s Dara?” she demanded. “She’s supposed to be here.” 
 
    “Susie?” I wasn’t sure I could believe my eyes. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Peter?” The miniature lightning storm abated fractionally. “What are you doing here? I just left you.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel called from the river. “What is amiss?” Susie immediately whipped around and pointed her hands in that direction and I jumped up and grabbed her wrists. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I gasped as the crackling intensified. Every hair on my body stood on end from the static discharge but I didn’t dare let go. 
 
    “I have to kill Dara.” Susie wriggled in my grasp, trying to yank herself free. “You’re ruining my aim!” 
 
    “Are you insane? Stop! Don’t kill her!” 
 
    “Okay.” She stopped struggling so quickly I nearly lost my balance. The gemstones in her rings went dark as the last sparks faded away. 
 
    “What the hell, Susie? What’s gotten into you?” She looked at me and my heart skipped a beat. Her pupils nearly swallowed her irises completely. “Oh, no,” I breathed. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” Wet feet pattered on the path behind me and then Daraxandriel appeared at my side. Her tail wrapped itself around my thigh like a damp tourniquet. “Whyfor is the waif –?” She sucked in her breath. “She is enthralled!” 
 
    “Susie,” I said quietly, searching her face. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes.” The empty look in her eyes sent a chill down my spine. 
 
    “I’m going to let go of you now. Don’t kill Dara, understand?” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Peter,” Olivia said nervously, “I don’t think this is a good idea.” 
 
    “She stopped when I told her to. I don’t think she’ll do anything now.” I mentally crossed my fingers and slowly opened my hands. Susie moved then but only to rub her wrists. “What are you doing?” I asked her. “Why are you trying to kill Dara?” 
 
    The faintest frown creased Susie’s forehead. “You told me to.” 
 
    “Are you sure it was me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “What was I wearing?” I asked, although I already knew the answer. 
 
    “Your police uniform.” Susie’s eyes flicked downwards and her frown deepened. 
 
    “And where were you when he – when I gave you that order?” 
 
    “At Mrs. Kendricks’.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “The incubus must have gone back there after he left our house. We sent Susie right to him.” 
 
    “Yet the waif’s wards are the most potent of all,” Daraxandriel said worriedly. “How did he overcome them?” 
 
    “Susie, what happened to your wards? Show me your hands.” Susie lifted her palms obediently. “Turn them over. Oh, crap.” Only a few faint smudges of green remained of her nail polish. “What happened after we left the apartment, Susie?” 
 
    She blinked as she dredged up the memories. “Cameron made me a sandwich.” 
 
    “No, after that.” And please, please, please don’t say anything about condoms. 
 
    “I sent him home and then I went to the library to get Mrs. Kendricks’ wardstones. They were hard to find. There was a lot of junk on her desk.” 
 
    “Yes, I know about that. Then what?” 
 
    “I took them to Mrs. Kendricks’ house.” 
 
    “Was the inc– I mean, was I there when you got there?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Was Mrs. Kendricks there?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Damn.” I’d hoped she’d recovered enough to escape. “Did she seem okay?” 
 
    “Yes. You were kissing her.” 
 
    “Wh – wha – what?” I stuttered. “I was what?” 
 
    “Ooh, this is getting good,” purple-haired teen Amy murmured with a crooked smile, appearing on my other side. 
 
    “What do you mean I was kissing her?” 
 
    “I mean you had your arms around her and your lips were touching.” A hint of Susie’s normal impatience crept into her voice. “Kissing.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” This is bad, very, very bad. “Were we just kissing?” I asked hopefully. “We weren’t, uh, you know, having, um –?” Susie just stared at me blankly and I swallowed with difficulty. “Never mind. What happened then?” 
 
    “You asked me what I was doing there and I told you. You told me to give you the wardstones but you grabbed my hand when I tried and – and –” She shook her head as if to shake out the cobwebs. “You had a glowing ring. It – told me to listen to you. It said I had to obey you. I didn’t want to but –” She grimaced and pressed her palms against her temples. “My head hurts.” 
 
    “She may be breaking free from his thrall,” Daraxandriel murmured. 
 
    “I hope so,” I whispered back. “What did I want you to do?” I asked Susie. 
 
    “You told me to remove my wardpolish.” She looked at her fingernails. “Why would I do that?” she muttered to herself. 
 
    “Then what?” I prompted. 
 
    “You told me to find Dara and kill her.” She lifted her eyes to Daraxandriel and her fingers twitched. “Then you told me to find Olivia and bring back Dr. Bellowes’ journal.” Her gaze shifted to the bench where the journal lay. She reached for it and I hastily grabbed her hands again. 
 
    “No!” I told her firmly, like I was disciplining an errant puppy dog. “Do not take the journal! Understand?” 
 
    “I understand.” She sounded hesitant this time, as if she couldn’t comprehend why I was countermanding my own orders. 
 
    “This is bad,” I said, feeling a queasy knot tighten in the pit of my stomach. “We have to rescue Mrs. Kendricks!” 
 
    “From almost certain pleasure?” Amy chuckled. 
 
    “This isn’t funny!” I told her heatedly, turning on her. “She’s going to think he’s me!” 
 
    “Well, if he still looks exactly like you, she shouldn’t have any complaints.” Amy bent over to retrieve her panties and I blinked at her back. 
 
    “What happened to your wings?” 
 
    “Hmm?” She held her panties across her hips with an appraising twist to her lips. There was no way she’d be able to get them back on. “What about them?” 
 
    “They shrank!” The tattoo only covered three-quarters of her back now and there were definitely fewer feathers. 
 
    “Nonsense, they’ve always been that way.” Amy dropped her panties on the ground and sat on the bench. She picked up the journal from where it had fallen and opened it up, tossing the condom aside carelessly.  
 
    “Fret not for Dame Kendricks, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel insisted. “The incubus will soon discern his plan has failed, for the waif has not returned to him. He needs must flee to another refuge, for fear we will return there to confront him in greater numbers. Moreover, the waif has given us the key to overcoming our adversary.” 
 
    “She has?” I eyed Susie doubtfully and she stared back at me with a suspicious glint, flexing her fingers. 
 
    “Dost thou not see? She obeys thy commands.” 
 
    “So? She’s my sister. Oh, wait.” Susie never did what I wanted her to, unless I threatened her or bribed her. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “She cannot distinguish thee from thine other form. His words and thine carry equal weight, at least for a time.” 
 
    “And the incubus doesn’t know you exist,” Amy pointed out absently as she traced a line in the journal with her finger. “He thinks you’re safely tucked away inside your skull, fast asleep.” 
 
    “So I can override his orders,” I said eagerly, finally catching on. 
 
    “Not that it’ll do you much good,” she went on, turning the page. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I protested. “I can do the same things he can! That’s good, right?” 
 
    “Nay, she has the right of it,” Daraxandriel acknowledged grudgingly. “Thou dost not possess Parathraxas’ ring. Thou canst not compel another, save one already enthralled.” We all turned to look at Susie. Her eyes were almost back to normal and they narrowed menacingly. 
 
    “Why are you all looking at me?” 
 
    “All you can do is change his orders after he gives them,” Amy said with a crooked smile, leaning back and stretching out her long, bare legs. “You’ll be reactive, not proactive. Still,” she shrugged, causing female things to shift in very distracting ways, “I suppose it’s better than nothing.” 
 
    “I’ll take whatever I can get at this point.” I chewed my lower lip, mulling this revelation over. “Susie,” I said thoughtfully, “are you still obeying me?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said immediately and then she blinked. “No. What?” 
 
    “Okay, listen carefully: from now on, don’t obey any commands from me unless I say ...” I paused, trying to come up with some word or phrase that the incubus wouldn’t think of. Then the perfect code popped into my head and I grinned. “Unless I say Simon says first. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes?” Susie sounded dubious and I wondered if it was too late. 
 
    “Touch your nose,” I told her. 
 
    “Why?” she scowled. 
 
    “Simon says, touch your nose.” Her forefinger tapped the tip of her nose and she stared at it like she didn’t recognize it. “Man, if only I’d been able to do this years ago,” I murmured. The possibilities would have been limitless. 
 
    “It shall avail thee not, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel told me reprovingly. “Thy influence over her fades the longer she is away from the ring’s touch.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” I insisted. “Maybe she’ll remember this if he catches her again.” 
 
    “If who catches me again?” Susie asked frostily. “I don’t remember being caught.” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I sighed, “and it’s going to have to wait until we rescue Mrs. Kendricks.” 
 
    “From a fate worse than lust,” Amy smiled slyly. 
 
    “From that thing that’s controlling her!” I snapped. “Susie, can you teleport all of us to Mrs. Kendricks’ house?” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do that, Peter?” Amy asked with a coy tilt of her head. “We’re not exactly dressed for the occasion.” 
 
    “Well, I, um –” I looked down at myself and then around at the women surrounding me. For the first time in recorded history, Susie showed less skin than everyone else and all she had on was her pool cover-up. 
 
    “And I’m still bound to the Philosopher’s Stone,” she went on, “so I won’t be much help and Olivia, bless her heart, is just a ghost now.” 
 
    “I’m a poltergeist,” Olivia protested, although she didn’t seem keen on the plan either. 
 
    “But I guess Dara can stab the incubus while Susie electrocutes him,” she sighed dramatically. “That might work, if they can do it before he orders them to kill each other. Or maybe he’ll have some fun with them first.” This time, her smile had a wicked edge to it. 
 
    “But we have to do something!” I argued, but the sinking sensation in my stomach told me Amy was right. “How about your succubus thing?” I asked Daraxandriel. “Can you change Mrs. Kendricks to make her immune to his orders?”  
 
    She twisted her face into a doubtful grimace. “Mayhap, yet Dame Kendricks is a witch. I may not have the skill to influence one of her ilk.” 
 
    “You wiped out Susie’s memories when we first met,” I argued. 
 
    “The waif was but a novice then,” Daraxandriel explained, shaking her head. “Dame Kendricks is both experienced and powerful.” 
 
    “But it might help, right? Even if she can just fend him off long enough for us to get her out of there, that’s better than nothing.” 
 
    “I shall render such aid as I can,” she promised, “yet we needs must make haste and destroy this abomination.” 
 
    “One step at a time,” I sighed. “Okay, let’s get out of here and regroup. Susie?” I turned to her and then blinked. Her green cover-up lay in a crumpled heap at her feet. “Why did you take your clothes off?” I asked, aghast. 
 
    “Everyone else is skyclad,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Not by choice! Pick that up!” She scowled at me like I was being unreasonable but complied. “Now take all of us back to the library.” 
 
    “Why?” she frowned. 
 
    “Because no one’s likely to bother us there and there might be something else in Dr. Bellowes’ stuff that might help us.” The array of expressions around me didn’t indicate a tremendous amount of support for my suggestion. “Unless someone has a better idea?” Four heads shook in unison. “Then let’s do it.” 
 
    “Fine,” Susie huffed, “but I’ve been porting all day. I need to recharge first. Give me your Philosopher’s Stone.” 
 
    “Do you see a Philosopher’s Stone anywhere on me?” I retorted.  
 
    She eyed me from head to toe. “No,” she admitted. “What happened to it?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later. Do you have enough juice left to get us to the library?” 
 
    “I guess. We’ll have to stand close together.” 
 
    “Dibs!” Amy jumped up from the bench and planted herself right on my hip, nudging her damp skin against mine as she grinned up at me. Daraxandriel retrieved her sword and her condom and positioned herself between Susie and me, while Olivia filled in the remaining gap. That was a lot of naked female in close proximity to Little Peter but fortunately the dampening field generated by Susie’s presence was in full effect. 
 
    “On three,” Susie warned, raising her hands. The gems on her rings flared and the fiery pentagram formed around our feet. “Three,” she said, and the Brazos River vanished in a flash of blinding white.  
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    Ever since some Neanderthal threw a bloody bearskin over his shoulders to ward off the cold, clothing has been an integral component of human civilization. Clothes protect us from our environment, they advertise our social status, and they cover up our physical deficiencies. Fashions and fabrics have evolved considerably over the centuries, but it’s a pretty sure bet that wherever you go in the world, you’ll only see maybe 10% of anyone else’s body. The rest is hidden from view behind a mind-boggling array of patterns and colors. 
 
    Nudism strips all that away, literally and figuratively, and creates a level playing field where you’re judged solely by your character, rather than by your wealth and education and title. Since it’s hard to establish someone’s character just by looking at them, though, I rather suspect nudists inevitably end up judging each other by their tans and overall fitness. If they’re being honest with themselves, they’re probably also comparing their primary and secondary sex characteristics. They’re only human, after all. 
 
    Prurient interests aside, it seems clear that nudism will never become mainstream. The vast majority of us are much more comfortable staying covered up. It’s a lot easier to lie to someone about your physique and your status if they can’t see the real you. And let’s face it, it’s infinitely easier to buy a new outfit than hit the gym every day. 
 
      
 
    I rolled one of Dr. Bellowes’ geodes back and forth across the top of Mrs. Kendricks’ desk, trying to distract myself while Daraxandriel leaned over in front of me to inspect the remaining contents of his satchel. Her tail nudged an odd-looking object made of either polished brass or gold, shaped to resemble a bulbous spider with way too many legs. I half expected it to come to life and scuttle across the desk but it remained inert, to my intense relief. 
 
    Daraxandriel’s torso, however, was on full display as she lifted up a thick disk inscribed with mystical symbols around its perimeter, tilting it to catch the light filtering through the shades. Susie was asleep on the couch in the staff lounge down the hall, so Little Peter was taking full advantage of the opportunity to enjoy himself. I had Mrs. Kendricks’ chair pulled as close as possible to the desk and I really hoped I wouldn’t have to stand up anytime soon. 
 
    “Any idea what that is?” I asked. 
 
    “An astral chronometer, mayhap?” she guessed, setting the object back down. “It sembles one I saw within Parathraxas’ chambers.” 
 
    “What’s it used for?” 
 
    “Scrying and divination,” black-haired tweener Amy answered. She was sprawled sideways across of the guest chairs, with her head resting on one arm and her bare legs dangling over the other. The rest of her, thankfully, was more or less covered up with Susie’s cover-up. 
 
    “How do you know that?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    She lifted up the journal and pointed at a passage I couldn’t read from where I was sitting. “I cannot discern Drexicort’s whereabouts,” she quoted, “and the astral chronometer warns that the moment of opportunity is nigh. If I cannot entrap his essence ere the full moon reaches its zenith, I must abandon the chase and seek out another. Curse Daraxandriel and her spiteful fractiousness! Would that I had not mislaid her jewel-stone, that I might punish her anew for the tribulations she has caused me.” 
 
    “Was that last bit really necessary?” I sighed. 
 
    Amy shrugged. “It adds some color to the narrative, don’t you think?” 
 
    “We don’t need color, we need information. How do you know this thing is an astral chronometer?” 
 
    “There’s a picture.” She held up the book again, tapping on a sketch that took up nearly half a page. I couldn’t make out the details but it seemed to match the object in Daraxandriel’s hand. 
 
    “Could we use it to scry on the incubus?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “Are you a warlock with centuries of experience capturing demons?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then no.” Amy settled back down in the chair and flipped to the next page. 
 
    “Is there anything here we can use?” I asked Daraxandriel. 
 
    “Naught that I have the skill to wield,” she confessed reluctantly, setting the disk back down on the desk. “Prayhap Sir Prescott may find them of value.” 
 
    “Except they’re tainted,” I reminded her. “He’ll probably just burn them or something.” 
 
    “Most likely,” she agreed. “So what is our path ahead, Peter Simon Collins?” 
 
    “There’s not much we can do right now,” I said glumly. “We can’t go anywhere until Susie wakes up.” 
 
    “We are ill-prepared for battle,” she said, shaking her head dolefully. “Without thy soulstone and thy powers, our only weapons are my sword and the waif, and she has already succumbed to Parathraxas’ ring.” 
 
    That was a pretty bleak assessment of our situation but I couldn’t really argue with it. “Can the incubus control you?” I asked. 
 
    She hesitated long enough to give away the answer. “An ordinary incubus could not hope to sway a succubus, yet this one is far from ordinary. The ring gives him fearsome power. I cannot say with certainty that I would prevail against him,” she admitted reluctantly. 
 
    “We can’t risk it, then,” I said, shaking my head firmly. “He can’t control men, though, right?” 
 
    “Nay,” she agreed, “but he can possess them.” 
 
    “Not if we hit him fast enough.” 
 
    “It takes but a touch, Peter Simon Collins,” she cautioned me. “Any man without a strong ward would be at risk.” 
 
    “Like me,” I sighed. “Agent Prescott’s out of town, apparently, so who else do we know who might be able to hold him off long enough to stop him?” 
 
    “What about Melissa?” Olivia suggested. She sat in the other chair, hugging her knees against her chest. “Can’t she zap him from far away?” 
 
    “Probably, except she’d vaporize my body doing it. I’d like to get it back in one piece.” 
 
    “But if it was the only way ...” she persisted. She looked a lot more eager than the suggestion warranted. 
 
    She wants you to be a ghost permanently, Little Peter surmised. It’s a good thing she’s pretty or I’d worry about her motives. 
 
    You should worry about her motives no matter what she looks like. “We’ll keep that in our back pockets as a last resort,” I told her. Not that I have a back pocket at the moment, I thought ruefully. Or any pockets at all. “But it brings up an important point. How do we get rid of an incubus? Preferably without killing the host,” I added, casting a significant glance at Olivia. She pouted and rested her chin on top of her knees. 
 
    “In times past, a priest would exorcize the demon from its victim and banish it,” Daraxandriel said. “Art thou acquainted with a priest?” 
 
    “There’s a Catholic church over on the east side of town,” I mused. “I doubt the priest there does any exorcisms, though. He’d probably think we’re crazy or pulling some kind of prank if we asked him.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Amy smirked. “Seeing that walk through the church doors might convince him.” She indicated Daraxandriel with a jerk of her thumb. 
 
    “A skilled witch might remove an incubus from its host,” Daraxandriel went on, “but not without great pain and suffering. The incubus will not willingly relinquish its hold, for it is weak and vulnerable on its own.” 
 
    “I don’t think we have a choice,” I sighed. “Hopefully I’ll live long enough to get the Philosopher’s Stone back.” 
 
    “Thou are most noble and courageous, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel told me softly. Her eyes glowed like a campfire on a beach at twilight and the tip of her tongue teased her fang. “Fortune truly favors us, that thou art here to guide and defend us.” 
 
    “Oh, brother,” Amy muttered, rolling her eyes. She sat up cross-legged on her chair, turning her back on us. Her wing tattoos, visible through the mesh of the cover-up, were barely larger than my two hands. “Get a room, you two.” 
 
    Olivia stood abruptly, giving Daraxandriel a narrow-eyed look. “Shouldn’t we be trying to figure out where the incubus is?” she asked pointedly. “We’re just wasting time sitting around talking. We should be doing something, not flirting with each other.”  
 
    Oh, great, I groaned internally, now she’s jealous. 
 
    She has every right to be, Little Peter pointed out scornfully. You rejected her out by the river and now Dara’s making a move on you. 
 
    She is not! She’s just scared, that’s all. 
 
    And now you want to hold her in your arms and stroke her horns and tell her everything’s going to be all right. 
 
    No, I don’t! I protested. 
 
    Then why am I still standing at attention? 
 
    Shut up! “You’re right,” I said aloud. “Let’s get started.” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel breathed, looking shocked and hopeful at the same time, while Amy twisted around to look at me with one eyebrow raised. That wasn’t quite the sort of reaction I expected and it took me a moment to realize they hadn’t heard Olivia’s part of the conversation. 
 
    “Not about the room!” I explained hastily. “I meant we can’t just wait for something else to happen. We have to take the offensive.” 
 
    “Oh.” Daraxandriel looked downcast as her tail drooped behind her. “Thou hast the right of it, of course. The well-being of Dame Kendricks and the good citizens of Hellburn needs must come first.” 
 
    “Er, yes, right.” I was thinking mostly about getting my body back but her idea was good too. “So what do we know about the ring so far?” 
 
    “One: it takes a lot of life force to trap a demon in the ring, so he has to rest every time he uses it.” Teenaged Amy leaned back in the chair, crossing her legs at the ankles as she flipped back through the earmarked pages of the journal. Her hair was cotton candy blue now and her cover-up was parted just enough to confirm that the same color scheme was in use in all of the usual locations. 
 
    “Two:” she went on, “the ring can only hold one demon at a time. Three: the demon has to be fed a human soul after a major working or it will die, preferably an unspoiled one.” Amy lowered the journal to smirk at me. “Unspoiled means virgin.” 
 
    “I know what unspoiled means,” I told her. “What else?” 
 
    “Four: the ring can’t be removed by force. Put an asterisk by that one.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “That’s just his speculation, after that one guy tried to steal it from him. I’m willing to bet it’ll come off if he’s dead.” 
 
    “If he’s dead, it doesn’t really matter if it comes off or not,” I noted wryly. “Is there anything in there that tells us how to break the ring or block its effects?” 
 
    “I’m only halfway through,” she said, holding up the book to illustrate, “and these notes end in,” she checked the last page, “1602. Parathraxas had that ring for another four hundred years. He might not have figured everything out until later.” 
 
    “Let’s hope he got the basics sorted out early,” I said tersely. “Keep looking.” 
 
    “So theoretically,” Olivia said slowly, “if we got the incubus to capture a demon, he’d fall asleep, right? Couldn’t we exorcize him then?” 
 
    “I suppose,” I acknowledged, “but none of us know how to summon a demon.” Daraxandriel and Amy both looked at me with puzzled expressions. “Olivia,” I explained, pointing at her. Olivia rolled her eyes and inclined her head towards Daraxandriel. “No,” I said, suddenly grasping her meaning. “No, absolutely not!” 
 
    “It wouldn’t hurt her,” she insisted. “Metra-whatever lived in the ring for centuries.” 
 
    “We’re not risking her and that’s final!” 
 
    “What is amiss, Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Just a stupid suggestion that we’re not going to follow.” Olivia hmphed and turned her back on me and I just shook my head.  
 
    Dara would do it if you asked her to, Little Peter predicted. 
 
    She would, I agreed, which is why we’re not going to mention it. The problem was, that was the best suggestion any of us had so far.  
 
    “Prayhap we could suade the incubus to leave thy corpus of its own volition,” Daraxandriel said hesitantly. 
 
    “How?” Amy sneered derisively. “Say pretty please?” 
 
    “The incubus dies with its host,” she retorted. “An it believes the body to be in peril, it would flee to another.” 
 
    “That just moves the problem to someone else,” I argued. “I don’t want to play musical chairs with this thing.” 
 
    “Yet it would perforce leave the ring and thy soulstone behind,” she countered. “An thy soul returns to thine own body, they would become thine.” 
 
    I sat up straighter in the chair. “That might work, except we’d need another guy there, someone who wouldn’t mind being possessed until we removed the incubus.” 
 
    “What about Susie’s boyfriend?” Amy grinned. “He’d do it if she asked.” 
 
    “No,” I said firmly. “He’s just a kid. Besides, she’d kill us all if anything happened to him.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Amy returned to the journal as I tried to think of anyone who could help. Ryan Prescott was the obvious choice but he wasn’t available. 
 
    Justin? No, it’s too dangerous. One of the HPD officers? How would I even explain it to them? Dad? That thought knotted my stomach. Are there any other warlocks in town? I wondered. Mrs. Kendricks never mentioned any. No, it has to be someone without any powers the incubus could use. We need a plain, ordinary human being for this. 
 
    Someone like you, Little Peter observed. 
 
    Yeah, I agreed glumly. Someone like me. “Okay, we’ll table that one for now. How are we going to convince the incubus that it’s about to die without actually killing it?” 
 
    “Such may not be possible, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel said, shaking her head. “The incubus needs must feel the pain of imminent death, if it is to believe in its demise.” 
 
    “But the Philosopher’s Stone will take care of that, right?” I asked. “It’ll fix whatever happens to my body, right?” I nodded encouragingly but she didn’t echo the motion. 
 
    “An thy soul returns timely to thy corpus,” she allowed hesitantly, “the soulstone should seek to heal thy wounds.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of ifs, ands, and buts in there,” I said uneasily. 
 
    “Thy circumstances are complex,” she pointed out. “My Dread Lord’s curse still cleaves to thy soul. It will not surrender thee lightly.” 
 
    “Great,” I muttered. “So all we have to do is capture the incubus, find some poor sap to stand there while we almost kill my body, let the incubus possess him while we pry my soul away from the curse, stuff it back into my body before the Philosopher’s Stone gives up on me, and then exorcize and banish the incubus before it causes any more problems. Is that about right?” 
 
    “Aye,” Daraxandriel admitted, “thou hast the right of it.” 
 
    “Piece of cake,” I sighed. “Okay, Susie should be able to track him down without any problem, since he’s me. We’re going to have to find a volunteer to be possessed for a few minutes. Who’s going to do the exorcism?” 
 
    “Dame Kendricks should have that skill,” Daraxandriel suggested. 
 
    “Except she’s controlled by the incubus,” I reminded her. 
 
    “What about Susie?” Olivia asked. “She got my soul out of Dara.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the same thing. Olivia,” I explained to the others. “Susie specializes in wards and things like that but I guess it won’t hurt to ask. She might know if one of the other girls in the coven has any experience with exorcisms.” I made to stand and then remembered Little Peter’s current condition. “Um, maybe one of you could go wake her up and ask.” Olivia and Daraxandriel looked at me in confusion, while Amy just smiled to herself. 
 
    “An thou dost wish it,” Daraxandriel said doubtfully, “yet the waif cannot perceive Olivia and she does not consider Amaryx nor myself to be friends.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll do it.” Lie down! I ordered Little Peter. Go to sleep or something! 
 
    Make me, he retorted smugly. It’s not like they haven’t already seen me. 
 
    Not like this! 
 
    And who’s fault is that? You’ve had plenty of chances to show them how much you appreciate them. 
 
    This isn’t the time for this! 
 
    Says you. 
 
    I closed my eyes and let my breath out slowly. Just stand up and walk out casually, I told myself. There’s nothing to be ashamed of. It’s a perfectly normal reaction to the situation. They’ll understand. It’s no big deal. I placed my hands on the desk to push the chair back, just as a metallic bang echoed down the hall. 
 
    We all froze. “What was that?” Olivia whispered. 
 
    “Is it the waif?” Daraxandriel asked, reaching for her sword propped against the desk. 
 
    “I think that was the front door,” I told them. “Someone’s in the foyer.” And probably coming this way, I didn’t add. Mrs. Kendricks’ office door was open and I debated telling Daraxandriel to close it, just in case whoever it was wasn’t coming here, but I decided it would only draw attention to the room. “Get away from the door,” I ordered. “Get ready.” I grabbed the geode and hefted it, realizing belatedly that I couldn’t throw it effectively while sitting down. 
 
    Olivia moved behind me, even though she was pretty much safe from whoever or whatever came through the door, while Daraxandriel crouched beside the desk, ready to lunge with her sword. Amy stayed where she was, casually turning to a new page in the journal. 
 
    I held my breath and heard the faint scuff of shoes on the tile outside, approaching quickly. I raised the geode when a figure appeared in the doorway and then I blinked. “Mrs. Kendricks?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    She stopped just inside the room, staring at us blankly, as if we were the last people she expected to find camped out in her office. She looked much the same as the last time I saw her, still wearing the same blouse and skirt. Her hair was down and disheveled but her eyes were thankfully normal as they jumped from one face to the next. 
 
    “Dara? Amy? What in the Goddess’ name are you doing here?” Then her gaze fell on me. “Peter?” she gasped. She jumped back and raised her hands as her ornate multi-colored pentagram flashed into existence around her feet. “Stay back!” 
 
    “No, wait! That wasn’t me, it was the incubus!” I jumped up, waving my hands frantically to keep her from throwing a lightning bolt at me or whatever it was she was planning to do. She hesitated and then her eyes slowly traveled downwards as her lips formed a silent O. “I, uh, I can explain,” I said feebly as I dropped back into the chair, skootching it all the way forward. 
 
    “I can hardly wait to hear this,” Amy grinned delightedly. 
 
    Recapping the day’s events took quite a bit of time, in between Mrs. Kendricks’ questions and everyone else’s contributions. Susie showed up about halfway through, showing absolutely no surprise at our visitor as she shoved Dr. Bellowes’ belongings aside and perched on the end of the desk. She still looked a bit hollow-eyed and I hoped she was going to be able to handle her end of things when the time came. 
 
    “But what happened to you?” I asked Mrs. Kendricks. “What are you doing back here?” 
 
    “Well, it’s all a bit hazy,” she confessed. “I remember coming here to meet you and then –” She shook her head. “I woke up in my kitchen with a lump on the back of my head.” She gingerly touched the spot with a pained grimace. 
 
    “Was the incubus still there?” 
 
    “Yes, you – he was there. He was doing something on his phone – well, your phone, I suppose – and he had his back to me. I cast a glamour over myself and escaped through the back door.” 
 
    “Didst thou not seek to waylay him?” Daraxandriel asked. “Thou hadst the advantage of him.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks shook her head. “I wasn’t thinking too clearly right then. I knew he’d done something to me but I had no idea what his powers were. I thought it best to get away and get help.” 
 
    “So you came here?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “My purse is here,” she said, pointing to the article in question near my elbow, “and it has my phone. I was going to call Ryan and the coven.” 
 
    “But not us?” I frowned. 
 
    “I thought he was you, Peter,” she said somberly. “I didn’t know who else was involved.” 
 
    “But how did she escape in the first place?” Olivia asked. “Why did the ring stop controlling her?” 
 
    I repeated the question for the others and then added, “I assume that was Dara’s doing. She was going to try to change Mrs. Kendricks so that the incubus couldn’t control her. I guess it worked.” 
 
    “It would seem so,” Mrs. Kendricks nodded. “Thank you, Dara.” Daraxandriel dipped her head in acknowledgement, but she looked uncertain. I felt the same way myself. 
 
    “So now what?” I asked. “Can you exorcize the incubus?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be a true exorcism, but yes, I can remove him. It won’t be easy, though, as long as he still has Dr. Bellowes’ ring. I need to be near him and he could easily enthrall me again.” She shivered when she said that. 
 
    “But you’re free now,” I argued. “Dara took care of that.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on it, Peter,” she said, shaking her head. “The longer he holds that ring, the stronger his compulsion will be. I was lucky to get away this time. I doubt he’ll let it happen again.” 
 
    “So what are we going to do?” 
 
    “Your plan to force him into another body seems to be our best bet. I know Ryan would volunteer if he were here, but we can’t wait for him to get back.” 
 
    “Who else can do it, then?” 
 
    “Let me think about that. In the meantime, I’ll contact the coven and alert them to what’s happening. The more witchpower we have on hand, the greater our chances for success.” 
 
    “Can I be the one to kill Peter?” Susie asked. The jewels on her rings glittered as she flexed her fingers. 
 
    “We’re not killing him,” Mrs. Kendricks reminded her sternly, “we’re convincing the incubus that it’s better to leave, and for that we need someone who can cause a great deal of damage at a distance.” 
 
    “You mean Melissa,” I said. My stomach knotted at her somber nod. “She’s not going to like it.” 
 
    “None of this is ideal, Peter,” she sighed, “but we don’t have much of a choice. We have to stop him now, before he gets too strong.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I sighed. “So what do we need to do?” 
 
    “First, let’s clear out of here. He might guess this is where I came. Pack all this up and bring it with you,” she added, nodding to the arcane objects strewn across her desk. “They’ve already caused enough trouble. We’ll figure out a way to dispose of everything later.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks retrieved her purse and her keys while Daraxandriel and I shoved everything back into Dr. Bellowes’ satchel. “Where are we going?” I asked. 
 
    “Back to my house.” 
 
    I stopped to blink at her. “Isn’t that where the incubus is?” 
 
    “He’d be a fool to stay there,” she said firmly. “Both Susie and I saw him there and there’s nothing there he can use against us. He’ll have to find another place to hide out while he recruits more help. He knows we’ll be coming after him as soon as we can.” She sounded positively grim. 
 
    “Like the apartment?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “I doubt it. That’s the first place we’d look for him.” She ushered us towards the door. I grabbed the satchel and held it strategically in front of me, although I couldn’t do anything about the view from the back. 
 
    “Are you going to be able to port all of us to Mrs. Kendricks’ house?” I asked Susie. 
 
    “Let’s not tire her out needlessly,” Mrs. Kendricks said before Susie could respond. “We’ll take my car. It’s just down the block.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll all fit.” 
 
    “There’s only five of us, we’ll be fine.” She strode down the hall towards the foyer and the rest of us trotted after her. I tried my very best to ignore the bobbling body parts all around me, with limited success. 
 
    “There’s six,” I reminded her. “Don’t forget Olivia.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks glanced back at us, surprised. It was clear she had forgotten about our resident ghost. “Oh, that’s right. Sorry, Olivia. Well, we’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “I’m not riding in the trunk,” Olivia grumbled. 
 
    “You don’t weigh anything,” I reminded her. “Maybe you can sit in someone’s lap.” 
 
    “Oh? Maybe that wouldn’t be too bad.” The way she licked her lips as she eyed Dr. Bellowes’ satchel made me very uneasy. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks reached the front doors and pushed one open, letting in the sunlight. We all squinted and shaded our eyes like vampires but Mrs. Kendricks urged us forward. “Hurry up,” she insisted. “We don’t have much time.” 
 
    “But what about –?” I gestured around us. Mrs. Kendricks and Amy were the only ones who weren’t about to be arrested for public indecency. 
 
    “I’ve placed a glamour on all of you. No one will notice.” 
 
    Susie walked through the door without a moment’s hesitation and Daraxandriel followed close behind her. Tweener Amy trooped out next but Olivia just phased through another door, leaving me and Mrs. Kendricks alone in the foyer. She lifted an eyebrow at me, clearing waiting for me to go ahead of her, but I gestured for her to go through first. Her mouth twitched as if she was trying not to smile but she stepped outside and I edged out after her, keeping my back to the wall. 
 
     It was later than I thought and rush hour was already picking up. The streets weren’t jammed – this was Hellburn, after all – but there was enough traffic to make crossing difficult for any jaywalkers. There was no way anyone could miss seeing us standing there at the top of the steps but since nobody rear-ended anyone else, I was forced to conclude that Mrs. Kendricks’ glamour was actually working. 
 
     We hurried down the steps and along the sidewalk to Mrs. Kendricks’ BMW, still parked where she left it this morning. Susie jumped into the front seat as soon as Mrs. Kendricks unlocked it, forcing Amy to climb into the back. I waved Daraxandriel in after her, looking around nervously for someone to notice us, but no one made eye contact and no one screamed. I was starting to wonder if we were actually invisible, which would be something of a relief, actually. 
 
    My eyes fell on a nondescript brick building a couple of blocks further down Milton Street and then lifted up to the windows on the second floor. “Melissa’s still at work,” I said, pointing to the baby blue ’58 Ford Thunderbird convertible parked by the curb in front of the building.. “We should call her and get her to join us.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Mrs. Kendricks nodded. “If nothing else, it solves our transportation issue. You and Dara head over there and I’ll go ahead with Susie and Amy.” 
 
    “Oh, um, okay,” I said doubtfully. I thought her suggestion was a bit odd since Daraxandriel was already seated but maybe she wanted to keep things evenly split. “Do you want to go with her?” I asked Olivia. 
 
    She crossed her arms defiantly. “I’m coming with you,” she declared, eyeing Daraxandriel suspiciously as she clambered out of the BMW. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed. I hesitated and finally gritted my teeth and placed the satchel on the back seat, trying to ignore Amy’s wicked smile. “The, uh, glamour’s still going to work if you’re not here, right?” 
 
    “It’ll last a while,” Mrs. Kendricks promised, slipping behind the wheel, “but don’t wait too long. Good luck,” she smiled as she started the engine. I closed the rear door and she pulled out into traffic, leaving Daraxandriel, Olivia, and me standing on the sidewalk beside the busiest street in Hellburn, all of us stark naked. 
 
    “What a day this is turning out to be,” I grumbled to myself. “Come on, let’s give Melissa the biggest surprise of her life.”  
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    It’s been estimated that 50% of all emails are spam of one sort or another. That means that every other message in your inbox is either an ad for male enhancement products, a ruse to steal your bank password, or an incredible offer from a Nigerian prince. If your spam filters aren’t up to snuff and you inadvertently click one of those links, you’re doomed. Your email account will be flooded faster than you can click Delete, your computer will be riddled with every virus known to man, and your credit card numbers will be passed around the Internet like popcorn at an all-night movie marathon. 
 
    What’s truly alarming about all this isn’t the sheer greed and maliciousness behind these attacks. It’s the fact that enough people still click those links to make it worth someone’s while to come up with these schemes. Despite all of the warnings and public service announcements about the perils of phishing and ransomware and hacking, people still somehow believe that that official-looking message from the IRS is legit. 
 
    The only way to explain it is that human beings must be naturally wired to trust one another, no matter how many times they get screwed over by someone. Of course, civilization would collapse in fairly short order if we all succumbed to paranoia, but there has to be a happy medium in there somewhere. A little bit of skepticism will go a long way. Just remind yourself every morning that someone you meet today is probably going to try to lie to you, cheat you, or steal from you. You might not be able to prevent it, but at least you won’t be surprised when it happens. 
 
      
 
    The three of us stood on the street corner waiting for a break in traffic to cross, although most of my attention was taken up by worrying about how long Mrs. Kendricks’ glamour was actually going to last and wondering whether any onlookers would be more shocked about seeing a naked teenaged boy wandering around downtown Hellburn or a sword-wielding succubus. Fortunately, a gap opened up without anyone giving us more than a passing glance and we hurried across the street to Melissa’s office building. 
 
    I pulled open the glass door to let Daraxandriel and Olivia through and then followed them into the lobby, shivering a bit in the air conditioning. I headed straight across to the elevator and punched the button a few times to summon it faster, to no avail. The number 3 above the elevator stayed lit up for what seemed like forever and I eyed the door to the stairwell tucked away in the corner. Before I could suggest taking the stairs, though, 3 winked out and 2 came on for a few seconds before 1 finally lit up with a cheery ding. 
 
    I jumped for the door as soon as it cracked open and then back-pedaled hastily when the elevator’s occupant, an elegantly-coifed woman in a business suit, stepped out. She gave Daraxandriel and me a quick once-over, flashed us a fake smile, and then crossed the lobby towards the exit, her heels tap-tap-tapping on the polished granite tiles. I herded everyone in, punching the button for the second floor, and saw the woman glancing back at us with a hint of a puzzled frown just before the elevator doors closed. I didn’t hear any screaming, though, so I assumed we were still in the clear. 
 
    Franklin Investments, Inc., was the last office on the right and I grasped the door knob, trying to decide how to explain everything to Melissa. Hi, I’m a cursed ghost and an incubus is using my body to enslave women. We need you to almost kill me so we can capture the demon inside my head. I’m standing here naked because my life really sucks right now. And oh, by the way, the window in the apartment is broken. I heaved a resigned sigh and opened the door. 
 
    The reception area on the other side was small but tastefully decorated in a way that projected an aura of wealth and professionalism. Melissa’s desk sat at an angle from the door, an antique oriental rug protecting the hardwood flooring from her chair. Melissa herself had her office phone sandwiched between her ear and her shoulder as she typed on her computer. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” she said. “Next Tuesday at 9:30. Yes, of course. I’ll send you a reminder. May I have your email?” She must have noticed us come in out of the corner of her eye, since she raised her index finger to indicate that we would only need to wait a minute before she could attend to us, but her attention was fixed on her monitor. “Very good. Thank you very much, we’ll see you next week. All right. Goodbye, Mr. Thompson.” She typed for a few more seconds, then placed the receiver back on its cradle before turning to us with a welcoming smile. “Good afternoon!” she said cheerfully. “Welcome to – Peter?” She leaned back in her chair, clearly surprised to see me standing there. “What are you doing back here?” 
 
    “There’s a bit of a situation,” I told her, and then her words finally sunk in. “Wait a minute, what do you mean back here? I haven’t come up here in a couple of weeks.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she frowned. “You were just –” Daraxandriel stepped out from behind me, tired of peeking over my shoulder, and Melissa’s face went blank. She stood abruptly, sending her chair thumping into the wall, and raised her right hand. Flickering black flames shrouded it in shadow as her dark irises were swallowed up by her pupils. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” I jumped in front of Daraxandriel, spreading my arms to shield her, although Melissa could incinerate both of us without breaking a sweat. “What are you doing? Stop!” 
 
    “I have to kill Dara,” she said. She curled her fingers and the flames condensed into a swirling black sphere the size of a billiard ball. It hurt my eyes to look at it. “Move out of the way, Peter.” Olivia yelped and jumped out of the line of fire. 
 
    “No, stop! Don’t kill Dara!” 
 
    She blinked at me but the sphere still hovered above her palm. “She’s evil. I hate her. She has to die.” She said that like she was reciting the operating instructions for a vacuum cleaner. 
 
    “No, she’s not evil,” I told her firmly. “Dara’s your best friend, remember?” 
 
    Melissa frowned, as if I wasn’t quite making sense. “I don’t hate her?” 
 
    “No, you love Dara. You don’t want to hurt her. Now put that thing away, okay?” 
 
    She stared at me for the longest time and then slowly lowered her hand. The sphere dissipated into vapor and I let my breath out in relief. 
 
    “The incubus was here afore us, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel pronounced behind me, lowering her sword. “He has enthralled Melissa.” 
 
    “You think?” I tended to get sarcastic when I was stressed. “Melissa, look at me. From now on, don’t obey any orders from me or anyone you think is me unless I say Simon says first, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” Melissa shook her head and grimaced, rubbing her temples. “I have the worst headache.” 
 
    “Miss Andrews, what in the world is going on out here?” Henry Franklin, the owner and sole proprietor of Franklin Investments, appeared at the end of the hall leading back to the other rooms in the office. A rare scowl deepened the lines on his face. “I was in the middle of a call with –” He stopped and looked me over with a definite expression of displeasure. “Young man, I have no objection to the occasional personal visitor but we’re trying to run a business here. You can’t keep interrupting Miss Andrews while she’s at work.” 
 
    That wasn’t me, that was someone impersonating me in order to coerce Melissa into killing Dara. “Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    My apparent contrition mollified him and his expression softened fractionally. “Very well. Perhaps if you were,” he coughed discretely, “gainfully employed yourself, you might have a greater appreciation for Miss Andrews’ situation.” 
 
    I tried very hard not to roll my eyes. “I work nights this week, sir. I just needed to tell Melissa something and I, uh, don’t have my phone with me.” I held up my empty hands and Mr. Franklin sighed resignedly. 
 
    “Very well,” he said again. “Say what you need to say and move along, please. The market will close shortly and we have quite a bit of paperwork to do.” He didn’t quite cross his arms and tap his foot impatiently, but it was clear he didn’t trust us to leave expeditiously. The problem was, I couldn’t tell Melissa what was going on with him standing there. 
 
    I sidled over to her, turning my back on Mr. Franklin and trying not to think about him staring at my bare butt. “Tell him you’re not feeling well and you need to leave,” I murmured to her. 
 
    “I can’t leave, Peter,” she protested. “I have too much work to do!” 
 
    “This is important,” I insisted. 
 
    “So is my job!” 
 
    I drew in a long breath and let it out slowly. I didn’t want to do this but she left me no choice. “Simon says, tell him you’re not feeling well and you need to leave.” 
 
    “Mr. Franklin, I’m really not feeling well,” she said immediately. “Would it be okay if I left early?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that, Miss Andrews,” he said, instantly solicitous. “Of course, by all means, go home and take care of yourself. I’ll be able to manage.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she smiled. “I’m sure I’ll be fine by tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Take your time,” he urged her. “You should never rush these things.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Melissa shut down her computer, retrieved her purse and her cellphone from her desk, and followed me to the door. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Miss Andrews, and please take care of yourself,” he smiled in return. 
 
    “I will,” she promised.  
 
    I herded everyone out the door and shut it firmly behind us, closing my eyes with a sigh of relief. “Oh my God,” I breathed. “That was nearly a disaster.” 
 
    “How did the incubus know we were coming to see Melissa?” Olivia asked worriedly. If she weren’t already a ghost, I would have said she looked pale. “We only thought of it a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “He probably figured we’d meet up with her sooner or later,” I said, rubbing my forehead. “He really wants Dara dead.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Melissa demanded. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you on the way,” I promised. “You need to drive us to Mrs. Kendricks’ place.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t you tell me when you were here before?” she frowned. 
 
    “It’s a bit complicated,” I hedged. I nudged her towards the elevator and pressed the down button. “Do you remember anything he – I – said when I was here?” Maybe the incubus dropped a clue as to where he was headed next. 
 
    “Peter!” Melissa tucked an errant strand of black hair behind an ear suddenly tinged bright pink. “Dara’s listening!” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So it’s private!” She jabbed me in the side with her elbow as the elevator dinged and the doors slid open. She stepped inside and the rest of us filed in after her. She eyed Daraxandriel and then leaned closer to me. “Maybe you can say those things again to me later tonight,” she whispered in my ear and then drew back with a wicked grin playing on her lips as she batted her eyes at me. 
 
    “I, uh, said things?” I asked uncertainly. “Those kinds of things? Today?” 
 
    “Peter!” She poked me again, this time with her fingertip. “Don’t pretend you don’t remember.” 
 
    I rubbed the spot on my side with a grimace. Her playing coy with me wasn’t going to get us anywhere. “Simon says, tell me what happened between us earlier today.” 
 
    “You showed up at the office and told me to take a break,” she reported matter-of-factly. “You wanted me to take off my nail polish but I didn’t have any nail polish remover with me.” Her nails were glossy black with tiny sparkles embedded in them, like midnight in the middle of winter, another product of Susie’s talent for unconventional warding spells. 
 
    “We went into the stairwell,” Melissa went on, “and you made me lean over the railing and drop my panties. We made love while you told me all the things you were going to do to me later when I got home. After you finished, you ordered me to kill Dara and Olivia as soon as I saw them and take any journals they have. Then you left and I went back to work.” The elevator dinged again and the doors opened to reveal the lobby. Melissa stepped out but Daraxandriel, Olivia, and I just stood there staring at her with our mouths hanging open. “Are you coming?” she asked. 
 
    Apparently I already did, Little Peter sniggered. 
 
    “I – you – he – oh my God.” My synapses were on the verge of completely shorting out. She had sex with the incubus and didn’t realize anything was wrong, even though I would never dream of having her in a stairwell at work. 
 
    Maybe you should. She obviously enjoyed it. 
 
    That wasn’t even me! 
 
    Are you going to tell her that? 
 
    Hell, no! I forced my legs to move and followed after her. “So,” I said as casually as I could, clearing my throat, “did I happen to mention where I was going, um, afterwards?” 
 
    “No, but you seemed to be in an awful hurry.” Melissa hooked her arm in mine and guided me towards the exit, rubbing her hip against mine as we walked. Daraxandriel and Olivia were behind us, thankfully, so they couldn’t see Little Peter’s response to Melissa’s recent revelations and current proximity. 
 
    “Did I say why I wanted you to kill Dara and Olivia? I’ve changed my mind about that, by the way,” I added hastily, just in case. 
 
    Melissa shook her head. “No, you just seemed mad at them for some reason. You did ask me if I knew how to contact the other witches in the coven,” she said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered to myself. “He’s trying to capture all of them too. Did you tell him?” I asked aloud. “Tell me, I mean?” 
 
    “I only have Susie’s and Mrs. Kendricks’ numbers on my phone. The rest of the numbers are on my computer at home.” 
 
    “Thank God for that,” I breathed. “That’ll slow him down a bit.” I pushed the outside door open and let the other three step past me onto the sidewalk. Daraxandriel looked pensive, her fingers tapping the hilt of her sword as she rested it on her shoulder, but Olivia’s attention was definitely focused below my waistline. I pretended not to notice. 
 
    “The incubus must doubt his ability to enthrall me,” Daraxandriel guessed. “He seeks to eliminate me ere I can decipher Parathraxas’ notes.” 
 
    “But why is he after me?” Olivia asked plaintively. “I can’t read the book.” 
 
    “You’re a threat,” I told her. “He can’t touch you so he can’t control you. Besides, you stole the journal.” 
 
    “You told me to do that,” she protested. 
 
    “Who are we talking about?” Melissa frowned. 
 
    I heaved a sigh, wondering how I was going to explain this without revealing who she’d actually been with in the stairwell. “There’s an incubus running around town,” I explained carefully. “He’s trying to kill anyone who might be able to stop him.”  
 
    “An incubus? Isn’t that like a male succubus?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    Daraxandriel stiffened, looking affronted. “Nay, thou art misinformed, Melissa. An incubus is but an insidious spirit that lurks in the shadows, using deceit and trickery to seduce women and slake its insatiable desires. To equate an incubus with a succubus is to claim that a warted toad is akin to –” 
 
    “Okay, okay, we get the idea,” I interjected. “This particular incubus has Dr. Bellowes’ ring, the same one he used on you after he captured Dara last month.” Melissa eyes flew open wide and she gasped in alarm. “He already used it on Mrs. Kendricks and Susie and now he got you. If he gets his hands on that journal, who knows what he’ll be able to do with it.” 
 
    “Nobody got me,” Melissa argued. “I’ve been here all day.” 
 
    “You just tried to kill Dara upstairs,” I reminded her. 
 
    “No, I didn’t. I love Dara. I would never hurt her.” She looked uneasy, though. 
 
    “Yes, you’re right, my mistake,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Let’s get moving. Everyone’s waiting for us and this glamour’s not going to last forever.”  
 
    No need to rush, Little Peter informed me. I’m enjoying the fresh air and freedom. Susie may be on to something here. 
 
    Forget it. As soon as I find some pants, you’re getting put away. 
 
    Spoilsport. 
 
    Melissa unlocked the Thunderbird and I claimed the passenger seat beside her. Daraxandriel and Olivia settled themselves in the back and Melissa peeled out onto Milton Street like a NASCAR driver leaving the pit stop. “So how are we going to find this incubus?” she asked. “What does he look like?” 
 
    “Oh, um.” There was no way to avoid the truth. “Actually, he looks like me,” I said, watching for her reaction. “Exactly like me.” 
 
    “Was that how he was able to fool Mrs. Kendricks and Susie?” 
 
    “I’ll say yes,” I said carefully. 
 
    She snorted. “You’d think Susie would be able to tell the difference, at least. She’s known you for years.” 
 
    “Yes, well, it’s a really good disguise.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing we know each other so well,” she smiled at me. “I’ll be able to spot him a mile away.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will, but just to be absolutely sure, he’ll probably be wearing a big gold ring on his left hand.” Melissa sniffed, as if she was insulted that I thought she needed any help telling us apart. “He also sounds like me and knows a lot about me,” I warned her. “Just be very careful.” 
 
    “How does he know all that stuff?” Olivia asked doubtfully. “Is he reading your mind or something?” 
 
    I looked at our resident incubus expert but Daraxandriel just gazed back at me with her big glowing eyes. I finally remembered that she couldn’t hear Olivia so I repeated the question. Daraxandriel shook her head. 
 
    “Nay, not in the fashion thou dost imagine it, Peter Simon Collins,” she said. “An incubus can perceive the foremost thoughts of its victim when it takes possession of him, yet it cannot delve deeper.” 
 
    “So it knows my most recent or strongest memories as of last night.” Her head dipped in a nod. “That’s good, I guess. At least it doesn’t know what I’ve been doing since then.” 
 
    “Save that it can compel those thou hast encountered to reveal thine actions,” she cautioned me. “They will not remain secret for long.” 
 
    “Not if we stay ahead of him. If Mrs. Kendricks can find someone willing to be possessed for a few minutes, we should be able to lure him into a trap.” Melissa side-eyed me doubtfully, trying to divide her attention between me and the road. “We need you to hurt the incubus enough to convince him to leave its current, ah, body,” I explained. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be safer just to kill him?” she asked.  
 
    “No! We need the host to be alive afterwards. He’s, uh, just an innocent victim.” 
 
    “If you say so.” She returned to her driving but she didn’t seem entirely convinced. “So who all’s on our side?” 
 
    “The four of us and Susie and Mrs. Kendricks, of course, and whoever else she can recruit from the coven. Oh, and Amy.” 
 
    “Amy?” Melissa couldn’t keep the skepticism out of her voice. “Seriously?” 
 
    “She’s been involved ever since this started,” I insisted. “She helped Dara escape the incubus this morning.” 
 
    “Nay, she stood aside whilst I battled the intruder,” Daraxandriel demurred, shaking her head. 
 
    “Well, she helped you get away from the curse, right?” 
 
    Another shake. “Nay, I but came upon her not long ere thee and Olivia encountered us by the river. Her laggardness allowed my Dread Lord’s curse to find us anew,” she added darkly, “and she did urge me to take the curse upon myself.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” I remembered Amy suggesting something of the sort. “Okay, but she’s translating the journal for us.” 
 
    “I think she’s mostly looking for juicy bits about Dara,” Olivia noted. “While parading around naked in front of you, I should add.” 
 
    “So are you!” I retorted. 
 
    “Well, you’re my boyfriend,” she sniffed. “We’re allowed to see each other naked.” 
 
    “I’m not your boyfriend! You’re with Dara, remember?” 
 
    Olivia glanced at Daraxandriel, who was watching me with a puzzled expression. “Not anymore,” she said sadly. “You’re the only one I have left.” 
 
    All the bluster went out of me at that. Without the Dread Lord’s curse to let her turn human, she couldn’t interact with anyone except me now. 
 
    And Mrs. Phipps, Little Peter reminded me. 
 
    Shut up. “Look, I’m sorry how things turned out,” I told her. “After we get rid of the incubus, we’ll figure something out, okay?” 
 
    She dredged up a forlorn smile that didn’t stay on her lips for very long. “Okay.” 
 
    “Am I missing something here, Peter?” Melissa asked with a doubtful frown. 
 
    “Olivia’s back to being a ghost again,” I explained with a sigh. “She can’t manifest as a real person anymore.” 
 
    “Oh.” She mulled that over for a few seconds. “Does she have the journal with her?” Faint shadows danced around her hands on the steering wheel. 
 
    “No! Simon says, do not try to take the journal from anyone! Understood?” 
 
    “Understood.” The shadows faded away but she looked thoughtful. “So where is it?” 
 
    “Let’s not worry about that until we meet up with everyone, okay?” She nodded, pursing her lips like she did when she didn’t get her way. “Why is she still resisting me so much?” I asked Daraxandriel nervously. “Susie didn’t give me this much trouble.” 
 
    “The incubus becomes more skilled with the ring the longer he possesses it,” she surmised. “Others he enthralls will be still more difficult to dissuade.” 
 
    “Great,” I sighed, letting my head fall back against the headrest. “Just one more thing to worry about. We need to hurry and get to Mrs. Kendricks’ before anything else goes wrong,” I told Melissa. “Without breaking any traffic laws,” I added, just to be sure. 
 
    “I’ll have to slow down, then,” she frowned. I glanced at the speedometer and shook my head. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said resignedly. “Just get us there in one piece.” 
 
    We turned onto Hyacinth Lane a few minutes later and stopped in front of Mrs. Kendricks’ house. There was no sign of her BMW but I presumed she parked it in her garage. My Mustang was nowhere in sight, which was a mixed blessing as far as I was concerned, but a black SUV sat by the curb a short distance away.  
 
    “Does anyone recognize that?” I asked uneasily. Three heads shook in unison. It looked like the one Agent Prescott was driving when I first met him, except it didn’t have Louisiana plates. Besides, there was no way he could have gotten back so quickly from wherever he was. “Maybe it belongs to someone in the coven. Come on.” 
 
    We trooped up the walkway to the front door and I eschewed the doorbell in favor of just walking in. “We’re here!” I called. “Did you find –?”  
 
    My voice trailed off as I took stock of the people gathered in the kitchen. Mrs. Kendricks stood with her arms crossed, wearing a guarded expression, while Susie and Amy sat at the counter looking bored. All three of them faced another woman with short blonde hair and a gray tailored pantsuit. She looked vaguely familiar from the back but it wasn’t until she turned around that I realized who she was. My heart dropped into my stomach with a thud. 
 
    “How nice to see you again, Peter,” FBI Special Agent Fay Morgan said with a wry smile that didn’t reach her sky blue eyes. “I didn’t realize we were having a come-as-you-are party. I seem to be a bit overdressed for the occasion.” 
 
    “I can explain!” I said hastily, wondering whether the glamour had finally worn off or Morgan was too powerful a witch to be fooled by it. I considered ducking behind Melissa but I wasn’t quite willing to throw away what little dignity I had left.  
 
    “I delighted to hear that,” she said coolly, “because I have a lot of questions that need to be answered.” 
 
    “What about?” I asked hesitantly. Mrs. Kendricks looked grim and resigned at the same time, which didn’t bode well. 
 
    “About a man named William Bellowes,” Morgan said. “Perhaps you’ve heard of him?” 
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    Many people believe that there’s such a thing as Absolute Truth, some immutable set of axioms that will never be wrong, like 1 + 1 = 2. The truth is, however, that truth is very flexible and can be made to fit just about any situation and circumstance. It’s like that old parable about three blind men trying to describe an elephant. The first man touches its trunk and says it’s like a snake, the second man touches its leg and says it’s like a tree, and the last man touches its ears and says it’s like a blanket. They’re all telling the truth, as far as they know it, but the reality is very different. 
 
    Courts of law have to deal with this sort of nonsense all the time. Witnesses are absolutely terrible at remembering details and their statements often contradict one another, and that’s when they’re being honest. The alleged criminal is of course lying through his teeth, which just muddies the water even more. The problem is, juries prefer eyewitness testimony over physical evidence, and lawyers get paid a lot of money to sway them one way or the other by presenting “the truth” in just the right way. 
 
    The end result is that no one really knows what’s going on. Instead, they just latch onto the explanation that best aligns with their preconceived notions and assumptions and call it a day. 1 + 1 = 2 and that’s all there is to it, unless you walk one mile and then turn around and walk another mile and end up right back where you started, in which case 1 + 1 = 0. 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Kendricks’ kitchen wasn’t large enough to hold all eight of us, so we gathered outside in the back yard. Agent Morgan sat in one of the patio chairs like a corporate chairman about to rake her subordinates over the coals, while the rest of us faced her in a ragged arc. Mrs. Kendricks and I sat in the center, with Daraxandriel and Melissa on my side and Susie and Amy on hers.      
 
    I shifted uncomfortably in my chair, fighting the urge to tug at my borrowed clothes. Stacy’s t-shirt and athletic pants fit me well enough, but her cotton sports panties were not designed with the male anatomy in mind. Daraxandriel’s sundress hung a bit loose on her but Susie’s was at least three sizes too big and Amy looked like she was wrapped in a blanket, although her dress would probably fit perfectly if she shifted into her adult form. Olivia hovered by my right shoulder, reminding me that she was the only one still naked every time I glanced that way. 
 
    Morgan sat there with her legs crossed at the knees, tapping her forefinger against her pursed lips as she perused us. I knew she was trying to make us nervous by dragging out the silence, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t working. She, on the other hand, looked perfectly composed and comfortable, despite the fact that she was wearing a blazer and pants in the afternoon heat. The silver bracelet bearing her Philosopher’s Stone just peeked out from the end of her sleeve. 
 
    I cleared my throat and Morgan lifted an eyebrow. “Maybe we should get this over with,” I suggested carefully. “We have an incubus to catch.” 
 
    “Yes, Ariel mentioned something about that.” Morgan sounded supremely unimpressed by our problem. “I’ll take care of it once we’re done here. We have a much more serious issue to deal with first.” She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward, looking straight at Mrs. Kendricks. “What do you know about William Bellowes?” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks stiffened, clenching her fists in her lap. “He was a renowned demon hunter,” she said. 
 
    “Was?” Morgan echoed. She sat back in her chair. “So you think he’s dead?” 
 
    “You said he was missing when you were last here,” Mrs. Kendricks reminded her. “The fact that you’re back here asking us about him implies that he’s dead.” 
 
    “We haven’t found a body.” 
 
    “That’s not unusual for demon hunters. There often isn’t anything left to find.” 
 
    Morgan’s lips twitched. “An occupational hazard,” she agreed. “But Dr. Bellowes was no ordinary hunter. His record was exemplary. No one else on the Council came close.” 
 
    “The Council?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “The Council of Nine,” Morgan explained curtly, irritated at the interruption. “My counterparts in England. Dr. Bellowes was their longest-serving member.” 
 
    “What’s your point, Agent Morgan?” Mrs. Kendricks asked. 
 
    “My point is that an ordinary demon wouldn’t have given him any trouble whatsoever.” Her eyes flicked to Daraxandriel, who wrung her tail in her hands but said nothing. “If he was killed, it had to be at the hands of a demon lord.” 
 
    “And since we’ve had a parade of demon lords through Hellburn recently, you think he was killed here.” 
 
    “It’s a reasonable assumption,” Morgan observed smoothly. “You’d want the most experienced hunter to deal with the most dangerous threats.” 
 
    “Bellaxragor, Sadraximbril, Uxbranidorn, Orixnador, Metraxion, and Nyx.” Mrs. Kendricks counted them off on her fingers. “Peter fought every single one of them. I fought four of them and Ryan, one of your agents, was there with me each time. I don’t recall seeing an old British warlock helping us. Did you, Peter?” 
 
    Her question caught me by surprise. “Uh, no,” I stammered. At least I didn’t have to lie about that. Dr. Bellowes died long before Bellaxragor appeared behind the library. I still wasn’t sure why Mrs. Kendricks didn’t want Agent Morgan to know what really happened. 
 
    “How do you know Dr. Bellowes was old?” Morgan asked, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks made a scoffing sound. “There aren’t that many demon incursions, the last couple of months notwithstanding. It takes decades to become an expert hunter.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Morgan tapped her lips again as she scanned each of our faces. Her gaze rested the longest on Daraxandriel. “Dr. Bellowes disappeared last May. He told his acquaintances he was going on a short trip but that he’d be back in a few days. He was never seen again.” 
 
    “Did he say where he was going?” 
 
    “No, but that wasn’t unusual, I gather.” 
 
    “And the authorities couldn’t trace his movements?” 
 
    “No, but the authorities don’t know about his special nature. He could easily have disguised himself with a glamour and traveled under an assumed name.” 
 
    “The Council of Nine wouldn’t be fooled by that, would they?” 
 
    “The Council has no official standing in England. They’re just a group of very powerful witches and warlocks who keep an eye on supernatural activities there. They can’t subpoena phone records or airline reservations.” 
 
    “But you can,” Mrs. Kendricks noted. 
 
    Morgan smiled briefly. “Yes, but Dr. Bellowes is a British subject who, to all appearances, disappeared in England. The FBI has no jurisdiction in this case and even if the Council somehow convinced Scotland Yard and Interpol to bring us in, it’s unlikely my team would be involved in the investigation.” 
 
    “So why are you involved at all, then?” 
 
    “I have friends on the Council. They asked for my help.” Agent Morgan and Mrs. Kendricks gazed steadily at each other, neither one of them willing to surrender any ground. 
 
    “Was Dr. Bellowes your friend?” I asked uneasily. “Is that why you’re trying to find him?” Is that why Mrs. Kendricks doesn’t want to admit we killed him? 
 
    “No,” Morgan said, shaking her head, and I felt a small surge of relief. “I only met him once, many years ago. If he really is dead, though, we need to know what happened. Someone – or something – strong enough to kill him is a threat to everyone. If it turns out that he’s not dead, then we may have an even bigger problem on our hands.” 
 
    I shot a nervous glance at Mrs. Kendricks to check her reaction to that but she was made of sterner stuff than I was. She kept her attention focused on Agent Morgan. 
 
    “You were in England for three weeks,” she said. “Did you find out anything at all?” 
 
    Morgan’s brow creased, as if she just realized that Mrs. Kendricks was asking the questions now. “Dr. Bellowes placed some very strong wards around his home before he left. It took us several days to break them.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And we found nothing unusual inside, except for one room.” We all leaned forward and the corner of her mouth quirked up. She was definitely toying with us now. “Its wards were like nothing any of us had seen before, very complex and very deadly.” 
 
    “Deadly?” 
 
    “Yes.” Morgan pressed her hand against her chest, as if she was having a bout of heartburn. “It ruined one of my favorite blouses.” 
 
    It took me a moment to get her meaning. “It killed you?” I gasped. 
 
    “Only briefly.” For a moment, the Philosopher’s Stone on her wrist gleamed in the sunlight. “Once we got in, we discovered something ... unexpected.” 
 
    “His body?” Melissa gasped, wide-eyed. 
 
    Amy snorted. “They wouldn’t still be wondering if he was dead, then, would they?” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Melissa subsided, looking embarrassed. 
 
    “You discovered that Dr. Bellowes wasn’t the man everyone thought he was,” Mrs. Kendricks said flatly. Morgan raised a questioning eyebrow. “A warlock might protect his secrets with a ward to keep trespassers out, but no one who follows the Goddess would use a killing trap.” 
 
    “True enough,” Morgan nodded. “The room was a demonic workshop of sorts, with a summoning circle etched into the floor and enough supplies and paraphernalia to wreak havoc on a small army of demons.” 
 
    “Or one or two demon lords,” Mrs. Kendricks added sardonically. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Melissa exclaimed. “He was doing black magic?” 
 
    Morgan shook her head with a frown. “Not in the traditional sense. He did hunt demons and he was very good at it, but the contents of that room and the lengths he went to to keep them hidden,” she tapped her sternum meaningfully, “suggest that his methods were ... unorthodox. His notebooks spoke of capturing demons to extend his life and increase his power in exchange for human souls.” 
 
    “You don’t sound like you believe that,” Mrs. Kendricks observed. 
 
    “It’s hard to imagine how he could keep something like that secret for so long.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks tapped her fingers on her leg as she thought. “Was there anything unusual about the supposed victims of the demon attacks he dealt with?” she asked finally. “Anyone who didn’t fit in with the others or had no reason to be there?” 
 
    “What makes you ask that?” 
 
    “Demons rarely care who they hurt, they just go after whoever’s close or convenient. If Dr. Bellowes needed innocent souls to feed his captive demons, he’d have to find one somewhere and make it look like he or she was caught up in the incident, but that wouldn’t always be easy to do.”  
 
    Mrs. Kendricks didn’t look at Susie but I did, remembering that awful day back in May. Susie, for her part, sat slumped in her chair with her legs tucked under her and her eyes closed. She seemed to be asleep and I wondered if she was still recovering from all the teleporting she did this morning. 
 
    “Interesting,” Morgan murmured. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “Evelyn – one of my friends on the Council – mentioned a disturbing trend she  noticed over the years, that demons seemed to be going out of their way to kill young women. She thought perhaps it was part of a deliberate campaign eliminate potential witches but now I wonder if it was something a bit more sinister.” 
 
    “That Dr. Bellowes was the one killing them?” Morgan inclined her head somberly. “Did he know about Evelyn’s concern?” 
 
    “It was discussed among the Council. I gather most of the members dismissed it as coincidence, since no other region reported the same trend.” 
 
    “So it only happened in England, where Dr. Bellowes did most of his hunting?” 
 
    “Yes, as far as Evelyn could ascertain.” Morgan didn’t look happy about admitting that. 
 
    “If Dr. Bellowes was responsible for taking those lives, he’d have to be very circumspect after Evelyn made her findings known. Perhaps he decided to continue his activities away from the Council’s purview.” 
 
    “And he picked Hellburn, Texas, for his new base of operations?” Morgan asked with a humorless smile. 
 
    “We’ve had more than our fair share of demon lords,” Mrs. Kendricks reminded her. 
 
    “Except he wasn’t involved in any of those battles, you said so yourself,” she countered. “Bellaxragor didn’t show up until weeks after he disappeared. There was no reason for him to come here back in May.” Mrs. Kendricks remained silent and Morgan cocked her head. “I’m not being entirely candid with you, of course. I already know exactly why he came to Hellburn.” 
 
    Oh, shit, I thought anxiously. Has she been playing with us all this time, trying to bait us into admitting that we knew Dr. Bellowes? Did he leave evidence behind in his house, something like Mrs. Kendricks’ phone number? If Agent Morgan tries to arrest her, I’ll have to confess that I was the one who killed him. Maybe she’ll believe that I had no choice, that he was going to kill Susie if I didn’t do something. Sweat beaded on my forehead but my mouth was suddenly dry and I had trouble swallowing as Morgan’s gaze moved from Mrs. Kendricks to me. 
 
    Then she looked at Daraxandriel. “And you know why as well, Dara,” she said. “You and Dr. Bellowes were well-acquainted, I believe.” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s glowing eyes switched from Morgan to me and back. “Aye,” she admitted, “save that he styled himself Parathraxas when first we met.” 
 
    “From the time of Queen Elizabeth the First, if I’m not mistaken,” Morgan noted casually. “The earliest journal we found dates back to 1602. A journal, I should add, that looks very much like that book Amy is reading.” 
 
    Amy didn’t bother looking up. “This one has all the good stuff,” she said, turning the page. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to reading it,” Morgan said wryly. “I only had a chance to skim through a few of the others, but I did notice a familiar name come up over and over. Dr. Bellowes – or Parathraxas, if you prefer – was obsessed with one particular demon who caused him some difficulty in the early part of his career. Isn’t that right, Dara?” 
 
    Daraxandriel sniffed disdainfully. “He was a duplicitous whoreson who sought to cheat me of my rightful prize.” 
 
    “So if he happened to discover that said demon was alive and well and living in Hellburn, Texas, he might be inclined to drop in and greet an old friend.” Morgan leaned forward. “Did you kill him, Dara?” 
 
    “I am not a demon lord,” Daraxandriel reminded her. “I lack the means to defeat one such as he.” 
 
    They stared unblinkingly at each other while the tension ratcheted up higher and higher. Then Morgan nodded and sat back. “You’re right, a succubus could never hope to defeat a warlock as experienced as Dr. Bellowes. You likely could have,” she inclined her head towards Melissa, who sat bolt upright in her chair, looking alarmed, “but you weren’t a witch back in May, were you?” Melissa shook her head in vehement denial.  
 
    “Susie might have been able to,” Morgan went on, “but she didn’t adapt her portal spell until later. I’d really like to know how you did that, by the way.” Susie didn’t respond, apparently still asleep, but I could have sworn I saw her lips twitch in a ghost of a smile. “You,” she said, nodding to Mrs. Kendricks, “are a traditionally-trained witch. You couldn’t kill another person, not without losing your bond with the Goddess. Olivia was still in the hospital in New Orleans back in May, which leaves Amy –” 
 
    “Not it,” Amy declared immediately. “I was still locked up in a soulstone back then.” 
 
    “– and Peter.” Morgan’s bright blue eyes fell on me and my heart flip-flopped in my chest. “A remarkable young man with unusually destructive spells, a Philosopher’s Stone, and a strong attachment to a certain succubus.” 
 
    “I, uh –” Everyone was looking at me now, but not in fear or dismay. They all looked wary and determined, as if they were waiting for a signal from me. Even Susie’s eyes were cracked open and flickers of light played around her rings. Oh my God, I realized, they’re going to fight Agent Morgan to protect me. That would be a disaster of epic proportions. I couldn’t let that happen. I opened my mouth to confess but Daraxandriel spoke first. 
 
    “Metraxion slew Parathraxas,” she said, lifting her chin defiantly, “in retribution for his captivity. Peter Simon Collins did not harm him.” 
 
    “Metraxion.” Morgan put a lot of skepticism in that utterance but at least her attention was off me for the moment. “You’re telling me Dr. Bellowes captured one of the most powerful demon lords in Hell and used him to hunt other demons?” 
 
    “Certes,” Daraxandriel nodded firmly. “Even a demon lord may be tricked and ensnared, if one is canny and skilled enough. Thou shouldst find record of Parathraxas’ deed within his journals. He was ever one to brag of his triumphs,” she added with a sneer. 
 
    “Like someone else we know,” Amy scoffed. 
 
    Morgan rested her hands on the arms of her chair, slowly drumming her fingers one after the other as she considered Daraxandriel’s tale. “And Dr. Bellowes just happened to lose control of Metraxion while hunting you?” 
 
    “Metraxion was not a willing prisoner,” Daraxandriel pointed out, “and Parathraxas was distracted at the time.” Her wide grin exposed her fang. 
 
    I tried to discern what Morgan was thinking but her face gave away nothing. Everything Daraxandriel said was true, technically, but she made it sound like Dr. Bellowes slipped up during their encounter, without me being involved at all. Part of me wanted to blurt out the truth but the rest of me shouted, Shut up if you want to get out of this in one piece! 
 
    “I’ll ask Evelyn to check your claim about Metraxion,” Morgan said finally, “but what proof do you have about how Dr. Bellowes actually died?” 
 
    “My solemn oath,” Daraxandriel declared proudly. Every single one of us rolled our eyes. 
 
    “I was there,” Mrs. Kendricks stated flatly. “I saw him taken by Metraxion.” 
 
    I stared at her with my mouth hanging open. “What are you doing?” I asked, aghast. She held up her hand to silence me, keeping her eyes on Agent Morgan. 
 
    “He captured me and four of my witches,” she went on, “including Susie and my daughter, and Melissa as well. He tried to feed Susie’s soul to Metraxion and lost control. I have no regrets for his end,” she said through her teeth. “I only wish he suffered more.” 
 
    “And why should I believe you?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks held out her hand and whispered a lilting phrase. A sphere of glowing lines and circles appeared above her palm, bobbing gently in the air. “I swear by the Goddess that all I have spoken here is true, without deceit or embellishment.” The sphere brightened, casting a soothing greenish light, and I could have sworn there were wind chimes ringing just at the edge of my hearing. 
 
    “Well. that settles that, I suppose,” Morgan said thoughtfully and Mrs. Kendricks let the sphere dissipate as I let my breath out in relief. “Except for one thing.” 
 
    I looked from her to Mrs. Kendricks in alarm but she remained cool. “And what is that?” 
 
    “Dr. Bellowes disappeared two months ago, according to you, yet you never reported his death.” Morgan leaned forward again, her eyes narrowing. “Why not?” 
 
    “Who would I tell?” Mrs. Kendricks retorted. “The police? There was no body, no signs of violence, no missing persons report that I was aware of. Chief Collins would have laughed me out of his office or locked me away if I claimed that someone was taken away by a demon.” 
 
    “You had the chance when I was here before,” Morgan argued. “You let me go to London in ignorance, knowing full well I was wasting my time.” 
 
    “It was hardly a waste,” Mrs. Kendricks pointed out. “You discovered quite a bit about Dr. Bellowes’ past deeds.” 
 
    “But you couldn’t have known that would happen. You kept his belongings for yourself, I notice.” Morgan nodded pointedly at the book in Amy’s hands. 
 
    “Not by choice,” she insisted. “His artifacts are extremely dangerous but I don’t have the power to destroy them.” 
 
    “I do.” Whether by design or accident, Morgan’s sleeve slid up an inch, exposing her bracelet. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks set her jaw. “I trust myself and these courageous few,” she said tersely, indicating the six of us on either side of her. “I hardly know you, Agent Morgan.” 
 
    Morgan didn’t look happy about that pronouncement. “Ryan trusts me, Miss Kendricks,” she replied, equally frosty. “You should as well.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks eyes flashed. “Perhaps he trusts you too much. It’s quite a coincidence, isn’t it, that he was sent out of town on a mission just as you returned to accuse us of killing Dr. Bellowes.” 
 
    I expected Morgan to deny that but she just looked at Mrs. Kendricks with her lips pressed together. The silence stretched out until it was ready to snap. 
 
    “Well,” she said finally, “we seem to be at an impasse. What happens now?” 
 
    “Now we need to take care of the incubus who’s been targeting my witches.” 
 
    Morgan didn’t quite sneer, but it was close. “Even a hedge witch can banish an incubus.” 
 
    “This one has Dr. Bellowes’ ring, the one he used to enslave Metraxion.” 
 
    Morgan’s smirk vanished. “How did you let him take it?” 
 
    “We didn’t let him, he discovered where it was hidden. He’s already caused us some problems with it.” I thought that was the understatement of the year, considering that I was sort of dead. “The longer he has it, the harder it’ll be to stop him. We’re trying to learn all we can about it to see if there’s some weakness we can exploit.” She nodded in Amy’s direction. 
 
    “You’re wasting your time,” Morgan stated flatly, rising to her feet. “Only a fool would write down his secrets where anyone could find them and by all accounts, Dr. Bellowes was no fool. I’ll take care of this incubus myself and recover the ring.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Mrs. Kendricks said, getting to her feet as well. “You shouldn’t underestimate this demon.” 
 
    “This isn’t my first incubus,” Morgan said dismissively, “and I’m better equipped to deal with whatever tricks it has up its sleeve. Do you know where it is now?” 
 
    “No, unfortunately. Susie, do you think you can track it down?” 
 
    Susie stretched and sat up with a sigh. “Maybe. Is it still Peter?” 
 
    Morgan blinked. “Is it what?” 
 
    I cleared my throat awkwardly. “The incubus possessed me last night. He’s still using my body.” 
 
    “Then what are you?” she asked, looking me over with a dubious frown. 
 
    “A ghost, kind of,” I said ruefully. “The Dread Lord’s curse is making me, um, visible.” 
 
    Morgan squeezed her eyes shut and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Unbelievable,” she muttered. 
 
    “Peter should go with you,” Mrs. Kendricks insisted, “so he can reclaim his body when the incubus is gone.” 
 
    “No,” she refused firmly. “I don’t know what effect my banishment spell will have on a ghost. Everyone stay put until it’s gone and then we’ll see about putting all the pieces back together. Susie, can you teleport me to where the incubus is?” 
 
    Susie heaved a sigh and unfolded herself from the chair. She spread her hands and closed her eyes as the jewels on her rings glowed blue-white. A faint echo of her portal pentagram appeared around my feet and I tried to jump out of the way, but it followed me like a gleaming shadow. “Susie!”  
 
    “Stop moving, Peter!” she ordered irritably. “I’m getting two signals all mixed together and I need to concentrate.” I stood where I was, watching the pentagram nervously until it finally flickered out. “Okay, I can send you there,” she said to Agent Morgan. 
 
    “Good,” she nodded. “Where is he? I don’t want to run into any surprises.” 
 
    “I can’t tell, that’s not how this works. He’s that way somewhere, that’s all I know.” Susie pointed at the house, but that didn’t mean very much. He could have been in the apartment or the library or the police station or just about anywhere else around downtown Hellburn. Or maybe he’s actually in the house, I thought uneasily, eyeing the back door. 
 
    “Well, I’ll have to make do, then,” Morgan said. “This should only take a few minutes. I’ll call you when I’m done so you can bring me back.” 
 
    “I don’t know you well enough,” Susie told her. “I’ll need something that belongs to you.” 
 
    Morgan frowned as she considered that and then reached into her blazer, pulling out a black leather case. She flipped it open, revealing a gold FBI badge. “Will this do?” 
 
    Susie took it from her and the amethyst on her right forefinger flared momentarily. “Yes.” She tossed it on her chair and raised her hands again. “Ready?” 
 
    “Wait! What’s your phone number?” Morgan pulled a cellphone out of another pocket. 
 
    “I left my phone at Peter’s apartment.” 
 
    Morgan looked at me expectantly. “The incubus has my phone,” I apologized. 
 
    Morgan let out a long-suffering sigh. “Anyone?” 
 
    “Call me,” Mrs. Kendricks said, reciting her number. Morgan added it to her contacts and stowed her phone away. 
 
    “Get ready,” Susie warned, raising her hands. “I’m going to put you right beside him.” 
 
    Morgan nodded and traced a complicated symbol in the air. A faint silvery sheen surrounded her, like she was encased inside a soap bubble. “I’m ready,” she said. “As soon as –” A pentagram drawn in white fire popped into existence around her feet, flashed brightly, and then disappeared, leaving us blinking at the space where Agent Morgan used to be. Susie flopped back down on her chair, wiggled around to remove Morgan’s badge from underneath her, and laid her head back with her eyes closed. 
 
    “Well,” said Mrs. Kendricks after a long moment, “let’s keep our fingers crossed. I left my phone inside,” she added, moving towards the back door. “Which reminds me, I still need to call Tara and ask her to get poor Mrs. Phipps out of jail. Stay here and keep alert,” she warned us somberly. “This isn’t over yet.” She stepped inside the house and shut the door behind her. 
 
    “I am ill at ease,” Daraxandriel confessed softly, fingering the hilt of her sword. “Dame Morgan is a most potent witch, yet the incubus has already claimed three such without trouble.” 
 
    “They were caught by surprise,” I argued. “Agent Morgan knows what to expect and she’s going in ready for a fight. Besides, she has her Philosopher’s Stone. I just hope she doesn’t disintegrate my body getting rid of him,” I added glumly. “That would suck.” 
 
    “Verily,” she agreed, but she still seemed worried. 
 
    “Do you really think she believed Dara?” Melissa asked anxiously. “I’m mean, you’re the one who distracted Dr. Bellowes, right? What if she finds out it was actually you and arrests you?” 
 
    “That won’t happen,” I told her firmly, hoping all the while that it was true. “Mrs. Kendricks was the only other person there – the only one who was awake, anyway – and there’s no other evidence. It’s our word against her suspicion.” 
 
    “Too bad you’re such a terrible liar,” Amy snorted. “You’d better avoid Agent Morgan like the plague as soon as this is over.” 
 
    “Nothing would make me happier,” I assured her. I tried to check my watch to see how long Morgan had been gone but I didn’t have a watch anymore. “How long does it take to exorcize an incubus?” I asked Susie. 
 
    She shrugged. “How would I know?” 
 
    “It’s a witch thing and you’re a witch.” 
 
    “It’s an exorcism thing,” she corrected me, “and I’m not an exorcismist.” 
 
    “Exorcist.” Susie shrugged again and slumped lower in her chair, like all her bones were melting. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m tired,” she grumbled. “I need your Philosopher’s Stone. Or a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you have used Agent Morgan’s?” 
 
    A frown creased her forehead and she pried one eyelid open for a moment, scanning the patio. “Maybe.” 
 
    “So what happens when you get your body back?” Olivia asked, sounding despondent. “What’s going to happen to the curse? Am I going to be like this forever?”  
 
    I certainly hope so, Little Peter leered. My chair hid the lower half of Olivia’s body but the top half was on full display.  
 
    Shut up! “I don’t know,” I told her honestly. “We’re just going to have to deal with it, no matter how things turn out. Um, Olivia,” I explained to everyone else, pointing. Olivia just nodded forlornly. I felt sorry for her but I didn’t really know what else to say. 
 
    Silence fell over the back yard as we waiting, except for the rustle of paper as Amy turned to a new page in the journal. “There’s no point in finishing that,” I reminded her. “The incubus will be gone in a few minutes.” 
 
    “The ring won’t be,” she argued, “and guess who’s going to be wearing it in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Agent Morgan?” I guessed doubtfully. “Why would she take it?” 
 
    “You don’t honestly believe she’s going to let any of us have it, do you?” 
 
    “It needs to be destroyed,” I insisted. 
 
    “Yes, well, good luck talking her into that.” 
 
    That little exchange didn’t make me feel any better about the situation. I trusted Agent Morgan, more or less, but that ring was a ticking time bomb. Hopefully she’d agree that destroying it would be for the best. 
 
    The back door opened again and Mrs. Kendricks stood there holding her cellphone. “It’s done,” she reported. “Bring her back, Susie.” 
 
    “Already?” I asked doubtfully. I patted my chest experimentally but I didn’t feel any different. “Why aren’t I back in my body?” 
 
    “Maybe you need to be closer,” Melissa suggested. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a smoldering heap of ashes,” Amy sniggered. 
 
    “Thank you so much for that reassuring image,” I told her, rolling my eyes. I really, really hoped she was wrong about that. 
 
    Susie let her breath out in a weary whoosh and unfolded herself from her chair, spreading her hands again. Her rings flashed and the fiery pentagram came and went, depositing Agent Morgan in exactly the same spot, although she was facing away from us. 
 
    “Well?” I asked her eagerly. “What happened? Did you get him?” Morgan turned around and looked right at me and I sucked in my breath in horror. Her eyes were all pupil. “Susie! Simon says, get us out of here!” I shouted, just as Morgan reached up over her head and pulled a bolt of lightning out of the clear blue sky that made my Lightning Strike spell look like a spark of static electricity. It hit me dead on and everything went white. 
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    For the first couple of decades of our lives, our parents are there to look after us. They feed us when we’re hungry, they pick us up and kiss our boo-boos when we fall, and they hug us and tell us everything’s going to be okay when things go wrong. Even if they’re not actually with us at any given moment, the knowledge that there’s someone we can turn to in a moment of need is sometimes all we need to make it through the day. 
 
    Of course, as we become adults, we come to realize our parents aren’t the perfect beings we adored when we were younger and we no longer rely on them to take care of us. We strike out on our own, but just because we’re older and more experienced doesn’t mean the world suddenly becomes a safe and comfortable place. Bad stuff still happens but who can we turn to when we need a hug from someone bigger and stronger and wiser than ourselves? 
 
    For many people, the answer is God, or whatever Supreme Being stands at the top of their particular faith. The Christian God in particular is often called the Almighty Father, an omniscient and omnipotent benefactor with boundless love for all His children. When all else fails, He will always be there for you. I can understand why millions of people around the world find that reassuring, but truth be told, I’d rather call Dad when I’m in trouble. He’s a lot closer and I don’t have to repent of my sins before he helps me. 
 
      
 
    “Peter!” 
 
    Between the ringing in my ears and my arms wrapped protectively around my head, I barely heard Olivia’s scream. I cautiously opened my eyes, blinking away the spots, and tried to figure out what happened to me. 
 
    I was still standing on Mrs. Kendricks’ patio but the concrete surface was scorched black all around me. My chair was sagging mess of aluminum tubing and melted nylon webbing and what looked like a bundle of cloth smoldered at my feet. I hastily backed away and patted at my clothing, certain I was on fire, but my motions slowed as I realized I was wearing my uniform again. 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia grabbed my arm and hung on for dear life, looking stunned and wild-eyed. “What happened? Are you okay?” She took a closer look at me and gasped. “Oh my God, you’re dead!” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know,” I sighed. “Did everyone else get away?” The only other people in sight were Agent Morgan and Mrs. Kendricks, both of them frowning at me, or at least in my direction. “Why didn’t Susie take Mrs. Kendricks with her?” I asked in dismay. 
 
    “Why aren’t they fighting?” Olivia asked doubtfully. 
 
    That was an excellent question, but it was answered a moment later when I got a good look at Mrs. Kendricks’ face. Her eyes were dilated, just like Agent Morgan’s. “Oh, shit,” I breathed. “She’s still under his power.” 
 
    “Didn’t you do that Simon thing to her?” 
 
    “Of course I did!” I insisted. “At least, I think I did. Didn’t I?” I searched back through my memories and came to the inescapable conclusion that I hadn’t. When Mrs. Kendricks found us back in the library, she seemed perfectly normal and I just assumed she’d broken free. Now it was obvious she was just pretending the entire time, biding her time. “God damn it. We are so screwed.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks raised her phone to her ear. “It’s done,” she said. “Peter’s dead. No, they got away.” She listened for a minute, pursing her lips. “I agree. All right.” She hung up and favored Morgan with a mocking smile. “Even a hedge witch can banish an incubus,” she quoted. 
 
    “He was waiting for me,” Morgan sniffed. “I didn’t even have a chance to raise my hands.” 
 
    “Susie’s portal probably alerted him that someone was about to come after him. She should have set you down out of reach.” 
 
    “Live and learn,” she said wryly. “So what happens now?” 
 
    “He’s on his way over. I don’t think he trusts either of us to be out of reach for very long, not after Susie and Melissa got away.” 
 
    “They’re dangerous,” Morgan noted somberly. “Susie’s portal spell makes her unpredictable and neither of us can hold out against Melissa’s powers for every long. We need to find them and kill them, quickly.” She spotted her badge lying on the ground beside Susie’s toppled chair and picked it up, wiping it off before tucking it inside her blazer. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks shook her head. “They’re too valuable. He’ll reclaim them easily, now that he has better control of the ring. Dara’s the one we need to eliminate before she can find a way to stop us. Amy, too,” she added thoughtfully. 
 
    “Amy?” Morgan asked scornfully. “What can she do?” 
 
    “She can read that journal they stole, if nothing else. Better safe than sorry.” She walked over to the smoking pile and I backed out of her way as she nudged it with her toe. “That was a very impressive spell,” she remarked. 
 
    “Thank you,” Morgan smiled. 
 
    “I’m not sure it did much good, though.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Peter – this Peter – was already disembodied. You destroyed the body the Dread Lord’s curse gave him but I doubt his soul was affected.” Her eyes narrowed and she slowly scanned the back yard. “Can you detect ghosts?” 
 
     “No, why?” 
 
    “I was blinded when the lightning hit but I could have sworn there were only four pentagrams when Susie took everyone away. Peter and Olivia might still be here.” 
 
    “Uh-oh,” I murmured. 
 
    Now Morgan looked around warily. “That’s going to be a problem.” 
 
    “I told Tara to come over here as soon as she can. Our Peter will take her and I’ll have her get Mrs. Phipps released from jail. She can be our ghost sentry. In the meantime –” Mrs. Kendricks chewed on her lower lip as she thought. “Let me try something. Wait here.” 
 
    She went into the house while Morgan drew a symbol on her forehead with her fingertip. Her eyes gleamed brightly, as if they were lit from within. “Peter,” she said grimly, “if you’re here, you might as well surrender. Don’t make me hurt you again.” 
 
    “Maybe we should get out of here,” Olivia whispered nervously. 
 
    “She’s bluffing,” I assured her. “She already said she can’t see us.” 
 
    “I’ve been fighting demons for a very long time,” Morgan went on, “and I’m very familiar with their spells and rituals, including the ones they use to capture and torment souls.” She gestured and a trio of greenish-gray spheres spun out of her hand, trailing smoke as they slowly orbited her. Olivia and I both retreated onto the grass. 
 
    “Peter –” Olivia begged me, tugging on my arm. 
 
    “It’s just a trick,” I insisted, clearing my throat nervously. “We have to find out what they’re planning.” The spheres spiraled further away from Morgan – and closer to us – at every pass. 
 
    “He was hiding under the bed.” Mrs. Kendricks reappeared in the doorway, holding Merlin in her arms. He wriggled and growled, clearly unhappy to be there. “Olivia mentioned that cats don’t like her. Let’s see what he does.” 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Olivia and I said in unison as she tossed Merlin into the center of the patio. 
 
    The cat landed gracefully and crouched low with his tail flicking as one of the spheres passed over him. His glared all around with his baleful yellow eyes but he didn’t seem inclined to move, until Morgan nudged him with her toe. He hissed irritably and moved out of range, closer to where Olivia and I stood in a wary huddle. 
 
    For a moment, it looked like Merlin was going to slink past us and hide around the side of the house, but then he froze and arched his back, the fur rising on his back and neck. He looked right at us and spat before darting off in other direction. 
 
    “There!” The shadowy spheres suddenly accelerated and looped around Morgan like heat-seeking missiles. I didn’t want to know what would happen if any of them touched us.  
 
    “Run!” I shouted, grabbing Olivia’s hand. 
 
    We raced across the yard, angling for the river, and the spheres chased after us, quickly closing the distance between us. I cut left, dragging Olivia along with me, but the spheres kept on going and finally sputtered out into nothingness. She can’t track us, I thought with relief. She was just shooting at us blind. 
 
    I chanced a look back at the patio, wondering if we could circle back, but Mrs. Kendricks had corralled Merlin again. They’d know as soon as we got close. “We need to find Susie and the others,” I told Olivia. 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” she asked plaintively. “Where did they go?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I confessed. “They could be anywhere. No, that’s not true,” I corrected myself. I slowed to a jog, still bearing away from the house as I considered the options. “Susie’s exhausted, so she’s not going to be able to jump all over the place, and she has to go somewhere she’s been before, I bet.” 
 
    “The library?” Olivia asked doubtfully. Seeing her bounce along beside me was very distracting so I tried to keep my eyes pointed straight ahead. 
 
    “That’s the first place Mrs. Kendricks would check. The apartment’s out, too, since the incubus is probably using it as his base.” 
 
    “Didn’t Mrs. Kendricks say he was coming here?” 
 
    “Susie doesn’t know that. She doesn’t even know that Mrs. Kendricks is still, um –” 
 
    “Evil?” Olivia suggested. 
 
    “She’s not evil,” I insisted. “She’s enthralled.” 
 
    “She’s helping a demon enslave women and she’s trying to kill you!” 
 
    “Well, yes, but not in an evil way.” Olivia gave me a look, which I pretended not to notice. “It doesn’t matter if she’s good or evil or something in between. We need to stop her from capturing everyone in the coven.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “By getting to them first. If we can warn them about the incubus, they can keep from getting enthralled and help us destroy him and the ring.” 
 
    “Do you know their phone numbers?” she asked with a dubious frown. 
 
    “Well, no,” I admitted. I only sat in on one meeting at the library and I barely remembered half their names. “But they’re all in the same coven. Susie and Melissa have to know some of them well enough to have their numbers.” 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks knows all of them. She’s probably calling them now.” 
 
    “I know that!” I snapped. I regretted it instantly when Olivia stopped and turned away from me, hugging herself and rubbing her upper arms like she was cold. “Look, I’m sorry,” I said contritely. “I’m worried too.” 
 
    She dipped her head in a nod. “Mrs. Kendricks and Agent Morgan are too strong, Peter,” she said quietly. “Are we going to have to kill them?” 
 
    “No,” I told her firmly. “We’ll find a way to free them without hurting them.” 
 
    “But we have to kill the incubus,” she persisted, “or he’ll just keep enslaving everybody.” Now she turned to face me again. “We’re going to have to kill you.” 
 
    “Just enough to get him to leave my body,” I reminded her. “The Philosopher’s Stone will save me.” 
 
    “You don’t know that for sure.” I didn’t but I didn’t want to lie to her, so I stayed silent. “I don’t want you to die, Peter,” she said quietly, looking forlorn. “I thought it would be okay if you did because then we’d be together, but everyone else would be sad and they’d miss you. I don’t want that.”  
 
    “I don’t want that either,” I told her, “but if that’s what it takes to keep everyone safe, so be it. Being dead with you wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world,” I added with a rueful smile. 
 
    She looked up at me, searching my face with those big blue-gray eyes, and I pulled her into a hug. She resisted for a startled moment and then laid her cheek on my shoulder, wrapping her arms around my back with a contented sigh. We stood that way for a long time. She felt nice in my arms, soft and firm in all the right places, and she fit perfectly under my chin as I stroked her wavy hair. I could get used to this, I thought bemusedly, as long as Melissa never finds out. 
 
    Little Peter, unfortunately, agreed with my assessment and made his presence known, nudging Olivia’s hip. She pulled away from me, glancing down in surprise, and then looked up at me. Her eyes were dilated too, but for a very different reason. 
 
    I carefully released her and stepped back, clearing my throat awkwardly. “I, um, we should get going.” 
 
    What’s the rush? Little Peter demanded. She’s standing right there, she wants us, and she’s naked. We might not get another chance like this. 
 
    Shut up! Now that the idea was lodged in the primitive part of my brain, it was going to be hard to shake. I didn’t need any more complications in my life right now, though, at least not until our current crisis was over. I unbuckled my police utility belt and tossed it aside. 
 
    All right! It’s about time you got with the program, Little Peter gloated eagerly as I started to unbutton my uniform shirt, exposing the t-shirt underneath. 
 
    “Peter,” Olivia breathed in hopeful disbelief. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Here.” I shrugged off my shirt and held it out to her. “Put this on.” 
 
    She blinked at it like I was offering her roadkill. “Why?” 
 
    “To cover yourself up.” 
 
    Now she looked shocked. “Don’t you like me like this?” 
 
    “I do,” I admitted. “That’s the problem. You’re too, um, distracting.” 
 
    She considered that and a smile crept across her lips. “You really think so?” She swiveled her torso back and forth, twirling a strand of hair around her finger. 
 
    “Definitely,” I assured her. “Now put it on.” 
 
    She complied, keeping her gaze on me the entire time. She took an extraordinarily long time settling it on her shoulders and she only fastened it up halfway. “How do I look?” she asked, spreading her arms and spinning around. The shirt was way too large for her but at least it came down to mid-thigh. Little Peter especially enjoyed the way the top part gaped open. 
 
    “Fine,” I said with a rough hitch in my voice. “Very, um, professional.” Professional, in this case, meant the hands-down winner of the Women of the Hellburn Police Department centerfold contest. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    I held out my hand and she took it with a shy smile. I led us south, wondering how in the world we were going to find Dara and the others. If I could just use my powers, I thought glumly, we could just Teleportal to them. And while I’m at it, I wish I had a million bucks. Neither of those things happened, so we continued on. 
 
    “You realize this is just going to disappear in a few minutes.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “This shirt.” Olivia tugged at the collar. “Like my nightgown did.” 
 
    “It might not. Maybe all it needs is for a ghost to keep touching it.” 
 
    “You think so?” She didn’t seem terribly enthused by that possibility. 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough,” I shrugged philosophically. “I think we should head for the apartment.” 
 
    “I thought you said that was a bad idea.” 
 
    “No, I said Susie probably didn’t go there. I want to see if the incubus left anything there we could use against him.” 
 
    “What if he comes back while we’re there?” 
 
    “We’re ghosts, remember? What’s he going to do?” 
 
    “Bring Agent Morgan and Merlin with him?” 
 
    “Er, yes, well, we’ll boot out of there if that happens. Come on.” I angled a bit more to the west and then stopped dead in my tracks as a fiery white pentagram appeared on the ground not ten feet in front of us. “That’s Susie’s portal!” I exclaimed eagerly. “She must be trying to find us. Hurry!” 
 
    I hauled Olivia forward but the pentagram winked out just before we got there. “What happened?” Olivia asked in dismay. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” I looked around, wondering if something was interfering with Susie’s spell, but there was nothing in sight except trees and scrubby bushes. “Maybe she’s having trouble following a moving target. Let’s wait for a bit.” 
 
    We stood there for a good minute or two, waiting for a glimpse of another portal. “What if that wasn’t Susie’s portal?” Olivia asked uneasily. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, that other FBI agent taught her that spell, right? What if Agent Morgan knows it too and she’s trying to grab us?” 
 
    That was an unnerving thought but I shook my head. “If she knew the spell, she wouldn’t have needed Susie to teleport her to the incubus. Besides, Susie changed the spell. It works differently from the original.” 
 
    “If you say so,” she said doubtfully. “Oh, look, there it is again!” She pointed behind me, where another portal blazed around the base of a tree. “What is she doing? Is she trying to steal trees now?” 
 
    “Her aim’s off. I don’t think she can pinpoint us properly.” 
 
    “Because we’re ghosts?” 
 
    “Maybe, or maybe she’s just tired.” Before we could do anything, the portal fizzled out again. “She’s not going to be able to keep this up,” I said worriedly. “Let’s hope the next one is closer.” If there is a next one, I thought. 
 
    The wait was longer this time and I began to think Susie had given up. Before I could suggest moving on, though, a third portal appeared just two steps away. I grabbed Olivia and pulled her into the center of the pentagram and wrapped my arms around her to make sure we stayed together. The portal flickered and flared and then the universe blinked and we were standing in the middle of a small room somewhere. 
 
    Susie knelt in front of us, still wearing her borrowed dress. She had a wand in one hand but it slipped out of her grasp and bounced on the carpet as she closed her eyes and slowly slumped to one side, curling up on the floor. 
 
    “Susie!” Melissa knelt beside her, shaking her shoulder. “Wake up! It didn’t work!” Susie mumbled something inaudible. “You have to keep trying!” 
 
    “Mayhap Dame Morgan interferes with her spell,” Daraxandriel suggested. “Neither Peter Simon Collins nor Dame Kendricks has come through the portal.” She held her sword out and down, ready to slash something at a moment’s notice. 
 
    “Or maybe it worked just fine,” Amy noted casually. She was sitting propped up against the wall, still reading Dr. Bellowes’ journal. 
 
    “There’s nobody there!” Melissa pointed out, waving in our direction. 
 
    “Nobody you can see, anyway.” 
 
    “Dost thou pretend that Olivia is among us now?” Daraxandriel frowned. “Canst thou now perceive spirits?” Amy smiled to herself but she didn’t bother to respond. 
 
    “Quick!” I told Olivia. “Find something to wave around!” 
 
    The room looked like a makeshift workshop, with a table strewn with papers, crystals, and jars of herbs and two bookcases stacked haphazardly with notebooks and romance novels. I half-expected to see a grinning skull perched somewhere but the only overtly witchcrafty thing was the large pentagram drawn on the carpet with what looked like colored chalk. 
 
    Olivia grabbed the closest light object, Susie’s wand, and lifted it in the air. Melissa and Daraxandriel drew back in surprise and then leaned forward. “Olivia?” Daraxandriel asked. “Is that truly thee?” Olivia raised and lowered the wand to indicate yes. “Dost thou know the whereabouts of Peter Simon Collins? Is he well?” 
 
    Olivia started to raise the wand and then hesitated. “You’re not really well, are you?” she said doubtfully. “You’re dead.” 
 
    “I’m discorporated,” I corrected her. “Say yes. We can argue about the details later.” 
 
    Olivia bobbed the wand up and down and the two women sighed in relief. “So where is he?” Melissa asked. “Did he get away okay?” Olivia jabbed the wand in my direction. “What does that mean?” Melissa frowned. 
 
    “This is going to take forever,” I told Olivia. “Find something to write on.” 
 
    There was plenty of paper on the table but it took a while to find a working pen amid the clutter. Finally, Olivia was able to scribble a note explaining that I was a ghost again and Mrs. Kendricks was still under the control of the incubus. 
 
    “This is dire news,” Daraxandriel said, shaking her head dolefully. “We are sorely outmatched.” 
 
    We need to contact the other witches and warn them, Olivia wrote. 
 
    “My phone’s in my purse,” Melissa noted in disgust, “back at Mrs. Kendricks’.” 
 
    Susie’s phone is at the apartment. We all looked down at Susie. She was completely out of it. It was going to be hours before she’d be able to teleport us over there. 
 
    “The coven’s mailing list is on my computer,” Melissa suggested. “How are we going to get over there, though? My car’s at Mrs. Kendricks’ too,” she added resignedly. 
 
    “Mayhap Dame Collins could transport us in her carriage,” Daraxandriel suggested. 
 
    It’s too dangerous, I dictated to Olivia. 
 
    “I can drive the van,” Melissa offered, “as long as nobody asks for my driver’s license.” 
 
    I wasn’t thrilled about that option but I didn’t have anything better to suggest. How can we get hold of Mom without a phone? 
 
    Melissa and Daraxandriel looked at each other. “We’re at your parents’ house, Peter,” Melissa said carefully. “Didn’t you know?” 
 
    “Really?” I looked around the room and it finally dawned on me that this was my old bedroom, converted into Susie’s workshop. “Mom’s going to have a fit about this carpet,” I predicted. “Is she home?” 
 
    Olivia relayed the question and Melissa spread her hands. “We haven’t looked. We’ve been busy trying to find you guys.” She opened the door and looked out into the hallway. “Mrs. Collins?” she called. “Are you here?” There was no answer and she looked back at us with a shrug. Then a door opened somewhere. 
 
    “Hello?” Dad’s voice sounded surprised. “Is someone here?” 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Collins!” Melissa exclaimed, stepping out into the hall and waving to get his attention. “We’re in here.” 
 
    “When did you get here?” He appeared in the doorway and looked around at the motley crew assembled in the room. “What’s going on? Oh my God, Susie!” Dad hurried around the table and knelt at Susie’s side. “What happened to her?” 
 
    “She’s okay,” Melissa assured him hastily. “She’s just asleep. We, uh, ran into some trouble,” she admitted. 
 
    “Trouble?” Dad rose slowly to his feet, looking everyone over with a frown. “What sort of trouble?” 
 
    “The kind you really don’t want to know about.” 
 
    “I think I do, actually. Where’s Peter? Is he okay?” 
 
    “Oh, um, well –” Melissa looked around for help but no one jumped in to rescue her. “You see, Mr. Collins, the thing is –” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Peter’s de–” 
 
    “No, don’t tell him that!” The last thing I needed was Mom and Dad believing I was dead. I leapt at Melissa to clap my hand over her mouth and my momentum pushed her back a step. She stumbled over Susie’s feet and toppled backwards, taking me with her. I landed on top of her, my fall partially cushioned by her built-in airbags, but I banged my funny bone on the floor, shooting electric spikes all the way up my arm. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel exclaimed. “Thou art made whole once more!” 
 
    “Get off me!” Melissa shoved me aside and I rolled over, cradling my elbow as the feeling started to come back to it. “That hurt!” she complained, touching her lips gingerly. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t want you to –” My voice trailed off as I looked at my hands and then patted my chest. I was solid again but I had no idea why. 
 
    “Peter, where did you just come from,” Dad asked carefully, “and what happened to your clothes?” 
 
    “Huh?” I looked down at myself and clapped my hands over Little Peter. “It’s, um, a bit hard to explain,” I hedged, looking around desperately for something to cover myself up with. 
 
    “Try,” he insisted. 
 
    “You’re not going to believe it.” 
 
    “I watched an entire coven of witches battle demon lords on the bridge last month,” he reminded me dryly. “I don’t think you’re going to surprise me with whatever this is.” 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you, though.”  
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    It’s hard to imagine modern society surviving without the telephone. The ability to punch in a few digits and speak to someone on the other side of the planet shrinks time and space to almost nothing. A message that used to take months to get to its intended recipient – assuming it got there at all – is now delivered in mere seconds. Conversations can take place, information can be exchanged, and decisions can be made in realtime with virtually anyone in the world. 
 
    It’s also hard to imagine that the telephone has been around in one form or another for nearly one hundred and fifty years, ever since Alexander Graham Bell summoned Thomas Watson to help clean up the mess he made in his lab. The telephone has gone through a lot of technological advancements since then, of course, and the pace of innovation doesn’t seem to be slowing down at all. Dad talks about long distance and operators and directory assistance and landlines but none of those things make any sense to my generation. I’m amazed civilization didn’t collapse before the cellphone was developed, frankly. 
 
    Hello is the most common greeting used on the phone but the word only became mainstream a few years before Bell and Watson had their little chat. Bell actually wanted to use Ahoy as the standard greeting, which would have pretty much killed off any interest people had in his invention. Can you imagine an office full of people yelling “Ahoy!” all day long? It would be worse than attending a sailor’s convention. At least there you get to drink rum. 
 
      
 
    I gave Dad the gate code and he tapped the number into the access panel. We waited impatiently for the gate to rumble out of the way and I spent the time glancing around for any sign of my car. That wasn’t easy, because Olivia was sitting in my lap blocking my view. On top of that, my legs were cold and stiff from her spectral body temperature and I didn’t know where to put my hands, but at least her shirt hadn’t evaporated like she predicted. 
 
    Dad’s phone rang, startling me, and he glanced at the number before answering. “June,” he said urgently, “are you home yet?” He listened to Mom’s reply and some of the creases on his forehead eased. “How’s Susie? Good. Just stay there and sit tight. Keep the doors locked and don’t let anyone in, not even Peter. Call me immediately if anybody shows up.” He looked uncomfortable with whatever Mom replied. “I’ll explain everything when we get back. I don’t know, we’ll have to see. I will. I love you, too. Bye.” He hung up with a sigh and drove through the open gate, following the lane around Oakmont Village’s community center. “She’s worried,” he reported unnecessarily. 
 
    “With good reason,” I pointed out. “What did you tell her before?” I’d been in his closet trying to scrounge up an outfit that fit. 
 
    “Just that I needed to go out on police business and she had to get home ASAP to look after Susie.” Dad wore his full uniform, including his service revolver. 
 
    “How did you explain Susie being conked out?” She hadn’t stirred at all when Dad carried her back to her bedroom. 
 
    “I just said she was tired after doing a difficult spell.” The corner of his mouth quirked up. “Magic’s kind of a handy excuse. I could make anything up and Mom would never know if it was true or not.” 
 
    “I think she’d clue in pretty quickly,” I warned him. 
 
    “Probably. Which way?” 
 
    “That way,” I pointed around Olivia, “around the pool to the back.” I craned my neck to scan the parking spaces in front of our row. I knew Not-Peter was supposed to head over to Mrs. Kendricks’ house but that didn’t mean he left right away. To my relief, there were no cherry-red cars there, Mustangs or otherwise. 
 
    Dad pulled his Jeep into the space right in front of our door and we all piled out. Melissa arched her back while Daraxandriel looked around cautiously and Amy just stood there hugging the journal to her chest, looking bored.  
 
    “All right,” Dad told us sternly, “everyone stay here until I make sure it’s clear.” He loosened his pistol in its holster and reached for the doorknob. It refused to turn and he stepped back with a frown. “Who has the key?” 
 
    “Mine’s in my purse,” Melissa said with a sigh, “along with everything else.” 
 
    “The incubus has mine,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Thou didst not provide me with a key,” Daraxandriel chided me. 
 
    “They only gave us two.” 
 
    “Peter, run back to the office and see if they’ll lend you the master key,” Dad ordered. 
 
    “They’re going to want an ID for that,” I argued, “which none of us have with us. Besides, it doesn’t matter, we have something better.” I pointed at Olivia but they all frowned at the boxwood shrubs behind her. “Olivia can let us in,” I explained. 
 
    “I don’t have a key either,” she frowned. 
 
    “I know that,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Go inside and unlock the door.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Olivia phased through the door and a moment later the lock clicked. The door swung open and she peered out at us. “Who cleaned up in here?” she asked doubtfully. “It was a big mess before.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” I started to walk inside but Dad stopped me. 
 
    “Wait until I check it out, Peter,” he said quietly, eyeing the open doorway, as if he was afraid someone inside would overhear. 
 
    “He’s not here, Dad,” I insisted. 
 
    “You don’t that for sure. Better safe than sorry.” 
 
    I heaved a sigh. We were wasting valuable time. “Olivia, go make sure there’s no one else inside.” She nodded and disappeared. Dad looked nonplussed. “Ghosts can be pretty handy sometimes,” I told him, trying not to sound smug. 
 
    “I suppose so.” He stepped back and looked up at the windows. “What happened up there?” 
 
    “Up where?” Melissa followed his gaze and gasped. “Peter! What did you do to the window?” 
 
    “That wasn’t me,” I told her hastily, “that was Dara!” 
 
    “I dared not slay the incubus when first it attacked, for fear that Peter Simon Collins would also suffer its fate,” Daraxandriel retorted stiffly. “I had need of an expeditious escape from my Dread Lord’s curse, lest it render me unable to summon aid.” 
 
    “Great,” Melissa muttered. “There goes our security deposit.” 
 
    “We have bigger things to worry about right now,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Well, sure, but what about afterwards? Do you know what renter’s insurance costs these days?” 
 
    “Let’s make sure there is an afterwards first.” 
 
    Olivia reappeared in the doorway then, waving us in. “All clear,” she reported.  
 
    “Good.” I started for the door and then remembered that no one else heard her. “Olivia says there’s nobody here.” 
 
    Dad eyed me with a dubious frown, as if he thought I was just making that up for some reason, but he nodded and led the way inside. We trooped upstairs to the top floor and gathered in the living room. Amy immediately claimed the lounger while Melissa examined the makeshift repairs to the window. 
 
    “Did you do this?” she asked me doubtfully. 
 
    “That was Cameron,” I told her. “He and Susie were over here earlier.” 
 
    “By themselves?” Dad asked with a disapproving scowl. 
 
    “Um, yes, just for a little while.” I made a mental note to pick up Susie’s bathing suit from the bedroom floor. There was no point in worrying Dad unnecessarily. “They found the message Olivia and I left for Dara and helped get us all together.” 
 
    “Hmm. All right,” he said. “What’s our next move?” 
 
    It felt weird for me to be giving orders to the Chief of Police. “We need to contact the other witches and warn them. Do you have their names and numbers?” I asked Melissa. 
 
    “And their emails and birthdates and craft names. Mrs. Kendricks sent me the roster after my initiation.” Melissa crossed over into the dining room and sat down in front of her gaming rig. The three panoramic screens lit up when she jiggled the mouse and she clicked through a few folders before opening up a spreadsheet. 
 
    I leaned over her shoulder to peruse the list, momentarily distracted by the scent of her perfume. Leaving off Mrs. Kendricks and Melissa and Susie left nine witches to call. “Where’s Stacy?” I wondered aloud, pointing at the second line: Anastasia Kendricks. “She wasn’t at the house.” 
 
     “Isn’t she off to college?” Melissa asked. 
 
    “Not until next month, I think. Maybe she’s out with Todd or something.” Todd was her boyfriend, who I had yet to meet. “Should we call Tara?” She was third on the list. “Maybe we can catch her before she gets to Mrs. Kendricks’.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try, I guess,” Melissa shrugged. She didn’t sound too hopeful. A lot of time had already passed since we escaped from Mrs. Kendricks’ house. 
 
    “Dad, can I use your phone?” Dad silently unlocked it and handed it to me. “Cross your fingers.” 
 
    I dialed her number and set the phone on hands-free so we could all listen in. The ringing cut off just before it rolled over to voicemail and a female voice said, “Hello?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Is this Tara?” I asked. “Tara Kingsley?” 
 
    “Yes. Who is this?” 
 
    I hesitated for a moment. I hadn’t really thought about what I was going to say. “This is Peter Collins. Do you remember me?” I knew her from our ill-fated attempt to help Dr. Bellowes capture Daraxandriel but we hadn’t crossed paths since. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” There was something a bit odd in her voice. Is she just surprised that I’m calling her out of the blue, I wondered anxiously, or is Not-Peter standing right beside her? There was really only one way to find out. 
 
    “Are you under my control right now?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Shit!” I jabbed the disconnect button and stared at the phone like it was about to explode. 
 
    “I hope she didn’t take that as an order,” Amy snickered from her chair. 
 
    “We’re too late,” I reported needlessly. “Who’s next?” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel frowned, “shouldst thou not have attempted to release Tara from her enthrallment, as thou didst with Melissa and the waif?” 
 
    “What? Oh, damn it!” I wasn’t thinking straight anymore. I punched redial and gnawed anxiously on my thumbnail as I listened to the ringing. It finally stopped and Tara’s voice announced, This is Tara Kingsley of Barnett and Associates. I’m unable to take your – I hung up with a sigh. “Too late. He probably ordered her not to answer any calls from this number.” 
 
    “Keep going,” Melissa urged me. “We don’t know who Mrs. Kendricks might have called already.” 
 
    I continued down the list. Jasmine Chu and Marion Dobbs didn’t answer their phones and Gale Connelly’s line went right to voicemail. Allison Babcock answered, though, with a suspicious-sounding “Hello? Who is this?” 
 
    “Allison, this is Peter Collins. Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you under my control now?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Everyone tensed up and I licked my dry lips. “Are you alone now?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m in my car.” 
 
    “Did you just leave Mrs. Kendricks’ house?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you saw me there?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Okay, listen very carefully. From now on, don’t take any orders from me or anyone who looks or sounds like me unless I say Simon says first. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it.” She sounded uncertain, though. 
 
    Dad waved his hand to get my attention and I muted the phone. “Ask her what she’s doing,” he suggested. “From what you told me, the incubus has to be worried about letting the witches out of his sight, since you’re already taken Susie and Melissa away from him. There has to be a reason he let her leave.” 
 
    I nodded my understanding and unmuted. “Allison, where are you going?”  
 
    “You told me to search for the succubus. I’m going over to your apartment to see if she went back there.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the stairwell, as if she was about to pop into view. “What are you supposed to do if you find her?”  
 
    “Kill her and take her journal.” 
 
    “Okay,” I told her urgently, “Simon says, don’t kill Dara and don’t take the journal. Understood?” 
 
    “But you said to –” 
 
    “Simon says, do not kill Dara!” 
 
    “All right.” She sounded like a spoiled child told to go to bed early. 
 
    Melissa reached over and tapped the mute button. “What should we do with her?” she asked worriedly. “We can’t let her just wander around town. What if the incubus or one of the witches he’s controlling finds her again?” 
 
    “She’ll be safe here with us,” I said, but Dad shook his head. 
 
    “Not here,” he said firmly. “We can’t easily defend this place if it comes down to that and there are a lot of innocent people in the area.” 
 
    “Where then?” I asked doubtfully. “The library?” 
 
    “The police station.” 
 
    “Seriously? You want them stuck in the middle of a witch fight?” 
 
    “Better them than civilians who can’t protect themselves. I’ll have Rachel put everyone we send over there in the conference room until we get there.” 
 
    “How in the world are you going to explain what’s going on to her?” 
 
    “That’s the nice thing about being Chief of Police,” Dad said with a wry twist to his mouth. “Everyone is used to following my orders. Send her over there and I’ll tell Rachel to expect a crowd.” 
 
    “If you say so,” I said reluctantly. I unmuted again. “Allison? Simon says, go to the police station and talk to Mrs. Burns in the lobby. Do what she says until I get there. Okay?” 
 
    There was a long stretch of silence broken only by the faint rumble of road noise, and then Allison said, “Okay.” She didn’t sound very enthusiastic about this plan either. 
 
    “All right, we’ll see you there. Goodbye.” I hung up and rubbed my forehead. “It’s getting harder to override their orders.” 
 
    “We’d better hurry, then.” Dad took his phone and tapped a number in his contact list. He waited for a few seconds and then said, “Rachel, a group of young women will be coming in, probably asking for Peter. Put them in the conference room. We’ll get there as soon as we can.” He listened and shook his head. “No, they’re guests. Make sure they’re comfortable but keep them isolated from the other officers as much as possible. I’ll explain later. No, I don’t know how many there’ll be, maybe six or eight.” I thought that was awfully optimistic of him. 
 
    “Oh, one more thing,” Dad went on. “Remove Peter’s phone from the alert system and then send an order to all available officers. I want all eyes on the street looking for Peter’s car. It’s a red 2012 Mustang GT, license plate –” He raised his eyebrows at me and I gave him the plate number, wondering what he was doing.  
 
    He relayed the information to Rachel and added, “No patrol cars, personal vehicles only. I don’t want the driver to know we’ve spotted him. Yes, it’s been stolen. Yes, his phone, too. No one is to approach the car, just report its location directly to me and move on. Yes, that’s all. No, wait.” 
 
    Dad’s eyes narrowed as he looked me over and I started to feel guilty, even though I didn’t know what I might have done. “Have the patrols keep an eye out from someone who looks exactly like Peter. Have them report any sightings directly to me and don’t attempt to contact the, ah, suspect. Well, it’s complicated,” he sighed. “No, we’re hoping to wrap this thing up today. Thanks, Rachel, I appreciate it. I’ll see you in a little while.” He hung up and shook his head, looking very somber. 
 
    “Did you just put out an APB on me?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    Dad’s eyes crinkled in a brief smile. “We need to know where the incubus is if we’re going to stop him. He’s not going to stay at Mrs. Kendricks’ forever.” 
 
    “There goes my career in law enforcement,” I muttered. Dad just handed me his phone and I looked at Melissa. “All right, who’s next?” 
 
    “Rebecca Warren.” Melissa pointed at her screen and I called the number.  
 
    “Hello?” The girl who answered sounded very young and very nervous. I put my hand over the microphone and leaned closer to Melissa.  
 
    “How old is she?” I murmured. 
 
    Melissa checked her spreadsheet. “Fifteen.” 
 
    “Seriously? And she’s a witch?” 
 
    “Susie’s fifteen,” she reminded me. 
 
    “That’s different,” I said, although I couldn’t have explained why. 
 
    “Hello?” the girl asked hesitantly. “Is anyone there?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry. Yes, I’m here. Is this Rebecca?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s me.” 
 
    “Okay, good.” I cleared my throat. “This is Peter Collins. Do you know who I am?” 
 
    The silence stretched out long enough to prompt me to check that the call was still up. “Are you Susie’s brother?” she guessed finally. 
 
    “Yes, that’s me. Um, this might sound a bit strange but – are you under my control now?” 
 
    “What?” She sounded puzzled. 
 
    “Did I enthrall you and force you to obey my orders?” 
 
    “What?” Now she sounded shocked. 
 
    “Peter, don’t be an idiot,” Melissa told me. “Rebecca, this is Melissa. We met at the last gathering.” 
 
    “Oh, hello. Um, what’s wrong with Peter?” 
 
    “I ask myself that a lot. Never mind him. Did Mrs. Kendricks or any of the other witches call you and ask you to go over to her house today?” 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Kendricks called me a little while ago.” 
 
    “Did you go?” I leaned in anxiously to hear her response. 
 
    “Not yet. I have to wait for my mom to get home from work.” 
 
    “You don’t have a car?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    “What part of she’s fifteen did you miss?” Melissa scolded me, rolling her eyes. “Rebecca, listen to me, this is very important. Do not go to Mrs. Kendricks’. Do not answer her calls. Something bad is happening over there and you need to stay far away from her.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Rebecca asked worriedly. “Is she okay?” 
 
    Melissa hesitated and then muted the phone. “How much should I tell her?” she asked. 
 
    Dad and I exchanged an uneasy look. “Just give her the gist of it,” I decided reluctantly, “so that she understands how serious this is.” 
 
    She nodded and unmuted. “There’s a demon at Mrs. Kendricks’ house.” 
 
    “A demon!” Rebecca gasped. “You mean like what happened on the bridge?” 
 
    “Nothing that bad. At least, we hope not. It’s forcing Mrs. Kendricks to help capture the girls in the coven. Susie and Allison are free but they got Tara. We’re not sure about the others.” 
 
    “Oh, no! What should we do?” 
 
    “You just stay put,” I jumped in. “Call us on this number if anyone else in the coven tries to contact you and whatever you do, don’t let me touch you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Peter, just shut up,” Melissa ordered in exasperation. “You’re making things worse. What Peter meant to say, Rebecca, is that the demon looks just like him.” 
 
    “I don’t remember what he looks like,” Rebecca said doubtfully. 
 
    “Then don’t worry about it. We’ll call you when this is over.” 
 
    “But I want to help!” she protested. 
 
    “No, it’s too –” Melissa started to say and then she grimaced. “Hang on.” She muted the call and looked at the rest of us resignedly. “We’re going to need all the help we can get,” she said seriously. 
 
    “She’s just a kid!” I argued. 
 
    “So’s Susie,” she countered. 
 
    “That’s different!” 
 
    She ignored my clever reasoning and turned to the real adult in the room. “Mr. Collins?” 
 
    Dad massaged his forehead with his fingertips, looking pained. “If this was any other situation, I’d say absolutely not, but the department isn’t equipped to deal with something like this. See if she can meet us at the station.” 
 
    Melissa nodded and unmuted again. “Rebecca, can you meet us down at the police station?” 
 
    “The police? What for?” 
 
    “It’s safer there. We’re getting everyone together to come up with a plan. Can your mom drop you off there?” 
 
    “I guess,” Rebecca said uncertainly. “She’s going to wonder why we’re going there. What should I tell her?” 
 
    “Does she know you’re a witch?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, tell her it’s a field trip or something.” 
 
    “In the middle of summer?” 
 
    “You’ll think of something,” Melissa assured her. “We’ll see you there, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” Rebecca did sound at all sure about that but she hung up without any further comment. 
 
    Dad’s phone pinged then and a lengthy HPD alert popped up on the screen. Dad scanned the coded phrases, nodded to himself, and hit the Ack button to dismiss the message. 
 
    “Keep going, Peter,” he told me. “The incubus is going to figure out what we’re doing soon, if he hasn’t already.” 
 
    “Who’s left?” I asked Melissa. 
 
    “Just two more. Karin and Karyn McCaffrey.” 
 
    I blinked. “Huh?” 
 
    “They’re twins.” 
 
    “And they’re both named Karen?” 
 
    “No, one’s Karin with an I and the other one is Karyn with a Y.” 
 
    I blinked some more. “That’s stupid. Who does that to their kids?” 
 
    “Maybe we can discuss poor parenting choices some other time, Peter,” Dad suggested tersely. “We’re running out of time.” 
 
    “Right. Give me Karin’s number,” I told Melissa. 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    I closed my eyes and heaved a sigh. This was going to get old really fast. “Karin with an I.” She complied and we listened to the ringing. I hung up on her voicemail system before the beep. “They’re probably together,” I sighed. 
 
    “They’re not Siamese twins, Peter,” Melissa told me, rolling her eyes. “Try the other one.” 
 
    Karyn’s number differed by one digit. To my surprise, she answered right away. “Who is this?” she demanded. 
 
    “Oh, um.” I was a bit taken aback by her impatient tone. “This is Peter Collins.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Peter Collins. Susie’s brother.” 
 
    “Oh, you.” Karyn made it sound like she just discovered me sticking to the bottom of her shoe. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Am I in control of you right now?” 
 
    There was a startled silence, followed by a burst of derisive laughter. “Are you kidding me? That’s the worst pickup line I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “I’m guessing the answer is no,” Melissa told me wryly. 
 
    “I figured that out on my own, thanks. Look, Karin, I’m not trying to –” 
 
    “Karyn.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My name’s Karyn.” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “No, you said Karin, with an I.” 
 
    “It’s exactly the same pronunciation!” 
 
    “You think I don’t know how to pronounce my own name?” 
 
    “That’s not – forget it.” I thrust the phone at Melissa. “You deal with her.”  
 
    She took it with a resigned sigh.“Karyn, this is Melissa.” 
 
    “Oh, hey, Melissa. What are you doing with that Peter guy? He sounds like a total loser.” 
 
    “I can hear you,” I informed her darkly. 
 
    “Don’t worry about him,” Melissa said, waving me back. “Did Mrs. Kendricks call you today?” 
 
    “Yeah, a little while ago. Why?” 
 
    “Did she want you to go over to her house?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Now Karyn sounded suspicious. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “Listen, it’s very important that you don’t go over there. There’s a demon there trying to capture all the witches in the coven.” 
 
    “What? You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I’m deadly serious. Where’s Karin? Is she with you?” The silence on the other end wasn’t reassuring. “Did she go over there already?” 
 
    “I had a doctor’s appointment so she went on ahead. But you’re wrong, there’s nothing going on over there. I just talked to her a few minutes ago and she’s perfectly fine.” 
 
    “What did she say?” 
 
    “She was just wondering what was taking me so long. I was just about to head over.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Melissa warned her sternly. “Karin’s already enthralled and you’ll end up just like her.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Karyn demanded angrily. “How do I know you’re not just making this up for some stupid reason?” 
 
    “Because we were there. We barely got away with our lives.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Karyn breathed. “I have to go get her!” 
 
    “No! Don’t go anywhere near her house. We’re getting the other witches together at the police department. Meet us there.” 
 
    “The police?” she echoed scornfully. “What good are they going to be against a demon?” 
 
    “It’s just a safe place to meet. Peter’s father is the Chief of Police, remember?” Melissa waited but Karyn didn’t respond. “Will you be there?” she prompted. 
 
    “I’ll be there,” Karyn said curtly. “But if Karin gets hurt because you’re wasting time –” She hung up before she finished her threat. 
 
    I let my breath out slowly. “Well, that’s three of them. Should we try Stacy? She needs to know what happened, just in case.” Melissa handed me the phone and I dialed the number. It rolled over to voicemail, but this time I left a message. “Stacy, this is Peter. Whatever you do, don’t go back to your house. Call me back on this number as soon as you get this message. It’s very important.” I tried to think of a way to explain why that wouldn’t sound too incoherent but I couldn’t, so I just hung up. “Well, hopefully she’ll get that message in time. So now what?” 
 
    “Let’s try to get hold of the ones who didn’t answer before,” Melissa suggested. “Jasmine, Gale, and Marian. Maybe you can Simonize them too.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” We all turned to face Amy. She stood there wearing her oversized borrowed dress and an I-know-something-you-don’t-know grin. 
 
    “We need all the help we can get,” I reminded her irritably. “Give me one good reason not to call them.” 
 
    “Because that’s how we’re going to beat the incubus.” She waved Dr. Bellowes’ journal at me teasingly. 
 
    “By letting him gather an army of the most powerful witches in Hellburn?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    Amy’s grin widened. “Exactly.”  
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    In the world of Boolean logic, anything that isn’t true must be false. In the world of human communications, anything that isn’t true must be a lie, unless it isn’t. The intent and motivation of the speaker determine the severity of the lie. If you say something that isn’t true but you honestly believe that it is, that’s a mistake. If you make something up to get a laugh from your audience, that’s satire. If you tell a falsehood to avoid hurting someone’s feelings or make them feel better, that’s a white lie. If you deliberately alter the facts to cause trouble for someone, that’s despicable. 
 
    The most effective lies are the ones that are almost true. If 90% of what you say is known to be true, the remaining 10% often gets the benefit of the doubt. It’s far easier to claim you were late to work because you were stuck in traffic if you actually commute every day on a major highway. If everybody knows you live down the block from the office, that excuse just isn’t going to fly. 
 
    The worst lies are the ones that make you feel good. It doesn’t matter why the liars said what they said. When the lie is invariably uncovered, your world comes crashing down and your faith in humanity is lost, sometimes for good. Well-meaning lies can end up destroying you. 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” I demanded. “How does letting him have all that magical firepower help us?” 
 
    “Because of what happened in 1601. Listen up.” Amy straightened to her full five-foot-nothing height, raised her free hand like she was about to recite a dramatic soliloquy on stage, and cleared her throat ostentatiously. 
 
    “May the infinite hosts of angels in Heaven,” she declared, “rise in unison to curse the name of Daraxandriel. Even now, a dozen years and more since her blighted shadow last fell across my threshold, her willful incompetence haunts me and brings all of my labors to ruin.” 
 
    “Amy,” I sighed, “we really don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “I’m not done yet. Ahem. The Earl’s supporters have fled like roaches into the wainscoting and Devereux himself has surrendered. Where before they all danced as marionettes upon the strings of my will, now they cower and hide and deny any knowledge of the plot. Worse, Xorbastrar strains against the confines of my soul-trap. I dare not let down my guard, lest it slip its bonds and seek bloody retribution against me.” 
 
    “What plot is he talking about,” I asked doubtfully, “and what does this have to do with the incubus?” 
 
    “How do you spell Devereux?” Melissa asked Amy. She had a Google search window pulled up on her screen and her fingers were poised on the keyboard. 
 
    “D-E-V-E-R-E-U-X.” Melissa typed and hit enter, leaning forward to scan the results. 
 
    “Robert Devereux, 2nd Earl of Essex,” she read, “led a plot to overthrow Queen Elizabeth I in 1601. The whole thing fell apart when none of his 200 supporters showed up at the appointed place and time.” She sat back in her chair. “He was executed for treason a couple of weeks later.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” I turned back to Amy. “You’re saying that Dr. Bellowes was behind all that?” 
 
    “It’s all here,” she said smugly, flicking the page with her finger. “Listen to the rest of it. I cannot but think a flaw is hidden within the binding spells. Ne’er afore have I held so many souls in my grasp so effortlessly, yet I had no inkling they were slipping betwixt my fingers.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Dad frowned. “How does any of this help us?” 
 
    “It sounds like he lost control of all those people he was manipulating,” Melissa said thoughtfully, “and almost lost control of the demon in his ring. Maybe there’s a limit to how many he could handle at once.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t do us any good!” I argued. “We can’t just sit here and wait until he enthralls two hundred people!” 
 
    “Dr. Bellowes wouldn’t have needed to control all of the conspirators personally, Peter,” Dad mused. “He’d just need a few key individuals to drum up support for the cause. Once they came to their senses, the others would disperse on their own.” 
 
    “I guess,” I allowed reluctantly, “but how many is too many? The incubus already has Mrs. Kendricks, Agent Morgan, and probably five other witches. How many more women can he capture before they push him over the edge?” Dad spread his hands in rueful ignorance. 
 
    “Is there aught else within the journal that might provide us guidance?” Daraxandriel wondered. 
 
    “I’m so glad you asked,” Amy smiled. “Worse still, I needs must abandon my experiments and flee London for a time. I bade Devereux to destroy all evidence of this conspiracy, yet surely Her Majesty’s inquisitors will seek to pry the names of his compatriots from his lips. My head shall not be numbered amongst the fifteen who will surely feel the edge of the executioner’s axe! Circumspection becomes my watchword now, ere I discover the key to extending the span of my life beyond its natural measure.  
 
    “Cursèd be Daraxandriel, whose spiteful hand stretches out across the abyss of time to torture my existence! I lay my travails at her cloven feet and pray that God will someday grant me the means to wreak my vengeance upon her.” 
 
    The soft glow of Daraxandriel’s eyes dimmed noticeably as she hunched her shoulders. “My feet are not cloven,” she muttered sullenly. 
 
    “He said fifteen people were involved,” I said eagerly. “Is that how many he was controlling?” 
 
    “There’s no way to tell,” Dad said, shaking his head. “Some of them could have joined the plot willingly.” 
 
    “Besides,” Melissa added, “the incubus isn’t Dr. Bellowes. He doesn’t know how to use the ring properly. That’s why he wants the journal.” 
 
    “Yet the seductive power of an incubus works in his favor,” Daraxandriel pointed out. 
 
    “But all the women he’s captured so far are witches,” Melissa argued. “Won’t they be resisting him, at least subconsciously?” 
 
    “In other words, we have absolutely no idea how many people he can control,” I sighed. 
 
    “Let’s head over there and find out,” Amy suggested with a grin that exposed her stunted fangs. 
 
    “That’s far too risky,” Dad told her firmly. “Let’s get over to the station and meet up with the other witches. Maybe they know something we can use.”  
 
    Amy blew a raspberry and flounced back to her chair. “My way’s better,” she grumbled. We all ignored her. 
 
    “I need to change quick,” Melissa said, plucking at her blouse as she got to her feet. “I can’t battle the forces of evil in a skirt and heels.” She headed for our bedroom and then paused and glanced back at me. “Come help me pick out something, Peter.” 
 
    “Just wear something comfortable,” I told her. I was too worried about the incubus to care about the color of her t-shirt. 
 
    “Peter,” she said firmly, her dark eyes flashing, “I said come help me.” 
 
    I gulped nervously. “I’ll, uh, be right back,” I told the others. 
 
    “I, too, needs must ready myself,” Daraxandriel declared. “I have journeyed far this day and fought many foes and I would refresh myself ere we depart.” 
 
    “Just hurry,” Dad said, with the resigned air of a man long accustomed to waiting for the womenfolk to get ready. 
 
    “We will,” Melissa promised. She grabbed my wrist and pulled me down the hallway and shoved me into the bedroom. She closed the door and locked it before kicking off her heels. “Hurry up!” She unzipped her skirt and let it fall to the floor. 
 
    “Um, what are you doing?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “You heard your father. We only have time for a quickie.” She wriggled her pantyhose down past her hips and then peeled them down her legs. 
 
    “That’s not what he said!” 
 
    “That’s what I heard.” She unbuttoned her blouse just enough to be able to pull it over her head. She flung it aside and reached behind her back to unclasp her bra. 
 
    “We really don’t have time for this,” I protested. “Everyone’s waiting – oh my God.” Her bra came loose and slipped down her arms, revealing those perfect pale mounds, and my brain locked up. I had intimate knowledge of every square inch of her body now but that didn’t prevent a sense of awe and wonder from flooding through me every time I saw her like that. 
 
    “Get your pants off,” she ordered. She shimmied out of her panties, grimacing in distaste. “Ugh, I’m all sticky. Next time we do it at work, wear a condom, okay? I’ll start the shower so we can jump straight in after we’re done.” 
 
    She hurried towards the bathroom and then stopped, looking down at her feet. She picked up Susie’s bikini top and stretched it out between her fingers. “This isn’t mine.” The two Lycra triangles had absolutely no hope of covering her up, although the caveman portion of my brain wouldn’t have minded watching them try. “Peter,” she asked, her eyes narrowing accusingly, “whose swimsuit is this?” 
 
    “That’s Susie’s,” I explained hastily. “She was in here, um, changing.” And stealing your makeup, I thought, but she didn’t need to know that. “Why don’t you just go ahead and take your shower?” I suggested hopefully. “I’m going to change into my own clothes.” The shirt and shorts I borrowed from Dad made me look like a kid wearing hand-me-downs. 
 
    Melissa stared at me like I just kicked her puppy. “Don’t you want me?” 
 
    “I do,” I assured her, “I really do, but my dad’s out there!” 
 
    “I’ll try to be quiet this time, I promise.” 
 
    “That’s not the point! Well, it is, but we don’t have time for sex. Everyone’s waiting for us, remember?” 
 
    “But it’s the first time we’ve been alone since you came back for me,” she complained. She was standing right in front of me now. “I’m tired of pretending I’m on their side. Make love to me, Peter, like you did before.” 
 
    “What do you mean, pretend – mmph!” Melissa grabbed my head and jammed our lips together, pressing herself against me. I tried to protest but her tongue got in the way of mine. I put my hands on her shoulders to pry us apart but she resisted with surprising strength. I finally arched back enough to free my mouth from hers. “Melissa, stop!” She wrapped her arms around my chest, squeezing tight, and something warm and slippery rubbed against my thigh. “Simon says, stop!” 
 
    She released me instantly and stepped back, standing motionless like a store manikin awaiting a new outfit. Her face was blank and her eyes were wide and almost all pupil.  
 
    “Oh, no,” I breathed. I waved my hand in front of her face and she didn’t react at all. “Melissa,” I asked carefully, “are you still under my control?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said calmly.  
 
    “What did you mean by pretending? Have you been following his – I mean, my orders all this time?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” I hadn’t released her from Not-Peter’s control, I just prevented him from giving her any new orders. Susie was probably the same way. “What did I tell you to do?” 
 
    “Pretend that I’m still free if the other witches contact me. Join up with them and let you know what they’re planning to do. Kill Dara if I see her and get the journal back.” She blinked and frowned. “Except I love Dara.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” I told her urgently. “Simon says, you love Dara more than anything. She’s your very best friend.” I raked my hands through my hair, trying to make sense of this gut-wrenching revelation. “Did you contact him – me – at all after I gave you those orders?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t had the chance. My phone’s back at Mrs. Kendricks’ house, remember?” 
 
    “Okay, don’t do that. I mean, Simon says, ignore any orders I gave you before we left your office today. Understand?” 
 
    “I understand.” Her frown deepened. “So what should I do, then?” 
 
    “Simon says, go take your shower and get dressed, then help us and the other free witches as much as you can. Do whatever you can to keep the incubus from taking control of them. But don’t hurt anyone!” I added hastily. Melissa might decide that wiping out Mrs. Kendricks’ entire neighborhood with a Dark Void spell would be the best way to keep everyone else safe. 
 
    “Okay.” She turned away and walked into the bathroom. A few moments later, I heard the shower come on. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I sighed, shaking my head. “What do I do now?” 
 
    Nothing, Little Peter argued. It doesn’t matter if she’s still bewitched or whatever as long as she’s following your orders, right? In fact, he added slyly, this is much better. She’ll do anything you want now, and I mean anything. 
 
    Shut up! I unlocked the door and hurried across the hall to the second bedroom, which was a bedroom in name only since it didn’t actually contain a bed. It served mostly as a storeroom for my clothes and boxes of stuff we hadn’t found places for yet.  
 
    My police uniform lay scattered across the floor where Not-Peter had discarded it and I nudged the articles into a pile to be dealt with later. I changed into jeans and a t-shirt and jammed my feet into my second-best sneakers – the incubus was apparently wearing my good ones – before returning to the living room. 
 
    Dad was pacing back and forth, perusing something on his phone, while Amy sprawled sideways across the lounger. Olivia sat in my chair looking glum but she perked up when she caught sight of me. 
 
    “Peter!” she smiled and then she caught sight of my face. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We have a problem,” I told her uneasily. 
 
    “What is it?” Dad asked. 
 
    Melissa’s a double agent, I thought bleakly. Susie and Allison are too, probably. We can’t trust anything they say or do. They could turn on us at any moment. We have to get rid of them somehow. The problem with that was that we desperately needed them. We’d never be able to get close enough to Not-Peter on our own, not with Mrs. Kendricks and Agent Morgan protecting him. We had to take him by surprise and pound him with every spell we could bring to bear, which meant we had to have Susie and Melissa on our side. Unless we do what Amy suggested and just surrender all the witches. I rejected that option immediately. 
 
    “Peter?” Dad prompted me with a concerned frown. 
 
    What if I’m wrong, though? I wondered. If I tell him Melissa and the others are traitors, they’ll never trust them again. I can’t do that to them. I let my breath out in a long gloomy sigh. “There’s no way we can reach the incubus as long as he’s at Mrs. Kendricks’ house,” I told him. “She has wards all over it and we’ll never get past their defenses.” 
 
    “So what do you suggest, then?” 
 
    “We’re going to have to set a trap for him, something that will lure him out into the open.” 
 
    “He’ll expect us to do something like that,” Dad pointed out. 
 
    “Right, which means it has to be something he can’t resist, something he has to do himself.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I sighed. “That’s the problem.” 
 
    “You could always give up,” Amy suggested from the lounger. “Sooner or later he’ll reach his limit.” She waggled the journal at me as a reminder. 
 
    “Tempting as that may seem,” Dad noted dryly, “I don’t think we’re ready to wave the white flag just yet. Let’s get over to the station. Maybe one of the others will have some ideas.” 
 
    “I don’t think any of them has seen a demon before,” I said glumly, “other than Dara.” And Amy, I supposed, although I still wasn’t clear on exactly what she was. 
 
    “At least they know what demons are,” Dad argued, “which is more than I could say a month ago. We don’t have a lot of options here, Peter.” He glanced at his watch and grimaced. “How long does it take to change clothes?” 
 
    “Melissa’s taking a shower. Dara, too, probably.” 
 
    Dad muttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like “Women” and went back to his pacing. I sat at Melissa’s computer and perused the coven’s roster, trying to put faces to the names and wondering why I wasn’t friends with all of them. I was one of them now, after all, more or less. 
 
    I didn’t really care about them until Lilixandriel showed up and started throwing demon lords at me, I reminded myself. And afterwards I was busy with the move and Melissa and the internship. I promised myself I’d get to know them better after all this was over. The survivors, anyway, I thought despondently. 
 
    The hands on the mantelpiece clock seemed to be stuck as we waited for Melissa and Daraxandriel to reappear. I didn’t have my phone to fiddle with like Dad did and it didn’t seem like the time to fire up Legends of Lorecraft. Finally, though, the sound of the bedroom door opening and closing heralded Melissa’s approach. 
 
    She was makeup-free and still a bit damp, clad in a white polo shirt, a navy tennis skirt, and sneakers. She was doing her hair up in a ponytail and the fabric of her shirt stretched tight across her chest, making it obvious that she wasn’t wearing a bra. 
 
    “Almost ready,” she announced around the elastic dangling from her lips. “I’m just going to check on Dara.” She disappeared down the stairs before I could do more than blink. 
 
    “That’s what you picked out for her?” Dad asked doubtfully. 
 
    “I had nothing to do with that,” I assured him. “That’s all on her.” Melissa wasn’t known for her exhibitionistic tendencies, though, and I had to wonder why she decided to go freestyle in the middle of the current crisis. Maybe it’s just a side-effect of the incubus’s influence, I guessed uneasily. Or maybe there’s something else going on. “Olivia, why don’t you go make sure Melissa and Dara are okay?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they be?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, that’s why I want you to check on them.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” she frowned. “Are you just trying to get rid of me so you and your dad can have a man-talk or something?” 
 
    “Amy’s still here,” I pointed out, “and she’s a girl, technically.” Amy rewarded me with another raspberry. “Go on. Give us a holler when everyone’s ready to go.” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed reluctantly. “I still think you’re trying to get rid of me.” She got up and walked over to the stairs, giving me a suspicious look over her shoulder before she descended out of sight. 
 
    “Watching you talk to a ghost makes me question your sanity,” Dad confessed. “I’d suggest seeing a shrink if I didn’t know better.” 
 
    “I might need one after all this is over,” I told him. “I’m not sure –” 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia’s shrill call brought me to my feet with my heart pounding. “Get down here!” 
 
    “Olivia!” I raced for the stairs, bounding down three steps at a time and almost twisting my ankle on the landing when I changed directions. I burst into the second floor hallway and spotted Olivia standing just outside her bedroom, one hand over her mouth and the other one pointing into the room. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Stop her!” she shouted. “Get her off Dara!” 
 
    “Shit!” Visions of Melissa following her orders to kill Daraxandriel flashed through my mind and I jumped through Olivia into the room. I found Melissa straddling Daraxandriel on her bed, gripping her head and biting her neck like she was trying to rip her throat out. Daraxandriel’s writhed under her, pushing at Melissa’s shoulders to try to free herself as her tail wrapped itself around Melissa’s thigh. 
 
    “Stop!” I yelled. I grabbed Melissa around the waist and tried to pull her off but she held on with all her strength. “Simon says, stop!” 
 
    Melissa immediately let Daraxandriel go and sat up, looking at me with a puzzled frown. “What are you doing, Peter?” she asked, annoyed at the interruption. 
 
    “What are you doing? Dara, are you okay?” Daraxandriel tried to lever herself up on one elbow, rubbing her neck with her free hand. She was naked except for a damp towel tangled around her waist. “Are you hurt?” I asked anxiously. 
 
    “Nay,” she said, shaking her head. “I was taken unawares by Melissa’s unheralded attentions but I am unharmed.” 
 
    “Peter!” Dad appeared in the doorway, his hand on the grip of his service pistol. “What’s –?” He paused and took in the scene. “Would someone care to explain what’s going on here?” 
 
    “Melissa was trying to kill Dara,” I told him grimly. There was no denying it now. She was still under Not-Peter’s control. 
 
    “No, I wasn’t,” Melissa insisted. “I would never hurt Dara.” 
 
    “They were kissing!” Olivia insisted, sounding aggrieved. “Right in front of me!” 
 
    “Kissing?” I echoed doubtfully. “You weren’t biting her neck?” I asked Melissa incredulously. 
 
    “Well, I might have given her a little nibble,” Melissa confessed, looking away as she tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. 
 
    “Wait, let me get this straight. You came down here to make out with Dara?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said, as if that was the most natural thing in the world to do. “I love her more than anything.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed as everyone else stared at her open-mouthed. This was my fault. My attempt to keep Melissa from killing Daraxandriel turned her feelings for her on their head and now she was convinced she was in love with her. I had to fix this before things got even further out of hand. “Melissa, listen to me. Simon says –” Melissa gazed at me, waiting for my command, but I faltered. I’d already caused one problem by being careless with my words. What if I screwed things up even worse? “Never mind, cancel that,” I sighed. “I’ll think of something later. Just let Dara up, okay?” 
 
    Melissa frowned, as if she didn’t want to obey, but she dismounted Daraxandriel’s torso, or at least tried to. Daraxandriel’s tail still held her leg in a death grip.  
 
    “Are you sure you didn’t encourage her?” I asked Daraxandriel suspiciously. 
 
    “Nay!” Daraxandriel protested. “I spurned her advances, yet still she forced herself upon me. I feared I would hurt her, were I to use my full strength to dislodge her.” 
 
    “Your tail doesn’t seem to agree,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Pay it no heed!” she insisted. She tried to tug it loose but it hung on for dear life, its spade head hiding under Melissa’s skirt. “It is drawn to the taint of the demon’s touch, as a bee seeks the scent of a flower.”  
 
    Dad cleared his throat. “Dara, why don’t you finish getting dressed? Melissa and I will wait for you in the Jeep.” 
 
    “But –” Melissa started to argue but then she caught Dad’s eye. “Yes, sir,” she agreed meekly. 
 
    It took all three of us to unwind the tail and free Melissa but she finally slid off the bed and followed Dad out of the bedroom, casting one final forlorn look over her shoulder. Daraxandriel stood and fluffed up her spiky hair, trying to appear nonchalant. There was a dark spot on her neck that looked a lot like a hickey. 
 
    “Bide but a moment,” she said, “whilst I find suitable clothing.” She surveyed the contents of her closet with her fists on her hips while her tail flicked back and forth like a cat’s. Olivia watched her with narrowed eyes and pouting lips. 
 
    “I don’t think Dara should be kissing other girls,” she complained. “Just because I’m a ghost again doesn’t mean she can just dump me like that.” 
 
    “I think it was the other way around,” I told her. “Melissa was kissing her. Olivia,” I explained to Daraxandriel when she looked back at me. “The incubus kind of messed up Melissa’s mind.” I wasn’t ready to admit my own culpability just yet. 
 
    “He told Melissa to make a move on Dara?” she asked with a dubious grimace. “I thought she was supposed to kill her.” 
 
    “For the incubus to attempt seduction instead of violence against me would be an unexpected tactic,” Daraxandriel observed thoughtfully. I was momentarily distracted as she wrestled her own white polo shirt over her head, struggling to get her horns through the neck hole. “Melissa’s advances were most disconcerting,” she admitted. 
 
    I cleared my throat awkwardly. “Well, I doubt seducing you to get the journal back is really a winning strategy, especially since Amy has it now.” I couldn’t imagine Melissa giving Amy a hickey no matter what compulsions she was under. 
 
    I can, Little Peter informed me. 
 
    Daraxandriel pulled a pleated plaid skirt from its hanger and stepped into it, tucking her tail underneath before zipping up the side. I couldn’t help but wonder why she ended up picking the same sort of outfit Melissa was wearing. 
 
    Maybe she wasn’t as bothered by Melissa as she pretended, Little Peter suggested slyly. Dara’s very strong, after all. She should have been able to push her off if she really wanted to. 
 
    She didn’t want to accidentally hurt her, I argued. 
 
    That’s what she said, but methinks she doth protest too much. She didn’t call for help, after all. They only stopped because you barged in here after Olivia caught them. Daraxandriel got down on her hands and knees to search for her sneakers under the bed, providing Olivia and me with an excellent view of what she was wearing under her skirt, namely nothing at all. Haven’t you ever wondered what Dara and Olivia do in bed? 
 
    No, I lied. “Let’s go,” I told Daraxandriel as she stuffed her feet into her shoes, “Dad’s waiting.” 
 
    And Melissa. 
 
    Shut up. “Amy!” I called through the doorway. “Come on, we’re leaving!” 
 
    “I’m staying here,” she shouted back from upstairs. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, it’s not safe.” Daraxandriel and Olivia followed me out to the stairs. “Hurry up!” 
 
    I tapped my foot impatiently until Amy finally appeared at the top of the stairs. “I’m tired,” she grumbled. “I’ve been following Dara around all day.” 
 
    “You can sleep at the police station.” 
 
    “In one of the cells,” Olivia muttered. 
 
    “Fine,” Amy capitulated with ill grace, “but you’re making this a lot harder than it needs to be. Let’s just go over to Mrs. Kendricks’ and get it over with.” 
 
    “Your confidence in our ability to beat the incubus is truly inspiring,” I told her, rolling my eyes. “Let’s go.” I headed down the stairs, accompanied by another raspberry.  
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    Stereotyping gets a bad rap in today’s society. Any time you make a statement about someone based solely on their appearance, you’re immediately accused of prejudice or bigotry or insensitivity. To be sure, there are a lot of bigots and insensitive jerks out there and racial profiling is a serious issue, but don’t forget that stereotyping works both ways. It’s just as wrong to presume someone has some positive qualities because of their appearance. People of Asian descent have to be really tired of other people assuming they’re good at math. 
 
    Stereotypes evolve over time as well. If you see a newborn baby bundled up in a pink blanket, you’ll naturally assume it’s a girl. One hundred years ago, however, pink was preferred for boys, since it was felt to be a stronger color than blue. Nowadays, of course, in the current climate of political correctness, there’s a strong possibility that your little gender-neutral bundle of joy will be swaddled in green, yellow, purple, chartreuse, puce, or plaid. 
 
    In the absence of any other information about another person, a stereotype gives you a starting point to deal with that person, but you have to remember that it’s only a first-order approximation, in the same way that pi is roughly 3. Every individual is unique and their appearance is actually the least useful guide to their underlying character and capabilities. In other words, make very sure Mr. Nakamura can add correctly before you hand him your taxes. 
 
      
 
    This time Amy sat in the front beside Dad while I chaperoned between Melissa and Daraxandriel in the back seat. Melissa kept glancing past me and sighing wistfully, while Daraxandriel’s tail discovered a new fondness for fondling my leg. It must be attracted to the Dread Lord’s curse, I supposed uneasily, shoving it aside again. Maybe that’s why it liked Olivia so much before.  
 
    Olivia herself crouched behind me in the cargo area, grumbling about how crappy her life was turning out to be. Considering she was dead, she had a point, but I was still convinced I had it worse than she did. Unlike me, she couldn’t be killed again. 
 
    We just turned onto Milton Street, heading for the police station, when Dad’s phone rang. He frowned at the number and answered. “Jack Collins,” he said. He listened and then glanced over his shoulder at me. “It’s Stacy.” 
 
    “Let me talk to her.” I took the phone and a deep breath. “Stacy –” 
 
    “What the hell’s going on, Peter?” Stacy sounded angry and frustrated at the same time, which wasn’t all that unusual for her. “First Mother tells me something happened to Dad and now you leave me that crazy message to stay away.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” As far as I knew, Agent Morgan just sent Prescott out of town to get him out of the way while she confronted Mrs. Kendricks. Did she send him into a trap? I wondered uneasily. No, that doesn’t make sense. He left before the incubus got her. “What happened to your dad? 
 
    “I don’t know! Mother just said I had to come home right away and then she hung up on me. She isn’t answering her phone.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, an hour maybe. What difference does it make?”  
 
    I let my breath out in relief. “Stacy, your mom’s being controlled by an incubus. He’s making her help him capture all the witches in the coven. She lied about your dad to get you to come home.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” she argued. “That would never happen. Mother can banish an incubus with one hand tied behind her back!” 
 
    “Not this one,” I told her. “He has Dr. Bellowes’ ring.” The moment of stunned silence on the other end of the line was followed by a stream of furious profanity that would have made a pirate blush. I held the phone away from my ear until she finally wound down after a minute or two. She hadn’t repeated herself once. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No, I’m not okay! Do you what an incubus does to women, Peter?” I heard a male voice murmur something in the background. “Just shut up and drive, Todd!” she snapped.  
 
    “Todd’s with you?” I asked doubtfully. “Does he know about, um, you know –?” 
 
    “Yes, he knows,” she sighed heavily. “What are you going to do about this, Peter?” 
 
    When did this become my responsibility? I wanted to complain. I’m not a witch. “We’re getting the free witches together at the police station to come up with a plan,” I said instead. “Where are you now?” 
 
    “We’re on our way back from Austin. We’ll be there in a couple of hours.” 
 
    “All right, call us when you’re close. Maybe we’ll have this taken care of by then.” I sincerely doubted that but a leader needed to be confident in front of the troops. It seemed to me that I’d read something like that somewhere. 
 
    “I swear by the Horned God, Peter, if I find out this was all your fault, I’ll – well, you’re going to think all those demon lords got off easy.” She hung up on me before I could protest my innocence. 
 
    “She’s, um, a bit upset,” I said as I handed the phone back to Dad. 
 
    “So I gathered,” he said dryly. “At least she’s still on our side.” 
 
    “For all the good that does us. She’s a hundred miles away.” I wondered if Susie could teleport Stacy directly to the police station. I had no idea what her range was. 
 
    She brought us back from Hell, Little Peter reminded me. Austin should be a piece of cake for her. 
 
    “So any ideas on how we’re going to lure the incubus out in the open?” Dad asked. 
 
    “There’s only one thing he wants that badly.” I pointed at Amy and Dad eyed her doubtfully. “Not her, the journal.” 
 
    “So we just leave it lying in the middle of Milton Park and wait for him to grab it?” 
 
    “He’d just send Mrs. Kendricks or one of the other witches to get it for him.” 
 
    “Unless it was protected by someone they couldn’t touch,” Melissa suggested. 
 
    “Like who?” 
 
    “Like a very powerful witch.” She looked me right in the eye when she said that. 
 
    “No, absolutely not! You don’t have any defensive spells, you’d be a sitting duck!” 
 
    “I have Shadow Step,” she argued, “and Dark Shield.” 
 
    “And Dark Void and Soul Reaper and Black Fury and twenty other ways to kill him instantly, along with my body! He won’t risk getting anywhere near you.” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins had the right of it,” Daraxandriel nodded somberly. “The bait for our trap needs must withstand the most potent powers of the witches yet be vulnerable to the touch of the incubus.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “I know of one such among us.”  
 
    “Who?” I demanded, and then I realized who it was. She had the strongest wards of anyone in the witching community. “No! No way! We’re not putting Susie in danger like that!” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s glowing eyes blinked at me in surprise. “Nay, I do not refer to the waif. I am minded of another, who has never suffered a mark from demon and witch alike.” She tilted her head meaningfully to the seat in front of her. 
 
    “Amy?” I had trouble wrapping my mind around that concept. “She doesn’t have any powers. Metraxion made sure of that.” 
 
    “Yet she has come through our many trials and tribulations unscathed,” Daraxandriel countered. 
 
    “Because nobody pays any attention to her! She’s just this annoying – thing – lurking in the background!” 
 
    “They wouldn’t dare attack me,” Amy sniffed haughtily. “I’m the future Queen of Hell.” 
 
    “I don’t think the witches care about that,” I retorted. “In fact, they’d attack you because of that. Assuming they believed you in the first place, which they don’t.” They did, actually, since Metraxion admitted she was the spawn of the Dread Lord during our last confrontation, but I wasn’t in the best of moods right now. Amy just hmphed at me dismissively. 
 
    “Let’s talk to the other witches first,” Dad said firmly. “We need to know what all the options are before we decide to toss someone to the lions.” 
 
    The grumpy silence that followed that suggestion lasted all of thirty seconds before Dad’s phone rang again. His eyebrows lifted when he looked at the display and he answered with a simple “Cruz.” 
 
    “Cruz?” I echoed. “Shouldn’t she be asleep?” Our next shift started in less than seven hours, although I strongly suspected I wasn’t going to make it. 
 
    Dad took his hand off the wheel long enough to wave me to silence. “What’s up?” he asked. Whatever he heard made his eyes go wide. He abruptly pulled over to the curb and stopped, pressing the phone to his ear. “Say that again.” He listened intently and I leaned closer, trying to hear what she said, to no avail. “You’re absolutely sure? Was he alone? No, stay where you are, don’t approach him. Understood? Okay. We’ll be there in a minute. Good work, Cruz.” He hung up and chewed his lip pensively. 
 
    “What was that all about, Dad?” I asked when it looked like he wasn’t going to say anything. 
 
    “Cruz spotted your car behind the library,” he said tersely. “She says she saw someone who looked just like you sneaking in through the back door.” 
 
    “What?” That didn’t make any sense at all and I said so out loud. “There’s nothing left in the library. We brought all of Dr. Bellowes’ stuff to Mrs. Kendricks’ house.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s using it as a hiding place,” Melissa suggested. “We’d never think to look for him there.” 
 
    “Because it’s a terrible hiding place,” I argued. “There’s no food or water or electricity there.” 
 
    “Yet something has drawn him forth,” Daraxandriel pointed out. “Mayhap he seeks some other artifact or journal Parathraxas brought with him.” 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks would have told us about it,” I insisted. 
 
    “Would she?” Olivia countered. “She was under the control of the incubus when we were looking through his stuff, remember. Maybe she hid the rest of it somewhere else.” 
 
    “What else could there possibly be? Olivia thinks maybe Mrs. Kendricks hid something else Dr. Bellowes brought with him,” I explained to everyone else. 
 
    “Like his luggage?” Dad frowned. At my puzzled look, he added, “He flew in from London, didn’t he? He must have had a suitcase with him, even if he wasn’t planning on staying for very long. What happened to it?” 
 
    Not once in the nearly two months since Dr. Bellowes arrived in Hellburn did it ever occur to me that he must have brought along a change of clothes and a toothbrush. “Even if that’s true,” I argued, just to be contrarian, “why would the incubus get it himself? Why wouldn’t he send Agent Morgan for it?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s something he doesn’t want any of the witches to have,” Melissa guessed eagerly. “Maybe it’s something that breaks the curse and he’s afraid we’ll find it first.” 
 
    “The touch of an incubus is not a curse, Melissa,” Daraxandriel objected. “A curse inflicts the will of one upon another, yet seduction is to an incubus as temptation is to a succubus. It is inherent to its being.” 
 
    Melissa screwed up her face in confusion. “But that’s what’s happening, isn’t it? The witches are doing what the incubus wants.” 
 
    “Nay, the twain are as night and day,” Daraxandriel insisted. “Dame Kendricks desires to do the bidding of the incubus, yet my Dread Lord’s curse afflicts Peter Simon Collins without his leave. Dost thou not perceive the difference?” 
 
    “Let’s save the lecture for some other time,” Dad interjected. “We have a more pressing matter to deal with.” We all looked at him with varying degrees of puzzlement. “The incubus is two blocks away. What are we going to do about him?” 
 
    “We have to get him!” I declared, sitting up straighter. “This might be our only chance to catch him alone. Let’s go!” I pointed down the road urgently but Dad held up a cautionary hand. 
 
    “Do we have the right people to capture him?” he asked. “We can’t just go barging in unprepared. Someone might get hurt.” 
 
    “Well –” I surveyed the occupants of the Jeep doubtfully. “I don’t suppose any of you knows how to exorcize an incubus.” Five heads shook in unison. “Maybe one of the witches at the station knows?” I suggested hopefully. 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of time here, Peter,” Dad reminded me. “We don’t know how long it’ll take the incubus to finish whatever he’s doing.” 
 
    “Damn it,” I muttered to myself. He was right, of course. We had to work with what we had. “Okay, here’s the plan. Melissa will blast him with something to force him out of my body and Dara will keep the incubus from leaving after it enters the new host. The Philosopher’s Stone will heal me after I’m back in my own body and I should be able to call Mrs. Kendricks and free her. Then she can come down here and exorcize the incubus and then everyone else will go back to normal. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Melissa said slowly, “except –” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What new host are you talking about? You don’t mean Amy, do you?” Amy greeted that suggestion with another rude noise. 
 
    “He means me,” Dad explained somberly. “I’m the only other male here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said quietly, feeling another knot form in my stomach. “Sorry, Dad. It won’t be for long, I promise.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “It comes with the territory.” 
 
    I didn’t point out that demonic possession wasn’t part of a typical policeman’s job description. Instead, I watched his profile as he pulled back out onto Milton and continued north, wondering if he was really as calm as he looked. I certainly wasn’t. 
 
    Courage isn’t a lack of fear, I reminded myself. It’s doing what needs to be done even when you’re afraid. Dad had courage in spades. I hoped I’d be able to tell him how proud I was of him after all this was over. 
 
    The library came into view ahead and I peered through the windshield looking for any hint of where the incubus might be. The sun glaring off the windows made it look like all the lights were on inside but it was otherwise unchanged from all the other times I’d been here today. I should probably just move into one of the spare rooms in there, I grumbled to myself. It would save a lot of running around. 
 
    There was only one other car in the parking lot, a black Dodge Charger. Dad pulled into the slot beside it and turned off the engine.  
 
    “Is that Cruz’s?” I asked. There was no one else in sight. Even the crew working on the alley was gone, leaving behind the backhoe, the barricades, and a large rectangular hole in the pavement. 
 
    “Yes.” Dad drummed his fingers on the steering wheel for a moment and then get out. All of us followed suit, except for Amy. 
 
    “I’ll just wait here,” she declared, slumping down in her seat and propping her feet on the dashboard. “Let me know how it turns out.” She made a show of opening Dr. Bellowes’ journal.  
 
    “That’s fine,” Dad told her. “Keep the doors locked, just in case.” She reached over and pressed the button on the door handle, locking us out. I hoped Dad remembered to take the key with him, otherwise we might end up walking home. 
 
    Dad surveyed the area with a frown, paying close attention to the library’s main entrance at the top of the steps. All of the doors appeared to be firmly closed. 
 
    “Where’s Cruz?” I asked him. Something about the situation made me drop my voice to a whisper. 
 
    “She said your car was around back,” he said, equally quiet. “Let’s check there. Stay alert,” he warned everyone, leading the way. Melissa and Daraxandriel followed him a pace behind, flanking him like magical assassin tennis pros. Melissa’s hands flickered with black fire while Daraxandriel wielded the curved sword she pulled out of a slain demon in the borderlands of Hell. The incubus didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Except – “Dad!” I called urgently. He glanced back at me and the two women tensed up, searching for the threat. “Your gun!” He looked down at it with a frown. The flap was undone and his hands rested on its grip. “You shouldn’t be wearing that when the incubus possesses you. He might decide to use it.” 
 
    He looked startled and then nodded. “Good catch.” He pulled the pistol from the holster, checked the safety, and then held it out to me grip-first. “Lock it in the Jeep.” 
 
    I took it gingerly. I had exactly one lesson in firearm handling from Sergeant Finney, the main takeaway being Don’t screw up or someone will get hurt. I gestured for Amy to open the door but she just rolled down the window instead, holding out her hand with an eager grin. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I told her. “Unlock the doors.” 
 
    She blew me another raspberry but complied and I lifted the back hatch, carefully tucking the pistol into the storage bin on the side. Amy could still get at it, of course, but she’d have to climb over two rows of seats to do it and I doubted she had enough motivation to expend the effort. I closed the hatch and Amy immediately locked the doors again before I could ask her to. 
 
    The others were waiting for me but I took a moment to peer through the Charger’s tinted windows, just in case. It was unoccupied and spotlessly clean, which surprised me a bit. It seemed at odds with her gung-ho nature. 
 
    Lesbians tend to be neat freaks, Little Peter observed. 
 
    What are you talking about? Cruz isn’t a lesbian. 
 
    All single women with short hair are lesbians. 
 
    That is the dumbest thing you’ve ever come up with. Where do you get these ridiculous ideas? 
 
    From you, of course. Duh. 
 
    “Peter, are you okay?” Olivia asked worriedly. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I told her, trying to shake a lurid image of Cruz and Daraxandriel making out in the back of the Charger out of my head. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    We caught up with Dad and the others and continued along the side of the building towards the back. Just before we reached the corner, a young-ish Hispanic woman stepped into view. She wore a short thin-strapped flowery sundress with white sandals and dark sunglasses and it took me a startled moment to recognize her. I’d never seen Cruz out of uniform before. 
 
    Except in the locker room this morning, Little Peter reminded me. 
 
    Melissa hid her hands behind her back but there was no disguising the sword in Daraxandriel’s hand. Cruz didn’t seem to notice anything untoward, though, as she looked us over. If she thought it was strange that Dad brought two teenagers and whatever she perceived Dara to be with him, she kept it to herself. 
 
    “What’s the situation, Cruz?” Dad asked quietly. 
 
    “He’s still inside,” she replied. 
 
    “And there’s no one else with him?” 
 
    “No, he’s alone.” 
 
    Dad glanced up at the side of the building but there were no windows on this wall. “Any idea what he’s doing?” She shook her head. “You said he got in through the back door?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s this way.” Cruz turned on her heel and disappeared around the corner. We followed her with Dad in the front and Olivia and me bringing up the rear. 
 
    “Who is that person?” Olivia asked dubiously. 
 
    “That’s Constable de la Cruz,” I murmured quietly. “She’s my partner this week.” 
 
    “She doesn’t look like a police officer.” 
 
    “She’s off duty.” A small leather purse dangled from Cruz’s shoulder on a thin strap and I wondered if she had her badge in it. She seemed like the type who always considered herself to be on duty, regardless of the shift schedule. 
 
    “She has short hair. She probably likes other women.” 
 
    Told you, Little Peter smirked. 
 
    “There’s no correlation between hair length and sexual orientation,” I told her firmly. “Why would you even bring that up?” 
 
    “Momma says that love between two men or two women is a sin.” 
 
    “Okay, one, love is love, it doesn’t matter who or what it’s with. Two, that has nothing to do with short hair. And three, what about you and Dara?” 
 
    “That’s different!” she insisted, but she wouldn’t look me in the eye. 
 
    “How, exactly?” 
 
    “I like boys! Dara’s just, um, a fling, or something,” she mumbled. “Besides, I’m dead so it doesn’t count.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, rolling my eyes. 
 
    “Peter,” Dad asked sternly, “is everything all right?” 
 
    “Oh, um, yes,” I stammered, suddenly realizing that everyone had stopped to stare at me. “Everything’s fine. Sorry.” Cruz’s expression was hard to read behind her sunglasses but she didn’t seem terribly impressed with me. She turned away without saying anything, though, and led us to the back door, which was closed tight. Dad tested it with his hand but there was no give in it.  
 
    “How did he get in?” he wondered out loud. 
 
    Cruz shrugged but I said, “He probably borrowed Mrs. Kendricks’ keys.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He stepped back from the door and looked left at right. The only other entrance was the loading dock at the far end of the building, but there was no way we’d ever be able to get that open. “Any ideas on how we’re going to get in?” 
 
    I did, but since it involved Olivia doing her poltergeist thing, I didn’t want to say it out loud in front of Cruz. We had to get rid of her anyway, since we weren’t going to be able to subdue the incubus without using magic.  
 
    “We can probably take it from here, Dad,” I told him, inclining my head towards Cruz with what I hoped was a significant glance. Dad caught it and nodded. 
 
    “Thanks for your help, Cruz,” he said. “You can head out.” 
 
    “I think I should stay,” she argued. “You’ll need backup.” 
 
    “Not for this,” he told her firmly. “I’ll see you in the morning.” He didn’t actually say Dismissed but his tone clearly implied it. 
 
    Cruz opened her mouth and then closed it again, pressing her lips together. She looked at me, as if expecting me to speak up for her. Since we needed her to leave, I pretended not to notice and glanced around the back alley, wondering how long it was going to be before it was usable again. That reminded me that my car was supposed to be back here but it was nowhere in sight. The gaping hole in the alleyway left by the work crew made it impossible for a car to get in here. 
 
    “Cruz,” I asked doubtfully, “where’s my car?” She didn’t respond, still gazing at me as if she was waiting for me to do something, and I felt a sinking sensation in my guts. “Cruz,” I told her cautiously, “take off your sunglasses.” 
 
    I heard Melissa gasp in realization behind me but Cruz kept her attention focused on me. “What’s the magic word, Peter?” she asked. 
 
    I exchanged a puzzled glance with Dad. “Please?” 
 
    That wasn’t the correct answer. Cruz’s right hand came up, gripping a handgun that she probably had concealed in her purse. She shot me straight through my heart without saying a word. 
 
    “Peter!” Dad, Melissa, and Olivia all shouted together in horror as I gaped down at myself, dead once more with my clothes in a tangled heap around my feet. Dad’s hand slapped futilely on his empty holster as Melissa’s entire body flashed into black fire, but Cruz calmly turned her weapon on Daraxandriel. 
 
    “No!” I charged at her and tackled her around the waist just as she pulled the trigger, taking us both to the pavement with the gunshot echoing in my ears. I landed on top of her, gripping her wrist in both hands to keep her from firing again, but she bucked and clawed at me with her free hand, trying to twist her weapon around enough to shoot me again. She was surprisingly strong and I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to subdue her, until Daraxandriel appeared at my side and touched the razor edge of her blade to Cruz’s neck. 
 
    “Cease thy struggles,” she ordered grimly, “lest thou wouldst have us discover the color of thy blood.” 
 
    Cruz had lost her sunglasses in our tussle and her dilated eyes glared up at us resentfully, but she surrendered, letting Dad remove the pistol from her grasp and turn it on her. “Are you all right, Peter?” he asked. His voice and his hand were shaking slightly. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured him. “Don’t shoot her. She’s not herself.” 
 
    Dad took a couple of deep breaths and finally nodded. “Here,” he said, taking his handcuffs from his belt. “Bill showed you how to use them?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” I released Cruz and stood, only just now realizing I was human and naked for the umpteenth time today. “God damn it,” I muttered to myself, taking the cuffs. Cruz’s eyes traveled down from my face and her tongue swept across her lips. Even though she clearly knew I wasn’t the incubus, her body apparently couldn’t tell us apart. 
 
    “Turn over, Cruz,” Dad said sternly. “Hands behind your back.” Her gaze flicked to him and then to the muzzle of her gun. For a moment, I thought she was going to refuse but she finally complied. I slipped the cuffs around her wrists and ratcheted them tight before stepping back. 
 
    Melissa silently handed me my boxers and I quickly slipped them on, feeling infinitely better. “Is anyone hurt?” I asked belatedly as I pulled on my jeans. “Where did that second shot go?” 
 
    “Through me,” Olivia grumbled. “Watch what you’re doing next time.” 
 
    “I’ll bear that in mind.” I picked up my t-shirt and discovered two finger-sized holes, front and back. “God damn it,” I muttered, but I shrugged it on anyway. This is, what, the third time I’ve been killed today? It was turning out to be the worst Monday ever in my relatively short life. 
 
    “Do you have anything to say, Cruz?” Dad asked flatly, still keeping the pistol pointed at her. She rolled over onto her back and then sat up, glaring silently at me the entire time. 
 
    “The incubus got to her,” I sighed. “I guess she told him about the alert you sent out and they set a trap for us.” 
 
    “Damn it.” Dad didn’t curse all that often, at least not when plumbing wasn’t involved. “He knows we’re looking for him now. He’ll be doubly cautious.” He looked down at Cruz and finally holstered her pistol. “We have to arrest her.” He sounded weary and resigned. 
 
    “You can’t do that,” I argued. “She didn’t know what she was doing.” 
 
    “That’s for the courts to decide, Peter. She tried to murder you!” 
 
    “I’m already a ghost, she can’t kill me again.” 
 
    “Assault with a deadly weapon, then. We can’t just ignore what happened.” 
 
    “She probably won’t even remember any of this after we get rid of the incubus. Mrs. Phipps didn’t. You can’t ruin her career over something she has no control over.” 
 
    Dad shook his head stubbornly but I could tell he was weakening. “Can you free her like you did Susie and Melissa?” he asked. 
 
    “I hope so.” Cruz looked up at me as I stood over her. “Cruz, am I in control of you now?” 
 
    “What’s the magic word?” she asked again. 
 
    “Tell me what it is,” I ordered but she remained silent. “Abracadabra? Hocus-pocus? Alakazam?” She didn’t respond. “I think the incubus figured out how I freed everybody. He’s pulling the same trick on us that we did on him.” 
 
    “So she’s stuck like this?” Dad asked dubiously. 
 
    “For now,” I sighed ruefully. “The question is, when did he get to her? How did he even find her, for that matter? I don’t have her number and I don’t know where she lives.” As soon as I said that, I realized the answer. “He took her right after he possessed me last night,” I groaned. “She’s been his the entire day.” 
 
    “So what do we do with her? We can’t let her go.” 
 
    “No, but we can’t drag her around with us either. Can we lock her up somewhere?” I eyed the library. Maybe we could just handcuff her to Mrs. Kendricks’ desk. 
 
    “We’ll take her to the jail,” Dad said. “She’ll be safe there.” 
 
    “Dad!” I protested, aghast. “What are the other officers going to say?” 
 
    “I’ll tell Bill she was drugged by someone she met and needs to sleep it off. He’ll keep it quiet.” 
 
    I doubted that. The department was pretty close-knit and it would be impossible to keep Cruz’s presence on the wrong side of a cell door a secret for long. “Isn’t he going to want to know who did it?” 
 
    “Some guy,” Dad said firmly. “Let’s not complicate things, Peter. If she really won’t remember what happened today, she’ll just be an unfortunate victim of an unsolved assault. That’s the best we can do for her under the circumstances.” 
 
      “I guess,” I said reluctantly. We wouldn’t be doing her reputation any favors by telling everyone she was drugged by a guy she picked up in a bar. 
 
    By a girl, Little Peter corrected me. She’s a lesbian, remember? 
 
    Shut up. “How are we going to get her to the station? We can’t all fit in the Jeep.” 
 
    “I’ll take her with me, the rest of you follow in her car.” Cruz’s purse had spilled open during our wrestling match and he plucked her keys from its scattered contents, holding them out to me. “Try not to get stopped by the police on the way,” he added wryly. “I don’t need you getting arrested for driving without a license.” 
 
    “Sitting in jail’s starting to sound like a pretty good deal,” I told him, taking the keys. “At least no one’s likely to kill me there.”  
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    In the movies, when the villain captures the hero, he (or she) almost never kills him right away. Instead, he gloats about the hero’s ineptitude, brags about his own superior intellect, and explains his twisted scheme for world domination in great detail. This can go on for quite a while, especially if the hero expresses skepticism about the plot or otherwise insists that, despite all evidence to the contrary, the villain is doomed to fail. The end result, of course, is that the hero gains enough time to escape the villain’s clutches and knows exactly how to thwart his nefarious plan. 
 
    So why do evil geniuses keep falling into the same trap? If they were truly as smart as they claimed, they’d understand that as long as the hero is still alive, there’s always a chance something will go wrong. The best hero, from the villain’s perspective, is a dead hero. A bullet to the head pretty much guarantees the villain’s victory, so why don’t they just pull the trigger and move on? 
 
    I think the reason has to be that world domination is a lonely business. Telling the world what you’re planning to do would be counter-productive. Your lieutenants can’t be trusted with your secrets since they’ll turn on you the moment you let your guard down and your henchmen are just disposable pawns doing the grunt work. The hero, though, was clever enough to see through your machinations and resourceful enough to penetrate your defenses. Only he can fully comprehend the grand scale of your vision and marvel at its sublime elegance. Of course, you just handed him that gun and helped him point it at your own head, but at least you’ll die knowing that at least one other person appreciates what you were trying to accomplish. 
 
      
 
    “Shouldn’t she be in the hospital?” Sergeant Finney eyed Cruz through the bars of her cell, looking disgusted and worried at the same time. Cruz, for her part, just sat on the cot, staring at me with a vaguely resentful expression. 
 
    “She’ll be fine in a couple of hours, Bill,” Dad assured him. “We just need to make sure she doesn’t wander off or do anything she’ll regret until then.” 
 
    “Why aren’t we out looking for the guy who did this to her? We can get the bar to pull its security videos –” 
 
    “If she wants to press charges after she recovers, then we’ll deal with that.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Just keep an eye on her,” Dad told him in a tone that strongly discouraged any further argument, “and keep it quiet and off the books.” 
 
    Sergeant Finney clearly wasn’t done but he swallowed his objections and nodded curtly. He glanced sourly at the rest of us standing off to the side. “So what are all these girls doing at the station? Are we hosting a Girl Scout meeting I didn’t hear about?” He scowled at me and the hole in my t-shirt. I hoped he couldn’t tell what caused it because I didn’t have an excuse ready. 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” Dad said, looking like he hoped Sergeant Finney would forget before then, not that that was very likely. “Come on,” he said to us, opening the door to the main hallway for us. The girls filed out of the jail but a querulous voice stopped me before I could follow them. 
 
    “Excuse me.” Mrs. Phipps sat in the cell across from Cruz, perched on the metal chair with a fleece blanket wrapped around her thin shoulders. “Are you the young man I spoke to before?” She peered at me through her thick lenses. 
 
    “Er, yes, that was me.” 
 
    “I called Mrs. Kendricks like you suggested and she promised to come help me but it’s been hours. Have you seen her at all?” She sounded frightened and confused. 
 
    “Oh, um, no,” I lied. “She probably just got held up somewhere.” 
 
    “Oh. All right. I’ll just keep waiting then.” She slowly sat back in her chair, staring at nothing with her hands cradled in her lap. 
 
    I leaned closer to Dad. “Can’t we let her out of there?” I murmured. “She doesn’t belong in jail.” 
 
    “You’re the one who arrested her,” he reminded me softly. 
 
    “That wasn’t me, that was you-know-who and Cruz.” I glanced at Cruz’s cell and shivered when I met her still-dilated eyes. 
 
    Dad rubbed his forehead with a tired grimace. “Peter, she’s in the system now. I can’t just let her go.” 
 
    “Isn’t there anything you can do?” 
 
    He looked at Mrs. Phipps’ forlorn figure and shook his head with a sigh. “You go on ahead. I’ll talk to Bill and see what our options are.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks, Dad.” He nodded and waved me out and I hurried to catch up to the others huddled in the hallway outside. “This way,” I pointed and they followed me like a line of goslings towards the conference room. 
 
    The large rectangular table in the center of the room had twelve chairs, more than enough for an all-hands meeting, but only three of them were occupied when I walked in. The closest girl, a fiery redhead with a smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks, looked me over. “Oh, it’s you,” she said unenthusiastically. I recognized Karyn from her voice and her attitude. She wore jeans and a loose top that slumped off her shoulder, exposing a white bra strap. 
 
    The second girl, seated across from her, straightened when she saw me, brushing her fingers through her dark blonde curls and licking her lips, but her eyes narrowed when Melissa walked in behind me. That had to be Allison. She wore a red-and-white checkered cowboy shirt unbuttoned enough to reveal a white tank top. 
 
    The last girl sitting at the far end of the table could have used a booster seat to lift her up higher. She had straight brown hair and big brown eyes that were afraid to blink. She flashed me an uncertain smile that turned into a look of horror when Daraxandriel stepped into the room with her sword resting on her shoulder. 
 
    “DEMON!” she shrilled, leaping from her chair and sending it crashing into the wall. She scrambled into the corner of the room, wielding a wand that appeared out of nowhere, and a leaf-green pentagram flashed around her feet. A moment later, a dome of swirling silver popped over her, nearly hiding her completely from view. We all gaped at her in astonishment, until the thud of heavy boots in the hallway announced the arrival of the police. 
 
    Allison and Karyn both jumped up and gestured in unison as Constable Lang and Sergeant Hernandez burst through the doorway, the latter puffing heavily as they surveyed the room with their hands on their holsters. I tried to come up with a plausible explanation for the silver dome in the corner, but neither officer seemed to notice it. 
 
    “What was all that noise, Peter?” Lang demanded. “Is everything all right?” Mrs. Burns appeared in the doorway behind them, a small revolver gripped in both hands, and Dad and Sergeant Finney arrived a moment later. 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” I assured them all hastily. “It was just a, um, joke that got out of hand. Sorry.” I grimaced apologetically and they seemed to buy it, slowly relaxing their stances. It was good to know that the Hellburn Police Department was ready and willing to jump into action at the first sign of trouble but this was a hastily-cast glamour away from a total disaster. 
 
    “All right, back to your posts everyone,” Dad ordered. He gave me a We’ll talk later sort of look and steered Sergeant Finney back towards the jail. Lang and Hernandez took one last look around and then retreated, muttering between themselves, but Mrs. Burns stayed, although she hid her weapon behind her back as she counted noses. 
 
    “You three ladies didn’t come in through the lobby,” she observed, with just the barest hint of disapproval in her voice. 
 
    “Sorry, they came in through the back way with Dad and me,” I explained, feeling like I’d let her down somehow. 
 
    “I see.” She favored me with the same We’ll talk later look but turned on a pleasant smile for the guests. “Well, just give me your names and I add you to the visitor’s list.” 
 
    “Melissa Andrews,” Melissa said. 
 
    “I hight Daraxandriel,” Daraxandriel announced proudly and Mrs. Burns blinked. 
 
    “Dara Alexander,” I said hastily, “and this is Amy –” The Spawn of Darkness, I thought bemusedly, but that wouldn’t fit on the form. “Dark. Amy Dark.” Amy grinned at my discomfort but Mrs. Burns nodded. 
 
    “Very good,” she said. “Would anyone like a drink? Soda, coffee, water?” Allison and Karyn both had coffee cups in front of their chairs and a can of Sprite stood at the end of the table. 
 
    “Nothing for me, thanks,” Melissa told her. 
 
    “Hast thou sack or mead, prayhap?” Daraxandriel asked hopefully. “I have not had any such for nigh upon four hundred years.” 
 
    “No alcohol,” I chided her. “Just Cokes for her and me,” I said. 
 
    “And you, dear?” Mrs. Burns asked Amy. 
 
    “I could use an energy drink,” Amy suggested. “I’ve been on my feet all day. 
 
    “No!” I insisted hastily. The last thing I needed was Amy hopped up on Red Bull and Monster. “And no caffeine either. Just get her another Sprite or something.” Amy made a face at me but Mrs. Burns nodded. 
 
    “Does anyone else need a refill?” She paused with a frown. “Where’s Rebecca?” 
 
    “Oh, she, uh, stepped out for a minute,” I stammered, eyeing the dome. “To the bathroom.” 
 
    “I see,” Mrs. Burn said doubtfully. “All right, I’ll be back in a minute. Please avoid leaving the room until Chief Collins returns, and no more jokes.” She looked right at me when she said that. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said. “I mean Rachel.” She heaved a sigh and shook her head despairingly as she left, closing the door behind her. 
 
    All of the humans let out their breaths in relief. Allison and Karyn dropped back into their chairs but Rebecca stayed hidden beneath her dome. I wondered if she could see out and then I wondered if there was enough air in there. 
 
    “Rebecca,” I said cautiously, moving closer, “you can come out now.” 
 
    “There’s a demon out there!” I could barely hear her. 
 
    “It’s okay, it’s just Dara. She’s on our side.” Nothing happened. “Rebecca?” 
 
    “Oh, for crying out loud.” Karyn swiveled around in her chair and drew an ornate symbol in the air. It hovered there until she gestured, sending it speeding across the room to impact the dome. It wasn’t clear what she was trying to do, because the symbol simply evaporated as soon as it touched the dome. Karyn seemed taken aback by that. 
 
    “What the hell?” She tried again with a much brighter symbol, but it was equally ineffective. “That should have worked,” she murmured to herself. She stood up and gingerly touched the dome, yanking her hand back when it sparked her fingertip. “I didn’t know she could do that.” 
 
    “Do what?” I asked. 
 
    “That is one powerful shield.” She bent closer, shading her eyes like she was trying to peer through the glare on a window. “Rebecca!” she shouted. “It’s okay! The demon isn’t after you!” 
 
     We waited for a count of three and then the dome shimmered and faded and the pentagram sank out of sight, leaving Rebecca kneeling on the floor with her wand clutched in both unsteady hands. She peered around my legs at Daraxandriel, who looked back at her with her horned head tilted in puzzled curiosity. 
 
    “Are you sure?” she whispered. 
 
    “It’s just about the only thing I’m sure about right now,” I told her. I held out my hand and she let me lift her up to her feet. She barely came up to my shoulders. She was wearing a white t-shirt and a pink pleated skirt that failed to make it all the way down to her knees. “Not all demons are bad.” 
 
    “Nay, thou art mistaken,” Daraxandriel contradicted me. “The entire host of demons in Hell seek dominion over mankind, from the meanest imp to –” 
 
    “What Dara means to say,” Melissa interrupted, silencing Daraxandriel with an elbow in the side, “is that she’s not like that. Are you?” she asked pointedly. 
 
    Daraxandriel blinked. “Certes,” she agreed. “I have sworn my very existence to protect Peter Simon Collins from the depredations of –” 
 
    Melissa clapped her hand over Daraxandriel’s mouth. “Just say yes, okay?” She slowly lifted her hand away and Daraxandriel looked from her to me to Rebecca. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “Okay,” Rebecca said reluctantly, looking ready to bolt if Daraxandriel even glanced at her the wrong way. Then her eyes fell on Amy and she jumped backwards, colliding with the wall again. “De – de – de – de –” she stuttered, holding her wand out at arm’s length, but then a look of confusion crossed her face. “Demon?” she asked doubtfully.  
 
    “No, not really,” I told her. “Well, yes, sort of. Just ignore her,” I advised her with a sigh. “Things will just go better that way.” I guided her back to her chair and pushed her Sprite into her hand. “Okay,” I said to everyone, “that could have gone better.” 
 
    “Screw that, what are we going to do about Karin?” Karyn looked ready to punch someone. “Who knows what that incubus did to her already?” 
 
    Allison remained silent at her outburst but Rebecca paled. “Incubus?” she stammered. “Isn’t that the kind of demon that –” 
 
    “That screws anything with breasts and a pulse. You better hope you can keep that shield of yours up for a long time, because it’s coming after every single one of us. Isn’t that right, Peter?” She snarled my name like a curse. 
 
    “It won’t come to that,” I retorted. “We’re all here because we’re not under his control. We’re going to figure out how to beat him and free everyone else.” 
 
    “How?” Karyn demanded. “It already got Mrs. Kendricks. The rest of us don’t stand a chance. Except maybe you,” she amended, giving Melissa the once-over. “Why haven’t you disintegrated it or whatever it is you do?” 
 
    Melissa looked at me and I shook my head. “We can’t just barge in there and hope to catch them by surprise. Mrs. Kendricks and Agent Morgan will be watching for us.” 
 
    “Morgan?” Karyn echoed, aghast. “That FBI woman with the Philosopher’s Stone?” 
 
    “Er, yes,” I admitted reluctantly. 
 
    “Goddess protect us!” she exclaimed, throwing up her hands. “We might as well surrender now and get it over with.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” I insisted. “The incubus is after that journal,” I pointed to the book in Amy’s hands. “We’ll use it to lead him into a trap.” 
 
    “How are we supposed to –?”  
 
    The door opened then and Mrs. Burns walked in, balancing three soda cans in her hands. “Here we go,” she said, setting them on the table. She looked around at us watching her in tense silence and hesitated. “Is everything okay in here?” 
 
    All of the girls looked at me and I rolled my eyes. “Everything’s fine, Mrs. – Rachel,” I assured her. “Thanks for the drinks.” 
 
    “All right,” she said, obviously unconvinced. “I’ll be at my desk if you need anything.” 
 
    I waited until the door closed behind her and let my breath out in a sigh. “Sit down, everyone,” I said. “Let me explain what happened so you know what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    Daraxandriel took the chair at the far end of the table and Melissa immediately sat beside her, scooting over so that their elbows were touching. Amy snagged her Sprite and plopped herself down beside Karyn, who leaned away from her with an uneasy grimace, but I remained on my feet near Rebecca’s seat. Olivia, almost forgotten in all the excitement, stood close by with her arms crossed, looking irked and bored at the same time. 
 
    I laid it all out for them, from the moment Cruz and I received the Code 44 until we locked her in the jail, skipping over the part about Not-Peter visiting Melissa at work. The three witches who hadn’t been part of any of this just stared at me with their mouths open, which was kind of gratifying. 
 
    “So,” I asked, clearing my throat, “any questions?” 
 
    “Only about a thousand of them,” Karyn muttered, shaking her head. “So did I hear you right? Allison’s one of them?” Her hazel eyes glared at Allison, who kept her gaze on me. She hadn’t uttered a single word the entire time and I couldn’t help but wonder if it was just shyness or something else. 
 
    “Not anymore,” I told Karyn firmly. “The incubus can’t give her any more orders. Right?” I asked Allison, nodding encouragingly at her, but she remained silent. “Simon says, you’re allowed to answer questions,” I sighed. 
 
    Allison blinked. “The other Peter can’t give me orders,” she agreed. 
 
    “But this Peter can?” Now Karyn turned her scowl on me. “How is that better?” 
 
    “I’m not going to tell her to do anything bad,” I said, “and she’ll be fine once we eliminate the incubus.” 
 
    “Using this book.” The journal lay on the table between her and Amy and she nudged it with her finger, as if she was afraid she’d get zapped again. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s really the best plan you could come up with?” Skepticism dripped from every syllable. 
 
    “I’m open to any better suggestions.” I waited but she just shook her head. “Any other questions?” Rebecca slowly raised her hand. “Yes?” 
 
    “Who is that police officer,” she asked meekly, “and why isn’t she wearing any pants?” 
 
    All of the other heads around the table twisted around to see where she was pointing and Olivia backed up a step in alarm. “You can see me?” she gasped. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she said doubtfully. “Shouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia berated me, ducking behind me as she hastily buttoned up my police shirt all the way to the top. “Why didn’t you tell me she could see me? Oh my God, I was showing everything!” 
 
    “Not everything,” I assured her. “That’s Olivia,” I said to Rebecca. “You’re only the third person we’ve found who can see her.” This was a lucky break, I realized. Now we had a way to communicate with Olivia when I wasn’t around that didn’t involve writing messages or convincing Mrs. Phipps we weren’t crazy. 
 
    “Why is she invisible?” Rebecca frowned. “Is she glamoured?” 
 
    “Huh? No, she’s a ghost.” 
 
    I wouldn’t have thought Rebecca could get any paler but she managed it. “A gh – gh – ghost?” Her wand reappeared and I thought for sure she was about to disappear under her dome again. She gulped and controlled herself with a visible effort. “Ghosts aren’t real!” she insisted shakily. 
 
    “Neither are succubuses, incubuses, imps, hellhounds, demon lords, and witches,” I reminded her dryly. “Trust me, she‘s real. Well, she exists, anyway,” I corrected myself. “Say hello, Olivia.” 
 
    She eyed me like she thought I was making fun of her. “Hello, Rebecca.” 
 
    Rebecca gulped and took a deep breath. “Hello, O – Olivia.” 
 
    Karyn and Allison exchanged a dubious look. “Well, that’s great and everything,” Karyn said sarcastically, “but I don’t think a ghost is going to do us any good.” Olivia stuck out her tongue, surprising a giggle out of Rebecca, who shrunk down in her chair when Karyn glared at her. “We need to get my sister back,” she went on. “When are we going to –?” She huffed in annoyance when Allison’s cellphone rang just then and watched her resentfully as she removed it from her purse. 
 
    “Who is it?” I asked when she just stared at the screen with a puzzled frown. 
 
    “It’s you,” she said. “Should I answer it?” 
 
    “Me? Wait, you mean the incubus?” She turned the phone to show my name on the display. “Why is he calling you?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “That was rhetorical. He’s probably trying to find out what happened to you.” I chewed my lip as I tried to figure out what to do. “Okay, pretend you’re still under his control. Try to find out what he’s planning. Everyone else, be quiet.” 
 
    Allison hesitated long enough that I was afraid the call would roll over to voice mail, but she tapped the answer button. “Hello?” she said as the rest of us leaned forward to overhear. She watched me as she listened, looking unsettled. “Yes, I found him. We’re at the police station with Dara and the other witches.” 
 
    “What?” I gasped. “Don’t tell him that!” 
 
    “We’re trying to come up with a plan to beat you,” she went on heedlessly. 
 
    I lunged across the table, reaching for the phone, but she was too far away. “Simon says, give me that phone!” She immediately held it out and I snatched it from her. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “If he’s controlling me, I have to obey him, don’t I?” she asked reasonably. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. This hadn’t gone at all like I imagined. I wondered if all of the enthralled women were as literal as this or I was just bad at giving orders. 
 
    “Peter?”  
 
    “Huh?” I looked around for the source of that voice but I was the only male in the room. It sounded familiar but I couldn’t quite place it. Melissa pointed urgently at the phone in my hand and I cautiously raised it to my ear. “Hello?” 
 
    “I thought that was you,” Not-Peter chuckled in my ear. “So you took Allison from me as well, hmm? Nicely done.” He seemed awfully smug and I had to resist the urge to smash the phone on the table. 
 
    “We’ll get the rest back too!” I told him angrily. 
 
    He laughed again and I easily imagined him shaking his head at my naiveté and foolish optimism. “No, you won’t. Melissa’s the only one there who’s any threat and she can’t get close enough to me to do anything.” 
 
    “But you can’t get close to her either,” I retorted. 
 
    “True, but then I don’t need to. Did she tell you what we did at the office?” I kept silent with difficulty. “She’ll come back to me on her own,” he predicted, “willing and eager.” 
 
    I shot a glance at Melissa. Her fingers were interlocked with Daraxandriel’s and the tail was wrapped around her forearm. Not-Peter didn’t know about her revised feelings, temporary as those might be. “She’ll never go back to you.” 
 
    “Your commands won’t hold up against mine, not as long as I have this ring. They’re all mine, Peter, every single one of them.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I gritted through my teeth. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I’ll be glad to tell you,” he said amiably. “Maybe you’ll see the good that will come out of all this.” 
 
    “The good?” I echoed incredulously. 
 
    “Of course. I only have everyone’s best interests at heart and I appreciate the opportunity to explain myself. In fact, why don’t you put me on hands-free so everyone can hear? It’ll save you the trouble of having to repeat what I said.” 
 
    I hesitated. It seemed like a perfectly reasonable request, which made me highly suspicious of it, but the others needed to know what was happening. “Okay,” I said reluctantly. I turned on the speaker and set the phone on the table. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Witches,” he said, his voice ringing out clearly, “kill Peter and Dara and bring me the journal.” 
 
    I sucked in my breath, looking around frantically. Allison was the only one who moved and she just twitched before subsiding with a frown. Everyone else just stared at the phone in shock. 
 
    “Nothing?” Not-Peter asked mildly. “Oh, well, it was worth a shot,” he sighed. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “You have to admit it would have wrapped things up nicely,” he pointed out. “So who’s there with you? No, don’t tell me, let me guess. Allison’s there, of course, and Melissa and Dara would never leave your side. Oh, I can’t forget Susie and Olivia. So that leaves Karyn, am I right? And who’s that young one?” That question was a lot quieter, as if he turned away from the phone to ask someone standing nearby. “Oh, yes, Rebecca. So that’s eight, plus you, Peter. If we’re keeping score,” he went on, “I have nine, counting Cruz and Mrs. Phipps. Ten, if I get to Stacy first.” 
 
    “We’re evenly matched, then.” He hadn’t mentioned Amy, although I didn’t consider her to be much of an asset. 
 
    Another laugh. “I have queens and bishops on my side of the board,” he said. “You have pawns, a rook, and a knight at best. Checkmate is only a matter of time, especially since I can add more pieces whenever I want.” 
 
    But if you do that, you’ll lose everything. I hated to admit it but it was starting to look like Amy’s strategy might end up being our only viable option. I wasn’t ready to give up just yet, though. “You were going to tell us what you’re doing,” I reminded him. “Why are you trying to capture all these women?” 
 
    “To love them, of course.” He made it sound so matter-of-fact I had trouble coming up with a response. 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked finally. 
 
    “You make it sound like I’m some sort of monster,” he chided me. “I love all of the women I summon to my side, every one. I make them happy. Isn’t that a good thing?” 
 
    “Happy?” I couldn’t believe I heard that right. 
 
    “There’s so much fear and stress in your world, Peter. Everywhere you go, women are neglected and abused and oppressed. No one respects them, they struggle to make a living, they’re treated as objects and property instead of people. Women are beaten and ignored and denigrated wherever they turn.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” I insisted. 
 
    “You’re a man, Peter,” Not-Peter said condescendingly. “You don’t know what the other half of the population deals with every day. You’ve never experienced it.” 
 
    “And you have?” 
 
    “Of course not. But I’ve made it my mission to free them from their suffering. I offer them clarity of purpose and the sweet ecstasy of perfect love.” 
 
    “You enslave them and take advantage of them!” I retorted heatedly. 
 
    “They obey me of their own will and they enter my embrace eagerly. I don’t hurt them in any way. Quite the contrary, I provide each of them what they most desire. Virgins surrender their maidenhoods to me without shame or fear. Wives and lovers discover that there’s more to intercourse than tired thrusting under the covers. Even the aged are grateful for a taste of the pleasures they barely remember. And when my seed quickens within their wombs, they receive the blessing of a new life that loves them unconditionally, just as I do. I ease their pain and give them hope and purpose, Peter. How can that be wrong?” He sounded genuinely puzzled. 
 
    “You’re forcing yourself on them for your own pleasure!” 
 
    “Their pleasure is as great as mine, if not greater. No one has ever pushed me away.” 
 
    “Because you control their minds!” 
 
    Not-Peter let his breath out in a disappointed sigh. “Well, it’s clear I’m not going to convince you. That’s too bad. I don’t really want to kill you. You’re me, after all.” 
 
    “I’m not you,” I ground between my teeth. “I’m nothing like you!” 
 
    “Have you looked in the mirror, recently, Peter?” he chuckled. “We’re two sides of the same coin. I have your body and your memories, I even have your powers.” 
 
    “What?” I hadn’t expected to hear that. 
 
    “Well, I can see the spells when I hold out my hand and I can highlight the target I want to hit, but nothing happens. Something’s missing. You, I suppose, or your soul, anyway. Not that I really need your magic, now that Ariel and Fay are helping me, but it would have been a nice bonus. Like this Philosopher’s Stone I’m wearing,” he added thoughtfully. “It doesn’t seem to be working like it’s supposed to. Fay thinks it’s bound to your spirit instead of your body.” He sounded disappointed but that was actually great news. That was one less weapon he’d be able to use against us. 
 
    “Anyway, I’ll give you one last chance to surrender, Peter. There’s no point in someone getting hurt over a philosophical disagreement.” 
 
    “Philosophical disagreement?” Karyn couldn’t hold herself back anymore. “Give me my sister back, you bastard! Don’t you dare touch her!” 
 
    “Too late,” a voice that sounded exactly like Karyn’s giggled in the background. “Don’t be such an uptight bitch, Sis. Come on over and join the fun.” 
 
    “Karin?” Karyn’s freckles stood out on her skin like spatters of brown paint as she gaped at the phone, aghast, Her horror turned to rage when her sister just laughed and she threw a fiery red symbol at the phone. It exploded in an acrid puff of smoke, scattering bits of glass and plastic across the table. “You bastard!” she screamed at the smoldering remains. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Dad stood in the doorway, frowning at the scene. Everyone else just looked at me, waiting for me to say something. It took a long time for me to unclench my fists and draw a steady breath. 
 
    “We have to kill him, Dad,” I told him grimly. “There’s no other way.” 
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    I’m not a planner. I find things a lot less stressful when I don’t obsess about every little detail or schedule my day down to the last minute. Deciding where to go for lunch with my friends, for example, doesn’t have to become a full-blown military campaign. We can just throw out a few ideas, converge on a mutually-agreeable destination, and get there when we get there. Apart from showing up on time for school and work, I can pretty much cruise through life without worrying that I’m forgetting something important. 
 
    Mom, on the other hand, owns pretty much every personal organizer and planning app known to man. She’ll dutifully note down every place she needs to be, when she needs to be there, and the names and numbers of every person she’s supposed to meet. She’ll make a list of everything she’s supposed to bring and make sure everything is ready to go long before her calculated departure time. Nothing stresses her out more than discovering that the rest of us haven’t even started looking for our shoes by the time we’re supposed to be walking out the door. Planning genes are clearly recessive in our family. 
 
    This compulsion to nail down every last detail of our lives seems to be a relatively recent invention. People used to just drop in on their friends unannounced or take a drive through the countryside on a whim and yet somehow the world didn’t come to an end. I think people would be a lot happier if they could just learn to relax and go with the flow. Sure, someone might forget to bring the mustard to the picnic, but that’s why we have cellphones. 
 
      
 
    “Glamours, I guess,” Allison shrugged sullenly. She sat by herself on the far side of the table with everyone else lined up across from her. If Karyn had her way, she’d be locked up in the jail with Cruz. 
 
    “You’ll have to explain that,” Dad told her. “I’m new to all this. What can you do with a glamour?” He sat in Rebecca’s vacated spot with me on his right. Rebecca huddled beside Karyn and Olivia sat between us. 
 
    “Glamours are illusions,” she frowned, as if it should have been obvious. “They make people see things that aren’t there or hide things from them.” 
 
    “But they’d still know something was there if they accidentally touched it,” Dad pointed out. 
 
    Allison shook her head. “A good glamour will keep them from doing that, or convince them that whatever they experience is perfectly normal.” 
 
    “And you can cast good glamours.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, without any hint of arrogance or pride. 
 
    “But we can’t trust her!” Karyn insisted again. “She already betrayed us once!” Allison failed to incinerate under her glare but that didn’t stop Karyn from trying. 
 
    “We need every advantage we can find,” Dad reminded her somberly. “Peter will make sure she doesn’t ... misbehave.” The sour look on her face conveyed her doubts about my ability to do that. “So what’s your specialty, Karyn?” 
 
    “I do charms.” She crossed her arms belligerently, daring him to ask her what those were. He did and she rolled her eyes. “Charms make things better or worse.” 
 
    “What good is that?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Charms can make weapons sharper or weaker,” she said, flicking her finger at Daraxandriel’s sword. “They can make you stronger or confused. They can make lights brighter or keep wood from catching fire. You name it, I can change it.” 
 
    “You mean like buffs and debuffs in a game?” 
 
    “If you say so,” she shrugged. She clearly wasn’t a gamer. 
 
    “Does your sister have the same ability?” Dad asked. 
 
    “More or less,” she nodded. “Karin’s better at charming things, I do people.” She nodded at the scorch mark on the table where Allison’s phone used to be. “But I can get the job done.” 
 
    “That seems like a very useful power,” he observed thoughtfully. She sniffed but she seemed secretly pleased. “What about you, Rebecca?” 
 
    She sat up, startled, pulling her wide-eyed gaze away from Olivia. “Oh, um, I don’t do anything special,” she apologized. “I’ve only been a witch for a year.” 
 
    “What about that shield of yours?” I asked her. “That looked pretty impressive.” 
 
    “Oh, that.” She eyed the corner of the room apprehensively. “That’s just when I get scared.” 
 
    “Does that happen a lot?” 
 
    “No,” she insisted, but Karyn scoffed, lifting her eyes to the ceiling. “I don’t! Not very often,” she amended weakly. “It’s just – I don’t like surprises.” She eyed Daraxandriel and hunched her shoulders. 
 
    “You and me both,” I assured her. “So what do we have?” I asked Dad. 
 
    He sat back in the chair and drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “I’m probably not the right person to ask that, Peter. I just don’t have the experience with magic and witchcraft the rest of you do.” 
 
    “I’ve only been involved in all this for a couple of months,” I reminded him. “Melissa and Olivia too. Even Rebecca has more experience than I do.”  
 
    “I’m the senior witch here,” Karyn jumped in. “I say Allison glamours Melissa and me into invisibility. I’ll charm us up and we’ll sneak into Mrs. Kendricks’ house, kill the incubus, and rescue Karin. And the others,” she added belatedly. “Problem solved.” She sat back in her chair, crossing her arms with an emphatic nod. 
 
    “Well, that’s certainly direct,” Dad noted, “but won’t they be expecting us to do something like that?” 
 
    “That only matters if they spot us,” Karyn retorted, “which they won’t.” 
 
    “Isn’t Tara really good at detecting supernatural beings and stuff like that?” I asked doubtfully. “And wouldn’t Mrs. Kendricks have cranked up the protective spells on her house?” 
 
    “That’s for demons, not witches,” she argued, but now she looked worried. 
 
    “Our best bet is to isolate the incubus,” Dad insisted, shaking his head, “far away from his, ah –” 
 
    “Army?” I suggested gloomily. 
 
    “Harem?” Amy sniggered. 
 
    “Support,” Dad corrected us firmly. “Without anyone to protect him, Melissa can do, well, whatever it is she needs to do.” Melissa’s fingers tightened on Daraxandriel’s but she nodded. “Unfortunately, that still leaves us with how and where.” 
 
    “How to convince him to come out alone and where to ambush him,” I guessed. Dad nodded somberly. “He wants the journal and he’s obsessed with killing Dara. He can’t enthrall her so he’s afraid she’s going to come up with a way to stop him. If we send her out to some public place with the book, that’ll get his attention.” 
 
    “Except he’ll just send Mrs. Kendricks and Agent Morgan after her,” Melissa pointed out. “You said that yourself.” 
 
    “Not if he thinks there’s a chance they might escape his control,” I mused. “We need to convince him that Dara’s discovered the secret of breaking his hold over women and she’s planning to use it. He’ll have to come by himself.” 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” Karyn asked scornfully. “Send him an anonymous letter?” 
 
    “No, we’ll tell him.” 
 
    “Why in the world would he believe us?” 
 
    “Because we’ll get someone under his control to do it.” All of us turned to look at Allison, who blinked back at us. 
 
    “I’m not under his control,” she protested. Now it was Karyn’s turn to blow a raspberry. 
 
    “You are,” I told her apologetically, “I’m just keeping you from acting on his orders. If you contact him privately and tell him you overheard us talking about this, he’ll believe you.” 
 
    “No offense, Peter,” Olivia said doubtfully, “but you’re going to have to tell her exactly what to say and do and that hasn’t worked out all that well so far.” 
 
    “We’ll figure out the exact wording so Allison does it right. Olivia,” I explained to the others, pointing at the apparently empty seat beside me. 
 
    “Assuming that works,” Dad said, not sounding at all convinced that it would, “where are we going to do this? It needs to be someplace away from the public, where we can see anyone approaching and stay hidden until we’re ready to attack.” 
 
    “And someplace that doesn’t look like a trap,” I added. “Can anyone think of a place like that?” The room fell silent as everyone looked at everyone else. One by one, they shrugged and shook their heads, except for Rebecca, who timidly raised her hand. “You know someplace?” I asked her eagerly. 
 
    “Well, no,” she said, “but doesn’t it need to be a place Dara would go?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, if you want the incubus to believe that he needs to stop Dara from doing whatever she’s going to do to stop him, she needs to go to a place where she needs to go to do that.” 
 
    I tried to parse that out and failed. “Huh?” 
 
    “I think what Rebecca is saying,” Dad said with a ghost of a smile, “is that Dara needs a plausible reason to be wherever we send her. Is that right?” Rebecca nodded gratefully. “This ties in with the story Allison needs to tell. How could Dara use the journal to stop the incubus and where does she need to be to do it?” 
 
    Now everyone looked at Daraxandriel, who leaned back doubtfully. “I have no such ability,” she protested, “nor did Parathraxas’ journal reveal such.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” I told her, “as long as the incubus believes it. So what could Dr. Bellowes have discovered that would worry an incubus?” 
 
    “A magic spell of some sort?” Dad frowned. 
 
    “Dara can’t do magic, at least not in the traditional sense, and the stuff she can do doesn’t work well against witches and other demons. Right?” Daraxandriel acknowledged my explanation with a reluctant dip of her head. 
 
    “We need a warlock, then,” Karyn suggested. “Someone she can pass the spell on to but who can’t be captured by the incubus.” 
 
    “There aren’t any around here,” Allison argued, “except maybe that other FBI guy.” 
 
    “Agent Morgan sent him out of town,” I informed them with a sigh. Having Prescott here would have solved a lot of problems. 
 
    “Maybe we could claim that he found out what’s happening and Dara is meeting up with him,” Dad mused. 
 
    “I got the impression he’s not anywhere close by,” I said doubtfully. “It would take him hours to get here. I don’t think we can wait that long.” 
 
    “We could say that Susie is going to do her portal thing and bring him here directly. In fact,” he added thoughtfully, “why doesn’t she actually do that? We could certainly use his help.” 
 
    “She doesn’t know him well enough to find him on her own and all his stuff is at Mrs. Kendricks’.” 
 
    “You are such a downer, Peter,” Karyn groused. 
 
    “The story has to make sense or it won’t work,” I countered. “The incubus has most of my memories. If I don’t believe it, he’s not going to.” 
 
    “What about another demon?” Rebecca shrank under our combined gazes but she forged on. “What if that doctor person knew about a demon who could hurt the incubus or take the ring from him? Couldn’t Dara be trying to summon it?” 
 
    Now we all looked at Daraxandriel. “Dost thou speak of Metraxion?” she whispered. She looked like she was about to pee her pants, had she been wearing any. 
 
    “No,” I said firmly, “definitely not.” The last thing we needed was the Bane of the Broken Plain in our midst again. “But maybe someone else, someone you could conceivably summon to help out, preferably someone the incubus knows about.” 
 
    “I am forsworn against my Dread Lord,” she reminded me sadly. “My life is forfeit among the denizens of Hell and none would heed my call.” 
 
    “All those demon lords Lilixandriel threw at us didn’t seem to care all that much about your Dread Lord,” I countered. “There has to be at least one scary demon who would help you out.” 
 
    “Aye,” she admitted reluctantly, “yet such aid would not be given freely. Recompense would be demanded.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you don’t mean US dollars,” I said wryly. 
 
    “Nay. The currency of Hell is souls, Peter Simon Collins, as thou well knowst.” 
 
    “That’s no problem.” 
 
    “Peter!” Melissa gasped. “You can’t sacrifice someone’s soul just to get rid of the incubus!” 
 
    “We’re just pretending, remember? We’re not actually summoning a demon, we’re just saying we are.” 
 
    “Oh.” She sat back, still looking doubtful. “Okay, I guess.” 
 
    “Yet the incubus would wonder were he to come upon me without such a sacrifice at hand,” Daraxandriel pointed out. “Someone needs must accompany me to the designated place. Someone pure, by choice.” 
 
    Eight pairs of eyes focused on Rebecca and she straightened in alarm. “Why are you all looking at me?” she squeaked. 
 
    “Well,” I said awkwardly, “you’re a, um, you’re a – I mean, you haven’t been with a, uh, boy, have you?” 
 
    Rebecca’s face went from pale to pink in the blink of an eye. “I’m not the only one!” she protested. “What about them?” She pointed around the table. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Karyn sniffed. “I have a boyfriend.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Allison chimed in. 
 
    Melissa cleared her throat. “Peter was my first,” she admitted. 
 
    “Really?” Karyn grimaced. “Why?” 
 
    “Let’s not get off topic here,” I jumped in hastily. 
 
    “What about Olivia, then?” Rebecca suggested. “She’s innocent, right? And she’s already dead anyway.” 
 
    Olivia cast a sidelong glance at Daraxandriel and wouldn’t meet my eyes. Her purity – or lack thereof, if I was interpreting her reaction correctly – didn’t matter, though. “We can’t use Olivia for this,” I explained. “The incubus needs to be able to see the, ah, volunteer.” She let her breath out in a grateful whoosh. 
 
    “Well, what about her, then?” Rebecca tried again, pointing at Amy. “She’s younger than me.” 
 
    “In your dreams,” Amy sneered. 
 
    “We’re not even sure she has a soul,” I sighed. “Sorry, it has to be you or Susie and we need her to make sure the incubus doesn’t escape.” 
 
    “Peter, we can’t get Rebecca involved in this,” Dad told me sternly. “It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “The incubus can’t hurt her as long as she stays out of reach,” I argued. “He can’t use my powers. She just has to stay there long enough to convince him that our story is legit and then Susie can pop her out of there.” Dad hesitated, obviously wanting to disagree with my reasoning, but he finally nodded his acceptance.  
 
    “Okay, Rebecca?” I asked gently, not wanting to spook her. “Will you do it?” She looked extremely unhappy, but she jerked her head in a single nod. “Great, thank you.”  
 
    Now we just needed to piece the rest of the story together. “So can you think of a demon that the incubus might be worried about?” I asked Daraxandriel. “Someone who’d be willing to help you out for a soul?” 
 
    Daraxandriel looked uncomfortable. “I know of but one such who might heed my call. Garrax Spellbreaker.” 
 
    Amy eyed her dubiously. “Garrax? Didn’t my father kill him eons ago?” 
 
    “Our Dread Lord did curse him when Garrax spoke against His ambitions in the Courts of Hell,” she agreed reluctantly, “yet his power dispelled it. He fled into the Shattered Lands and not even Orixnador Soulreaper’s hellhounds could follow his scent. He has abided there ere since.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said eagerly. “You mean Garrax can break the Dread Lord’s curses? Can he get rid of this one?” I tapped my chest. 
 
    “Peter,” Dad reminded me, “we’re not actually summoning this demon.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” I sat back in disappointment. 
 
    “If Garrax has been hiding out all this time,” Amy asked suspiciously, “how would you know how to summon him? How do you know he’s even still alive?” 
 
    Daraxandriel cleared her throat. “I did come upon him by chance, in my quest to procure a soulstone for Parathraxas,” she admitted. “’Twas he who guided me to our Dread Lord’s trove and the Stone that lay within.” 
 
    “Why in the world would he do that?” She sounded like she couldn’t conceive of anyone doing favors for Daraxandriel. 
 
    “To screw over the Dread Lord for trying to kill him, of course,” Karyn guessed with a snort. “I kinda like this guy.” 
 
    “It doesn’t really matter,” Dad interjected. “The important thing is that this demon is a friend of Dara’s and he could hurt the incubus, right?” 
 
    “Aye,” Daraxandriel nodded. “His touch would render the incubus impotent and shatter any spell cast by a witch.” 
 
    “Now hold on a minute,” Karyn protested, suddenly uneasy. “You’re not really going to summon him, right? We’d never be able to get rid of him!” 
 
    “We’re not summoning him,” Dad repeated firmly. “We’re not giving him any souls, remember?” Karyn nodded, still looking unsettled. “That said, if you were going to summon him, Dara, where would you do it?” 
 
    “Garrax cannot be summoned,” Daraxandriel shook her head, “leastwise not by my hand. I would have to seek him out afoot and beg for his aid.” 
 
    “So you’d just take the shadowed paths to Hell,” I frowned. “You could do that anywhere.” 
 
    “Nay, Peter Simon Collins,” she said, “even were the paths safe for me to tread, the journey twixt the borderlands and the Shattered Peaks would be far too lengthy for our purpose.” 
 
    “Then this whole thing isn’t going to work at all!” I exclaimed in dismay. “The incubus has to believe we can bring Garrax here in the next couple of hours or it’ll be too late!” 
 
    “Nay,” she said again, “for there are passages other than the shadowed paths, portals that may be opened into the very heart of Hell. Bellaxragor Stormreaper used one such to enter thy world.” 
 
    “Behind the library, you mean?” I frowned. “Is it still there?” 
 
    “Mayhap,” she hedged, “yet would such a location suit thy needs?” 
 
    I looked at Dad, who frowned doubtfully. “You mean in that alleyway?” he asked. I nodded and he shook his head. “I wasn’t paying much attention to it when we were there but I don’t remember seeing a lot of hiding places back there.” 
 
    “I can glamour everyone,” Allison offered. “He’d never see us.” 
 
    “Can you guarantee that?” Dad asked. “Especially if he decides to bring one of the more powerful witches with him?” 
 
    “He’s supposed to come alone, Dad,” I reminded him. 
 
    “And I’m sure he’ll do exactly what we want,” Dad retorted dryly. “We don’t know how much confidence he has in his ability to control the other witches. He may decide to bring along some help, just in case. Can you think of anyplace else?” he asked Daraxandriel. 
 
    “Where’er a demon lord has passed between the realms,” she said, “a portal may remain, at least for a time.” 
 
    “I don’t know where most of them came through,” I admitted. “Orixnador might have come here inside that warehouse where he kept those people hostage.” 
 
    “Orixnador pursued us within the borderlands,” Daraxandriel reminded me. “He and Lilixandriel would have used the shadowed paths to enter this world.” 
 
    “What about the bridge?” Karyn suggested. “Metraxion and Nyx were both there.” 
 
    “We have the same problem there,” Dad said, shaking his head. “It’s too open.” 
 
    “There is one other place we might assay,” Daraxandriel suggested. “Where Metraxion took his revenge upon Parathraxas for his imprisonment.” She shuddered at the memory. 
 
    “You mean the star?” I asked uneasily, shuddering myself. The existence of an opening into Hell might explain the odd feeling I got whenever I passed it. “She means the Texas star in the entrance of the library. That’s where Metraxion took Dr. Bellowes down into Hell.” All of the witches looked queasy at the thought. “It’s inside,” I pointed out to Dad. 
 
    “And downtown,” he countered, “but it may be our best bet. So what is Allison going to tell the incubus, then?” He nodded in her direction. 
 
    I took a deep breath, arranging the pieces in my mind. “Daraxandriel finished reading the journal here while we were trying to figure out a plan. She discovered that Dr. Bellowes tried to capture Garrax inside his ring but lost control of him when Garrax canceled out his soul-trap spell. Garrax escaped, nearly killing Dr. Bellowes in the process, and he was deathly afraid that Garrax would return someday. Dara knows Garrax so she’s going to enter Hell through the portal in the library and bribe him with a soul to get him to kill the incubus and destroy the ring that almost caught him before. To give her time to do that, the rest of us are going to create a diversion somewhere else, which is why she’ll be on her own and vulnerable. How’s that?” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Melissa said, “except for one thing.” 
 
    “What?” I thought it was a great story, considering I was making it up on the fly. 
 
    “We’d never agree to sacrifice anyone’s soul to summon a demon.” 
 
    “We’re desperate and out of options,” I suggested. “Someone volunteers to make the ultimate sacrifice.” 
 
    “We’re not that desperate,” she argued, “at least not yet, and even if we were, it wouldn’t be Rebecca. She’d be the last one we pick.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to argue and then closed it again. She was right. “Damn it,” I muttered. The relief on Rebecca’s face was almost comical. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Melissa stated, lifting her chin. “I need to be there anyway, I can pretend to be the sacrifice.” 
 
    “Except I wouldn’t let you be the one either,” I told her firmly, “and the incubus is afraid of you, remember? You can’t be anywhere in sight when he shows up.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” She slumped back in her chair, looking irked. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Karyn offered. “I’d do anything to save Karin. He’ll believe that.” 
 
    “No,” I said, “we need you and Allison keeping everyone charmed and glamoured. It has to be me. This whole situation is my fault anyway.” 
 
    “He’s not going to believe you’d sacrifice yourself like that,” Karyn said scornfully. 
 
    “An he shares Peter Simon Collins’ memories,” Daraxandriel said quietly, “he would.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what Peter would do,” Melissa agreed with a rueful smile. 
 
    “He’s kind of stupid that way,” Amy shrugged. 
 
    “I’m not sure whether I should be proud or appalled that you’d do something like that,” Dad smiled, “but it sounds plausible. So now we just need to set the trap.” He nodded at Allison. “What message is she going to pass on to the incubus?” 
 
    “A very carefully worded one,” I told him with a resigned sigh. 
 
     Dad fetched a notepad from his office and we huddled around it, trying to anticipate everything the incubus might ask or say when Allison called him and then crafting unambiguous instructions to make sure he couldn’t take control of her again. Somehow, she had to pretend to be enthralled without actually following any commands he gave her, while still convincing him that the lies she was telling him were real.  
 
    It took a lot longer than I thought it would but finally everyone agreed that the script we created was the best we were going to be able to do, given what little we knew about the incubus. Allison’s orders covered three handwritten pages and I read through them one more time before getting to my feet. 
 
    “Okay, Allison,” I said, feeling a nervous flutter in my stomach. We had exactly one chance to get this right. “Are you ready?” She nodded, sitting up straight in her chair. “All right, here goes.” I cleared my throat. “Simon says, listen to everything I’m about to say and obey these instructions exactly.” 
 
    I recited every word on the notepad slowly and clearly and everyone else silently mouthed them, making sure I didn’t screw it up. Allison’s attention was completely focused on me and her pupils expanded with every passing minute until they practically swallowed her eyes. It was unnerving but I forged on relentlessly. 
 
    I reached the end and the room was silent, everyone watching Allison for her reaction. She just sat there, scarcely blinking, and I wondered if I’d shorted her out somehow. I cleared my throat. “That’s it,” I told her. “Do you remember everything?” 
 
    She finally closed her eyes and took in a deep breath before nodding. “Yes,” she said, sounding almost normal. 
 
    “And you know what you need to do?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay, then.” I let my own breath out in a whoosh. “Let’s do this. I think you should make the call in the bathroom so it sounds like you snuck away for a few minutes. Melissa, Karyn, go with her and  listen in, just in case.” Both girls stood but Allison stayed where she was. “It’s time to call the incubus,” I prompted her. She just looked at me. “Is there a problem?” I asked anxiously. 
 
    “I don’t have a phone anymore,” she said. 
 
    I blinked at her and then looked down at the scorch mark on the table. I dropped bonelessly into my chair and buried my face in my hands. “Son of a bitch,” I groaned. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Karyn apologized ruefully. “She can use my phone.” 
 
    “He’s not going to believe her story if she’s calling from someone else’s phone,” I said into my palms. “She just talked to him on hers.” 
 
    “Fortunately, modern technology has a solution,” Dad noted wryly. He picked up the trash can we dumped the remains of Allison’s phone into and rooted through the scraps, finally extracting her SIM card. “This looks like it’ll still work. Will it fit in your phone, Karyn?” 
 
    Karyn took the tiny square of metal and plastic and performed the necessary transplant. I held my breath while she rebooted her phone and perused the screen. “Did it work?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    “Looks like it,” she said. “Here.” Allison took it and unlocked it, nodding to herself. 
 
    “Thank God,” I breathed. “Okay, are you ready?” All three girls nodded. “Good luck.” I waited until the conference room door closed behind them before letting my head fall back. “My heart can’t take much more of this,” I declared, palming my eyes. 
 
    “You’re doing great, Peter,” Dad assured me. “The ability to improvise under pressure is essential for a police officer.” 
 
    “So what do we do now?” Rebecca asked nervously. 
 
    “Now,” I told her with a sigh, “we wait and see if he takes the bait.”  
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    In theory, human beings, as a species, are monogamous. In practice, things are a bit hazier. Certainly the vast majority of people on the planet seem to be content with spending their lives with that one certain someone, but there are enough counter-examples to make sociologists and anthropologists wonder if the whole monogamy thing is actually true. From harems in the Middle East to sister-wives in Utah, certain groups continue to make the case for polygamy as a natural and desirable arrangement. 
 
    The interesting thing about these exceptions to the rule is that they’re asymmetric: they almost invariably involve one man and multiple women, not the other way around. The word polygamy literally means many women. No one ever talks about the flip side of the coin, polyandry. 
 
    There are two prevailing theories to explain this dichotomy. The first involves genetics. A woman can only propagate her genes one man at a time, so there’s no point keeping more than one around. On the other hand, men can plant their seed in multiple gardens, metaphorically speaking, greatly increasing the odds of their genes continuing on in the next generation. 
 
    The second theory basically states that it’s hard enough living with just one man. No woman in her right mind would want to put up with a whole bunch of them at once. 
 
      
 
    Waiting is hard under the best of circumstances. Waiting without a smartphone or a computer to distract me is worse. There was no clock in the conference room and I didn’t want Dad to think I was nervous by asking him what time it was, so all I could do was pretend to be calm and keep my fingers locked together so I wouldn’t drum them on the table. Nobody spoke until Olivia looked around with a frown. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” she asked. 
 
    “Hear what?” I listened carefully, wondering if the incubus and the other witches were storming the station to take the journal. 
 
    “Someone called my name.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything. Olivia,” I explained to Dad when he gave me a strange look. 
 
    “Someone did,” she insisted. “It was very quiet but I definitely heard something.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything either,” Rebecca said doubtfully. 
 
    “I’m not making this up!” Olivia insisted. “Someone is calling me.” She twisted left and right, trying to zero in on the source. Unsuccessfully, judging from her expression. 
 
    “Ghost hearing is probably different from regular hearing,” I speculated. “Maybe you’re just –” 
 
    “Hearing things?” she retorted. 
 
    “Hearing things that the rest of us can’t hear,” I told her. “Why don’t you go check on Allison and the others and make sure they’re okay. Maybe they were just talking about you or something.” 
 
    “Why would they be talking about me?” she asked with a frown. “I don’t even know them. Well, other than Melissa.” 
 
    “That’s why, because they’ve never seen a ghost before.” 
 
    “Because they can’t see me.” 
 
    “Just go,” I sighed. “They should have been done by now, just make sure they’re all right.” I considered going myself but I suspected Mrs. Burns and Sergeant Finney might have something to say about me sneaking into the girl’s bathroom. 
 
    Olivia stood reluctantly and walked around the table, casting a dubious look back at me before walking through the door. Rebecca watched her go with wide eyes and an open mouth. 
 
    “That is the creepiest thing,” she said a bit breathlessly. “What’s it like, living with a ghost? Does she rattle chains at night and move stuff around when you’re not looking?” 
 
    “She’s not that kind of ghost,” I assured her. “She’s perfectly normal, other than being slightly transparent and immaterial.” 
 
    “Oh.” Rebecca seemed disappointed by that insight. “Well, what about the demon, then? She lives with you, too, right?” She leaned backed when Daraxandriel turned her glowing eyes on her. “Aren’t you scared of her?” she whispered. 
 
    “Dara’s harmless,” I told her and then reconsidered. “Well, mostly harmless. She’s given up on tempting people to sign away their souls.” 
 
    “So what does she do, then?” 
 
    “She eats french fries and annoys people,” Amy put in. She had her head propped up on her hand with her eyes closed, looking bored to tears. 
 
    “Thou dost diminish my accomplishments,” Daraxandriel chided her. “I also play Legends of Lorecraft. My Dara Alexander has achieved level 35 this past week,” she announced proudly. 
 
    “Oh. That’s great,” Rebecca said weakly. “And what do you do?” she asked Amy. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said flatly. 
 
    “Amaryx is a blight upon all creation,” Daraxandriel declared. “Hell, Heaven, and Earth alike will proclaim their rapturous joy at her demise.” 
 
    “Flatterer,” Amy smirked. 
 
    Any further queries about the unusual characters inhabiting my life were interrupted by a sharp rap on the door. I sat up, eager to hear how the call went, before I realized that the girls wouldn’t bother knocking. Instead, the door opened and Sergeant Finney’s sour face leaned into the room. 
 
    “Anything else you need before I head out, Chief?” he asked.  
 
    “No, that’s all, Bill,” Dad told him. “Thanks for staying late. Who’s watching Cruz tonight?” 
 
    Sergeant Finney blinked and scowled. “Rachel took her home,” he said, as if Dad should have known that. 
 
    “What? Why?” Dad asked, alarmed. “She was supposed to take Mrs. Phipps!” 
 
    “No, her lawyer picked her up. Rachel said you said Cruz would be better off sleeping it off at home.” 
 
    “I didn’t –” Dad caught my anxious look and swallowed his protest. “Oh, that’s right,” he said, forcing a rueful smile. “Sorry, it’s been a busy day.” 
 
    “Mrs. Phipps’ lawyer,” I said to Sergeant Finney as my stomach churned. “Was her name Tara Kingsley?” 
 
    He eyed me suspiciously. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “Oh, er, Mrs. Phipps told me when she spoke to me earlier,” I hedged. “I was just curious.” 
 
    “Hm,” he grunted skeptically. “Hernandez is taking Cruz’s shift tonight. Make sure he doesn’t fall asleep on you.” 
 
    “I need Peter for this project we’re working on,” Dad said, shaking his head. “Miguel’s on his own tonight.” 
 
    Sergeant Finney opened his mouth to object and then closed it firmly. “Yes, sir,” he said curtly. “Does this have anything to do with that business with Peter’s car?” He looked at me like it was my fault it was stolen, which I supposed wasn’t entirely wrong. 
 
    “Yes, in a way. Make sure you keep an eye out for it on your way home.” 
 
    Sergeant Finney’s scowl deepened. “Rachel canceled the Code 60,” he said carefully, clearly wondering if his Chief of Police was going senile. “She said it was a false alarm.” 
 
    Dad glanced at his phone, flipping through his texts with pursed lips. He set it aside with a sigh. “Thanks, Bill,” he said heavily. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He didn’t even try to explain the discrepancy. 
 
    “Is everything okay, Chief?” Sergeant Finney looked worried now. 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” Dad lied. “Good night.” Sergeant Finney hesitated and then nodded. He closed the door behind him and Dad used both hands to rub his temples. “They got Rachel, didn’t they?” 
 
    “They must have,” I agreed, “but when? She was perfectly fine just a little while ago.” I started when the door suddenly opened again, but it was only Melissa and the other girls filing in. 
 
    “Peter,” she asked me worriedly, “what’s going on? We didn’t want to come out until that police officer left.” 
 
    “We ran into a little hiccup,” I admitted. “How did the call go?” Allison didn’t look any different and her eyes seemed normal. 
 
    “It went fine, near as I could tell. We couldn’t hear what the incubus was saying but Allison followed the script exactly.” Karyn nodded her agreement, although she looked dissatisfied. 
 
    “They weren’t talking about me at all,” Olivia said accusingly. 
 
    “Good,” I nodded, but given this latest revelation, I still couldn’t shake a nagging doubt. “Simon says, tell me if the incubus is controlling you,” I ordered Allison. 
 
    “He’s not,” Allison said. She was staring at me longingly again, though, which was unnerving. 
 
    “What are we going to do, Dad?” I asked. “He’s got Mrs. Burns and Mrs. Phipps and Cruz now.” 
 
    “What?” Melissa and Karyn asked in unison, both of them looking at me aghast. “When did that happen?” Melissa demanded. 
 
    “I’m going to check the security cameras,” Dad announced, getting to his feet. “Let’s see if we can figure out how they did it.” 
 
    There really wasn’t enough room in Dad’s office for all nine of us but that didn’t stop us from crowding around his desk as he pulled up the recordings from the last hour. He started with the one overlooking the visitor’s parking lot and fast forwarded until a dark sports car pulled in and parked beside Cruz’s Charger. A moment later, the driver got out and Dad paused the playback. The black-and-white image wasn’t the best quality, but it clearly showed a young African-American woman in a finely-tailored business suit. 
 
    “That’s Tara,” Karyn confirmed, sounding angry. 
 
    Dad let the video play at normal speed. I expected Tara to walk towards the station lobby but instead she just stood there. I couldn’t figure out what she was waiting for, until the passenger door opened and someone else got out. The collective gasp from the audience nearly sucked all the air out of the room. 
 
    “Peter!” Melissa whispered, gripping my shoulder painfully. “That’s you!” 
 
    It was like looking in the mirror. The incubus had changed out of my uniform into a t-shirt and jeans. I couldn’t tell what color his shirt was, but other than the lack of bullet holes, it could have been me standing there. He scanned the parking lot and said something to Tara, who nodded and started towards the entrance. He caught up to her just before they vanished from the frame. 
 
    “That’s a bit disconcerting,” Dad said, glancing back at me. “I know you said he looked like you but seeing it for the first time –” He shook his head. 
 
    “He doesn’t look like me,” I reminded him tersely, “he is me. That’s my actual body. What did they do next?” 
 
    Now that we knew when they showed up, it was easier to find them in the other camera feeds. We watched them go up to the front door and walk in and then Dad switched cameras and we saw them from inside the lobby, approaching the desk. 
 
    Mrs. Burns was in this view but her back was to the camera so we couldn’t see her reaction to seeing me walk in with Tara, even though I was supposed to be in the conference room when all this happened. The two women exchanged a few words and then Not-Peter leaned over the desk and touched Mrs. Burns’ hand. 
 
    The result was immediate and obvious. Mrs. Burns stood and walked around her desk, standing right in front of the incubus. Then she took his face in her hands and kissed him in a way that made it perfectly clear that, had there been a bed in the lobby, she would have been lying on it waiting for him to join her. 
 
    “Oh my God, Peter!” Melissa exclaimed in a strangled voice. “She’s old enough to be your grandmother!”  
 
    “That’s not me!” I protested, trying to pry her hand off me. Her fingernails dug deep enough into me that I was surprised I didn’t pop into ghost form again. 
 
    In the video, Tara stood off to the side with her arms crossed, rolling her eyes and tapping her foot impatiently. She finally said something and pointed at her wrist and the other two finally broke apart. Not-Peter spoke to Mrs. Burns and she nodded, returning to her desk and reaching underneath for the button to unlock the door into the station. Tara pulled it open and waited for Mrs. Burns to join her, nodding at whatever the incubus was saying. 
 
    The two women vanished inside, leaving Not-Peter alone in the lobby. I wasn’t surprised he didn’t join them – the risk of running into one of us was far too high – but I thought he’d wait for them to return with Cruz and Mrs. Phipps. Instead, he looked straight at the security camera and smiled in a way that looked completely wrong on my face. Then he gave us the finger and walked out the front door. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Dad murmured, casting a sidelong glance at me as if to remind himself that I’d been with him the entire time. “He knew we’d find out what he did.” 
 
    “He’s got balls, that’s for sure,” Karyn observed with grudging admiration. “He took all those women out from right under our noses.” 
 
    “They walked right past this room and we didn’t know,” Melissa added uneasily. 
 
    “That’s thirteen women he’s captured so far,” Amy observed with a grin, sounding far too eager. “He’s getting closer to his limit.” 
 
    Since we didn’t know what his limit was, that information was useless, so we ignored her. Dad followed the incubus back outside but he just returned to Tara’s car. Tara and Mrs. Burns walked down the hall, pausing for a moment at the conference room door, and then continued on to the jail. We watched them have a lengthy discussion with Sergeant Finney but finally the two cellmates were released. All four women left through the back door and split up, with Tara rejoining the incubus in her car, Mrs. Burns and Mrs. Phipps climbing into her sedan, and Cruz reclaiming her Charger. All three cars left the lot one after the other and turned north on Jefferson before we lost sight of them. 
 
    “They probably went back to Mrs. Kendricks’,” I guessed as Dad shut down his computer. “They must have left just before Allison called him. Was he in a car when you talked to him?” I asked her. She nodded. “Why didn’t you tell us that?” 
 
    “You didn’t ask,” she told me. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Peter,” Dad said. He sounded tired. “It wouldn’t have made any difference. He’s been one step ahead of us the entire time.” 
 
    “What about our plan?” Rachel asked anxiously. “Are we still going to try to trap him?” 
 
    “We need to call it off,” Karyn insisted. “He’s on to us.” 
 
    “No, he isn’t,” I argued. “Mrs. Burns doesn’t know what we were doing here. All he knows is what Allison told him on the phone. He still thinks we’re going to summon Garrax in the library. He can’t take the chance that we’re bluffing.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to move quickly, then,” Dad noted. “If nothing else, we have to find another rally point. He knows where we are now.” 
 
    “We need to head straight over to the library,” I agreed, “before he has time to send anyone after us. Let’s go.” I herded the troops out of the office and into the corridor. “Okay, Dara and I will head over in Cruz’s car. You guys take a roundabout route in case anyone’s watching and park somewhere out of sight. Glamour up and join us as soon as you can. We’ll prop the back door at the library open so you can get inside.” I started down the hall towards the lobby but the only things following me were doubtful looks and objections. 
 
    “I want to stay with Dara,” Melissa insisted, taking Daraxandriel’s hand. The tail immediately encircled her leg and snuck its head up her skirt. 
 
    “You can’t,” I explained again with as much patience as I could muster. I really needed to change her back to normal. “You have to stay hidden, remember?” 
 
    “There’s not enough room for everyone else in the Jeep,” Dad reminded me. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed. “Olivia can come with us. We need her to open the door anyway.” 
 
    “Didn’t Cruz take her car?” Karyn frowned. 
 
    “Oh, for crying out loud,” I muttered, palming my eyes to ease the ache building up in my skull. Nothing was going right for me today. 
 
    “You could take one of the patrol cars,” Dad suggested. 
 
    “The idea is to make it look like we’re trying to keep all this a secret,” I explained. “We can’t drive up to the library in a cop car.” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay, new plan. The library’s only a mile away, give or take. Dara and I will just walk over. And Olivia,” I remembered belatedly. “Give us enough time to get there first and meet us there.” 
 
    “I’ll just wait here,” Amy volunteered. “I’ve already done my part.” She held up the journal. 
 
    “Not a chance,” I told her. “They’re going to come back here looking for us and I don’t need to be worrying about you joining their side.” 
 
    “You’re worried about me?” she smiled. “How sweet.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant. And give me that, we need it.” I took the journal from her and handed it to Daraxandriel, who slipped it under the waistband of her skirt. “Just stay with Dad and keep out of trouble.” 
 
    “What’s the fun in that?” she grumbled. 
 
    “Are you sure this is going to work?” Karyn asked with a grimace. 
 
    “No,” I admitted ruefully, “but it’s all I can come up with. Just make sure Allison’s glamours are as good as you can make them.” She nodded doubtfully, glancing at the others. Everyone seemed to be wearing a variant of the same expression, which wasn’t very reassuring. 
 
    “That’s still six of us in the Jeep,” Dad pointed out. “It’ll be snug.” 
 
    I counted noses and realized he was right. Melissa, Karyn, and Allison had to be together for the glamour and Dad needed to stay with them until we drove the incubus out of my body. Rebecca would be safer with them but I really didn’t want to have to deal with Amy on top of everything else, so I abandoned any pretense of chivalry. “Rebecca, you come with us.” 
 
    “What?” She looked understandably alarmed. 
 
    “Are you sure about this, Peter?” Dad asked. 
 
    “We should have a witch with us anyway and the others need to be with you. Besides, she’ll be able to talk to Olivia if we get split up. It’ll be fine,” I assured them. “She can hide with you guys once you get there.” 
 
    They acquiesced reluctantly and the two teams went their separate ways. Daraxandriel, Rebecca, Olivia, and I reversed course to leave through the back entrance while the rest departed through the lobby. We waited for a minute that seemed more like fifteen for them to drive off and lead any observers away and then we stepped out into the parking lot and got our bearings. 
 
    “That way,” I pointed. The dome on top of City Hall was just visible above the office buildings and shops lining Jefferson Street. “It’s only six blocks or so.” I glanced at Rebecca’s feet. She was wearing sneakers too, thankfully. Olivia was still barefoot, of course, but she was a ghost so that didn’t matter. “Let’s move it.” 
 
    I started out at a jog and the others arrayed themselves around me, Daraxandriel and Olivia to my left and Rebecca to my right. We followed the sidewalk north and paused at the intersection with Wallace Avenue. 
 
    “You know all the witches, right?” I asked Rebecca. “Do you see any of them around here?” It was well past the official rush hour, but there was still a fair bit of traffic on the roads along with a handful of pedestrians. 
 
    Rebecca peered around anxiously and then shook her head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Can you detect glamours? Is there anyone hiding from us?” 
 
    She looked doubtful but she scanned the area again. There was something weird about her eyes this time but I couldn’t quite pinpoint what the change was. She finally shook her head again. “I don’t see anybody,” she reported, “but I’m not very good with glamours.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” I assured her. “We actually want them to follow us but I’d rather know about it if they are. I don’t like surprises.” 
 
    “You and me both,” she smiled, ducking her head shyly. 
 
    Oh-ho! Little Peter perked up. Someone’s getting interested in you. 
 
    She is not, I argued. She’s just nervous. 
 
    Nervous girls don’t make eyes at guys. 
 
    She’s not making eyes. I glanced at Rebecca to make sure, only to discover her gazing up at me with her big brown eyes. She looked away immediately and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as she pretended to watch the oncoming traffic. 
 
    Right, Little Peter drawled sarcastically. Women want us, Peter. When are you going to admit that to yourself? 
 
    That’s just your ego talking. 
 
    You mean our ego, don’t you? We’re one and the same, remember? 
 
    Shut up. The light finally turned red and I started across Jefferson. “Olivia,” I said over my shoulder, “you open the back door when we get there and stand watch. Let us know as soon as the incubus shows up. Dara, you and Rebecca pretend you’re summoning Garrax on the star.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to summon demons,” Rebecca reminded me. 
 
    “You’re not actually summoning him,” I explained patiently for the gazillionth time. “You’re just making it look like you are. Put a pentagram on the floor or something and wave your wand around. Maybe chant in Latin.” 
 
    “I don’t know any Latin,” she frowned. 
 
    “Just make it look convincing,” I sighed. “It only has to last for a couple of minutes.” I reached the sidewalk and waited for the girls to catch up. It occurred to me that we needed to figure out where the others were going to hide. They’d be glamoured but it was best if they stayed out of sight in case something went wrong. There was absolutely no cover in the foyer itself. 
 
    I continued down Wallace with the rest of my ragtag team in tow, trying to remember the layout of the library. Mrs. Kendricks’ office is too far away from the front doors, I mused. Maybe one of the other offices up front? We’d have to leave the door open so they can get out without making any noise. Hopefully the hinges won’t squeak. Which way is he going to come in? It’d be easier if he came in through the front, except he’ll think we wouldn’t want any interruptions so he’ll assume those doors are locked. He’ll have to come in the back way but we’re going to have to leave it ajar for him. Is that going to look suspicious? If he can still read my memories, he’ll know that it sticks sometimes so it should be okay.  
 
    I was so caught up trying to plot everything out in my head, the sudden roar of a car engine behind me didn’t fully impinge on my consciousness. Olivia’s horrified gasp did, though, and I turned to see a small white coupe accelerating towards us, its hood emblem aimed right at me. 
 
    “Look out!” I shouted, but Daraxandriel was already leaping aside like a gazelle avoiding a cheetah. Olivia and I weren’t in any danger but Rebecca was just an ordinary girl. She was as good as dead if that car hit her. I instinctively jumped between her and the car and wrapped my arms around her, closing my eyes and cringing as I waited for the inevitable impact. Three, two, one, I counted in my mind. Zero. 
 
    Suddenly everything went dark and quiet, like someone had thrown a blanket over us, and I felt an odd shuddering in the air, as if something was vibrating without actually making a sound. I looked up cautiously and discovered that I was standing under a silvery dome just tall enough to keep my head from hitting it.  
 
    “What happened?” I asked, wincing at the echo of my voice. Rebecca’s body trembled against mine and her hands were thrust out in a warding gesture. “Did you do this?” Rebecca nodded jerkily, her face pressed against my chest. “Are you okay?” Another nod. I released her and stepped back. Her hands shook badly as she slowly lowered them and she kept her eyes squeezed closed. “What happened to the car?” 
 
    “I don’t –” She stopped and took several unsteady breaths. “I don’t know. I just – it was coming right at us!” She started shaking again and I pulled her into my arms until she settled down again. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I was so sc – sc – scared.” 
 
    “You and me both,” I told her sincerely, and I felt her smile against me. “Thanks for saving us.” 
 
    She eased away from me and stared up at me with her lips parted. Kiss her! Little Peter urged me eagerly. It’ll be perfectly natural and no one else can see you do it! 
 
    She’s fifteen! I protested. Rebecca didn’t seem to be in any hurry to remove herself from my embrace. 
 
    She has breasts, more or less, Little Peter insisted, and all the other important bits. That’s all that matters. 
 
    Any further discussion on the merits of exploiting the situation came to an end when something hard rapped on the dome, making it vibrate silently. “Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel’s voice sounded like it was coming from a mile away. “Rebecca! Art thou well?” 
 
    Rebecca seemed to come to her senses finally and she stepped back, ducking her head and tucking her hair behind her ear. “Do you think it’s safe to go out?” she asked anxiously. 
 
    “If Dara’s trying to get our attention, it must be. You can open this, right?” Now that I wasn’t distracted by having a pretty young woman in my arms, I was starting to feel a bit claustrophobic. 
 
    Rebecca rolled her eyes. “Of course,” she said. She spread her hands again and concentrated. A moment later, the dome faded away, revealing Daraxandriel, Olivia, and the remains of the speeding car. Its entire grille was bowed inwards in an arc and steam billowed up from the shattered radiator. The hood looked like crumpled cardboard and the windshield was crazed into a glass mosaic. At the end of the street, a small crowd of onlookers gawked at us but none of them approached just yet, although there were a lot of smartphones in sight. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. The car must have been doing at least fifty miles per hour when it hit Rebecca’s dome, coming to a sudden and devastating halt. Even hitting the brick wall behind us wouldn’t have caused this much damage. “What happened to the driver?” 
 
    Olivia was closest and she peered through the driver’s window. “She’s still in here!” she reported. “She’s unconscious!” 
 
    I hurried over and tried to get the door open to check on her. The frame was bent and it took me a couple of good yanks before the latch released. The driver lay slumped in her seat, held up by her seat belt, with the air bag lying in her lap like an empty pillow case. Blood dripped from a gash above her eyebrow, probably from the bent glasses dangling from one ear. 
 
    “Hello?” I asked her hesitantly. “Are you okay?” I carefully touched her on the shoulder, afraid of making things worse if I moved her. She didn’t stir, although her chest rose and fell with her breathing. I patted my pocket for my phone before I remembered I didn’t have it anymore. “We need to call 911,” I said urgently, looking around. 
 
    Rebecca eased closer to me, peering through the open door, and her breath caught in her throat. “That’s Gale!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Gale Connelly! She’s in the coven.” Rebecca sucked in her breath and took a step back. “Did she just try to kill us?” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” Not-Peter must have ordered her to keep watch on the police station, waiting for us to leave. “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    A couple of men broke free from the onlookers and jogged towards us. “What happened?” one of them called out. “Is anyone hurt?” 
 
    “Get moving!” I pushed Rebecca and Daraxandriel into motion and waved Olivia onwards. “Call 911!” I told the closest man and then I wondered if that was a good idea. Mrs. Burns was the town’s 911 dispatcher and she probably had other things on her mind right now. “No, scratch that. Call the hospital directly and have them send an ambulance.” Gale groaned and stirred and I edged away from the car. If she regained consciousness with us still here, there was no telling what might happen. “Hurry!” I urged him and then ran after the others. 
 
    “Hey, where are you going!” he called. “You can’t leave, you’re a witness!” 
 
    “Sorry, we have to go!” I called over my shoulder. “Take care of her! Come on,” I urged the others, grabbing Rebecca’s arm and propelling her forward. “Let’s get out of here before something else goes horribly wrong.”  
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    What were you thinking about a minute ago? You probably can’t tell me, although you might have some vague idea about the general topic. Part of the reason for this is that our thoughts are more than just words. They’re a hodge-podge of everything our minds have stored away on the subject, including memories and feelings and sensations and dreams and wishes, liberally sprinkled with other random nonsense. What comes out of our mouths is all of that distilled down into, with any luck, a couple of rational sentences. Everything else stays inside our heads where it belongs. 
 
    This is why telepathy is an incredibly bad idea. Communicating with someone with your thoughts isn’t like calling them on a built-in cellphone. It’s dumping the contents of your brain into theirs, whether you wanted to share it or not. Even the most mundane conversation, such as greeting a coworker, immediately goes completely off the rails. You start out by thinking “Hello” but in the background you also notice that she’s wearing a new shirt. It complements her figure, which makes you wonder what she’s wearing underneath it, which then leads to speculation about her breasts, and everything quickly degrades from there into an HR policy violation. In ordinary conversation, you can keep those thoughts to yourself. With telepathy, everything’s out in the open, for better or, most likely, for worse. 
 
    Fortunately, telepathy, telekinesis, clairvoyance, and all those other magical powers remain safely in the realm of fantasy literature. There’s no telling what might happen if the general public woke up one morning and knew exactly what everyone else was thinking. Nothing good, that’s for sure. 
 
      
 
    We ducked out of sight around the next corner and zigzagged our way across downtown, alert for speeding cars and suspicious-looking pedestrians. We reached Milton Street without further incident, though, and cautiously approached the library, pausing in the recessed doorway of a real estate office to survey the area. In the distance, a siren wailed. With any luck, that was the ambulance coming for Gail. I hoped she was going to be okay but I also hoped she’d be out of commission for a while. 
 
    “Do you see anybody?” Rebecca whispered, as if she was afraid her voice was going to carry down the block. She was the only one of us who was out of breath. I didn’t imagine she did much running outside of PE class, especially not in the summer heat. 
 
    “Just that lady in the park.” Other than the few cars passing by, the only person in sight was a woman sitting on one of the benches in Milton Park. She looked old even from here, so she couldn’t be one of the witches. Unless she’s glamoured, I though uneasily, but if she was, there wasn’t a thing we could do about it. “Okay, let’s cross over and go around the back way. Keep your eyes open.” 
 
    A narrow lane separated the library from the building next door, well away from the main entrance. In theory, it connected to the back alley, so anyone watching the front doors might not notice us sneaking in. We scurried across the road and ran into the lane, keeping close to the tall cinderblock wall marking the edge of the library property. 
 
    Thankfully, the wall ended at the alley and I chanced a quick peek around the corner. Other than the battered remains of the dumpster, there was nothing between us and the back door of the library except broken slabs of pavement. Just to be sure, I sent Olivia out to scout the area while we waited with our backs pressed against the wall. 
 
    “I hope Gail’s all right,” Rebecca murmured beside me. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” I assured her. “She was just knocked out by the crash. She’s probably awake already.” That wouldn’t actually be a good thing for us but Rebecca seemed worried. 
 
    “It’s my fault she got hurt,” she said miserably. 
 
    “It’s her fault she got hurt,” I argued. “No, I take that back. It’s the incubus’s fault. The sooner we get rid of him, the better off we’ll all be.” 
 
    She looked up at me anxiously. “Do you really think we’ll be able to stop him? He’s got most of the witches on his side now.” 
 
    “But not all of them,” I reminded her. “We can do this.” 
 
    She nodded with a faint smile. “I’m glad you’re here. We wouldn’t even have known this was happening if it wasn’t for you.” 
 
    “Well, don’t be too quick to thank me. It’s my fault we’re in this situation in the first place.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she frowned. 
 
    “He’s using my body and my memories. He wouldn’t have been able to get as far as he did without possessing me.” 
 
    “But that wasn’t your fault,” she protested. “You didn’t want him to do that.” 
 
    “It’s still my responsibility.” 
 
    “If Gail isn’t my fault, then the incubus isn’t your fault.” The set of her jaw dared me to disagree with her logic. 
 
    Why am I always surrounded by stubborn women? I asked myself. Maybe it’s me. “Fine, both of us should stop feeling guilty. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” She gave me a look as if she thought I was tricking her or something. 
 
    Olivia reappeared around the end of the wall. “I don’t see anybody,” she reported. “All the doors are closed.” 
 
    “Okay, good. Olivia,” I added for Daraxandriel’s benefit. “Let’s get inside before anyone else shows up.” 
 
    We hurried across the alley to the back door and Olivia stepped through. I heard the rattle of the push bar on the far side but the door was snug in its frame and it took her several tries to before she shifted it enough for me to get a grip on the edge. Between the two of us, we pried it open and I urged everyone inside. 
 
    “Hang on a sec,” I told them. “Let me find something to prop this open.” Daraxandriel held the door open while I scoured the area, finally picking up a shard of concrete about the size of a brick. I wedged it in the gap and pulled on the door to make sure it wouldn’t slip out. “Okay, that should do. Let’s get upstairs.” 
 
    The light coming through the gap was just enough to illuminate the hallway leading to the stairs, but our ascent was in almost total darkness and I could hear Rebecca’s nervous breathing at my elbow. The main floor was a little better but the place was eerily quiet and gloomy. 
 
    “All right,” I whispered, and then I cleared my throat and tried again at a more normal volume. “All right, let’s get set up in the foyer. The others should be here in a few minutes, but stay alert, just in case.” 
 
    “Can’t we turn on the lights?” Rebecca asked uneasily. She stayed in the center of the hallway, as if she expected someone or something to jump out of the empty offices to either side. 
 
    “The power’s off. No lights, no AC.” We entered the foyer and Rebecca’s head tilted back as she looked up at the narrow windows and dome high overhead. My attention, though, was on the Great Seal of Texas embedded in the center of the floor, the famous five-pointed star surrounded by oak branches. This was where Dr. Bellowes set up his trap for Daraxandriel and then released Metraxion from his ring to feed on Susie’s soul. I had to consciously unclench my fists and my jaw when I remembered that horrible day. “So is there really a portal into Hell here?” I asked Daraxandriel. 
 
    She, too, seemed distracted but she walked slowly around the star, her tail twitching back and forth. “Aye,” she said when she returned to her original spot, looking pensive. “With some effort, I could open it anew.” 
 
    “Let’s not do that,” I told her and Rebecca nodded her vigorous agreement. “Okay, let’s make this convincing. What would you do if you were actually going to summon Garrax?” 
 
    “Naught,” she replied, tilting her head at me quizzically. “Garrax Spellbreaker was a Lord of the Court ere his fall and exile. Even now, he is far too powerful a demon to heed my call.” 
 
    “Okay,” I persisted, “but if you were going to give it a try anyway, what would you do? Or at the very least, what would the incubus expect you to do?” 
 
    “I cannot speak to his experience with summoning demons,” she said doubtfully, “yet such an act oft requires a pentacle.” 
 
    “You mean a pentagram.” 
 
    “Nay, a pentacle. A pentagram would entrap the demon, a pentacle opens the way.” 
 
    “They’re the same thing,” I argued. 
 
    “They’re not, Peter,” Rebecca informed me. “A pentacle is a star drawn with a continuous line.” She used her finger to trace the outline of the Texas star in the air, connecting every other point until she returned to the beginning. “A pentagram is a star inside a pentagon or a circle.” 
 
    “I stand corrected,” I said wryly. I hadn’t expected to get a geometry lesson in the middle of a magical crisis. “So can you make a pentacle here?” I asked Daraxandriel. 
 
    “I am a succubus,” she sniffed, “not a conjurer.” 
 
    “Okay then,” I sighed, rolling my eyes as I turned to Rebecca. “Can you make a pentacle?” 
 
    “I don’t think I should,” she replied uneasily. “What if I accidentally summon the demon?” 
 
    “We’re not actually doing a summoning,” I sighed. 
 
    “Mayhap a pentagram would suffice,” Daraxandriel suggested, “an Peter Simon Collins dost remain within its bounds as a sacrifice.” 
 
    “I guess I could do that,” I said warily, eyeing the star, “as long as I can get out of it if I need to.” 
 
    “I can just make my usual meditation circle,” Rebecca offered. “That’s easily broken.” 
 
    “What’s a meditation circle?” Neither Susie nor Melissa ever mentioned anything like that to me. 
 
    “It’s just a different way to commune with the Goddess,” she explained, looking embarrassed. “I can’t greet the dawn like most of the other girls in the coven can.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Her ears colored pink and she couldn’t look at me. “Our apartment doesn’t face east. There’s no place to, um, you know.” 
 
    “Oh.” I did know. Susie wouldn’t have any problems being skyclad in the middle of a parking lot at sunrise but the neighbors would probably raise an objection or two. I cleared my throat awkwardly. “Okay, so what do I need to do?” 
 
    “Just sit in the middle,” she said, pointing. I lowered myself down at the designated spot, sitting cross-legged while Daraxandriel and Olivia stood well back to watch the proceedings. To my surprise, Rebecca knelt in front of me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked her, puzzled. “Shouldn’t you be outside the pentagram?” 
 
    “Not for a meditation circle.” She said it like I was an idiot for asking. 
 
    “But –” I was going to argue that we needed to make this as realistic as possible, but I supposed it didn’t really matter. We were going to jump the incubus as soon as he showed himself and I didn’t intend to give him time to critique our demon-summoning techniques. “Fine, go ahead. Olivia, you should go outside and keep watch. Let us know when the incubus shows up.” She looked like she wanted to argue with me but she nodded with ill grace and phased through the front doors. 
 
    Rebecca closed her eyes and rested her hands on her thighs, palms up. She took several deep breaths but a frown creased her forehead and she shifted around uncomfortably. “Is something wrong?” I asked her. 
 
    “Sorry, the floor’s hard on my knees. I usually do this in my bedroom. It’s got carpet.” She tried a couple of different positions and ended up sitting cross-legged as well. “Okay, here we go.” She closed her eyes again and visibly relaxed step by step with every breath. 
 
    Nothing happened for a long while and I wondered if a meditation circle was just a metaphor instead of an actual circle, but then a flickering golden flame appeared above the point of the star to my right, followed by four others, green, blue, white, and red in quick succession. I remembered Melissa conjuring the same lights during her initiation so I wasn’t surprised when, a moment later, lines of softly glowing green connected the lights in a star pattern, enclosed within a circle. I felt a faint tingle on my skin, although that might have been my imagination. 
 
    I waited to see if anything else was going to happen but the only change was the faint smile on Rebecca’s lips. She seemed at ease for the first time today, although I couldn’t say the same for myself. All I could do now was wait but a multitude of worries started vying for my attention. 
 
    Where are Dad and the others? I wondered. They should be here any minute. If the incubus does bring his witches with him, we’re in for a pitched battle and we’re outnumbered. Maybe Stacy’s back in town already. We should have checked on her. We need all the help we can find. Goddess grant me strength. I blinked. Where did that thought come from?  
 
    I glanced at Daraxandriel, wondering if she’d said something, but she was pacing slowly around the pentagram with her sword gripped in her hand, perusing the doors as if she expected a hoard of witches to come bursting through at any moment. Besides, she was the last person here to invoke the Goddess. I eyed Rebecca suspiciously but she seemed to be completely unaware of anything around her. 
 
    It must have been my imagination, I told myself. I’m just focused on witches, that’s all. I tried to find a comfortable position but I wasn’t used to sitting on the floor for extended periods of time. I arched my back to ease the stiffness, trying not to disturb Rebecca’s concentration. She’s really deep into it, I noted. I doubt she even remembers I’m here. I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my legs, and resigned myself to a long wait. 
 
    How long should we give him to show up? I pondered. What if he doesn’t take the bait? How are we going to get close to him? Maybe we’ll have to do what Karyn suggested and try to glamour our way into Mrs. Kendricks’ house. I don’t think Karyn likes me very much. She thinks I’m just some scared kid pretending to be a witch. 
 
    I sat up straight, startled. That has to be Rebecca, I realized uneasily. Am I reading her mind somehow? Is her meditation circle doing this? The circle opens my mind to the Goddess. That proves I’m a real witch. Crap, she’s picking up my thoughts too. I wonder what Peter thinks about me. He tried to save me from that car crash. He’s really brave. 
 
    Well, well, well, Little Peter observed slyly. It looks like you have a new admirer. 
 
    I do not! Her mind’s just wandering aimlessly. I need to let her know what’s happening. 
 
    What’s going to happen when all this is over? He’ll go back to Melissa, I guess, and I’ll be alone again. I felt a pang of disappointment, as if I was the one getting depressed. I don’t mind, I’m used to it just being me and Mom, but it was nice when he held me like that. Told you! Shut up! We shouldn’t even be listening to this! I shouldn’t listen to Karyn and the others, they don’t really know me. I’d like to get to know her, if you know what I mean. Be quiet! I’ll just stay quiet and not say anything to him, it would just embarrass both of us, but maybe after this is all over, we could just meet up and talk and things. Things, definitely things. He’s not interested in me that way, he has Melissa. She’s so beautiful and she has real boobs. I wish he would look at me like that. Just flash him your panties, he likes that kind of thing. I do not! Don’t tell her stuff like that! Thank the Goddess I’m wearing my good panties. I should have worn jeans like everyone else. I didn’t think I’d be running around in a skirt all day. What color are they? The pink ones, with the lace trim. You should take them off, you’ll be more comfortable. No, I couldn’t do that! I tried that English Challenge back in school and I nearly died. It was exciting, though, wasn’t it? That was the most daring thing I’d ever done. Maybe I could do it again, when Peter and I go out. He’d never know but I’d know and afterwards I could – 
 
    “Rebecca!” I had to put a stop to this before it got completely out of hand. I tried to open my eyes but they resisted, like I was fast asleep and wanted to stay that way, but I finally pried them open. Rebecca was still seated in front of me with her eyes closed, but her lips were parted and she was breathing heavily. “Rebecca! Wake up!” She didn’t respond and I reached out to touch her knee, trying to get her attention without startling her, but she didn’t react. “Hello? Rebecca?” I snapped my fingers. Nothing. “Uh-oh. Dara, something’s gone wrong.” Daraxandriel continued her orbit of the pentagram, with no sign that she’d heard me. “Dara!” I waved my arms futilely. “Oh, crap,” I muttered to myself. “This isn’t good.” 
 
    I got to my feet, intending to grab Daraxandriel’s arm, but the lines of Rebecca’s pentagram flared brightly, driving me back to the center. “Stay within the circle,” someone warned. 
 
    “Who’s there?” I demanded, feeling the hairs on the back of my neck stand straight up. The gloom in the foyer had deepened and vague shadows flitted along the walls, but no one was there to cast them. “Allison? Dad? Is that you? Olivia? Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Be at peace, Peter,” said a female voice. “You’re in no danger.” 
 
    “Yet,” added another voice. This one was male and sardonic. 
 
    I whirled around, searching for the speaker, but Daraxandriel, Rebecca, and I were the only people here. “Who are you? Where are you?” 
 
    “Fern’s circle has provided us a channel into your thoughts, Peter,” said the woman, “but the link is fragile and our time is short. We must make haste.” A faint shadow coalesced on the nearest wall, a vaguely feminine shape with three heads. “Will you listen?” 
 
    “Will you obey?” asked the man. Another shadow appeared, larger than the first, with branching horns atop a single head. 
 
    “He is not beholden to us,” chided the woman. “All we can do is share what we know. It is for him to decide what to do with that knowledge.” 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked again, trying to keep my voice steady. 
 
    “We met once before, fleetingly, when Fawn joined the circle.” 
 
    “You spoke the words I gave you to speak,” grumbled the man. “Have you forgotten us already?” 
 
    “Fawn?” It took a moment before I dredged up the memory. Fawn was Melissa’s craft name, her identity within the coven. “Wait a minute. You’re the Goddess?” The three heads inclined. “And you’re the Horned God? Seriously?” 
 
    The Goddess laughed gently. Her voice echoed slightly, as if multiple women spoke at once. “Seriously. Those outside the Great Circle cannot normally perceive us. Even now, even with Fern’s assistance, the bridge between us is tenuous. We come to give warning, Peter. Great peril lies ahead.” 
 
    “Yes, we kind of figured that out already,” I said dubiously. “It would have helped to know about the incubus yesterday, before he captured all your witches.” 
 
    “Mind your tongue, mortal,” snapped the Horned God, but the Goddess’s shadow raised three placating hands. I finally realized she didn’t actually have three heads, she was three women standing together. The Maiden, The Mother, and The Crone, I recalled. 
 
    “The danger doesn’t come from the incubus,” she said, “at least not directly. It comes from you, Peter.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Soon you will make a choice. The wrong choice will lead to unimaginable suffering for you and everyone you know.” 
 
    “What? What are you talking about? What choice? What do I do?” My heart pounded loudly in my chest as I waited for an answer but the Goddess hesitated, which set my stomach to churning as well. 
 
    “The future is ripples upon the water,” she said finally, sounding regretful, “ever changing and intermingled. All we know is that before this day is done, your actions will begin the Armageddon of ancient prophecy, if you choose unwisely.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I protested, aghast. “What’s the point of telling me that if you can’t tell me what I’m supposed to do?” 
 
    “There are limits to what even a Goddess can do, in the face of human will. You are at the center of this conflict and the world turns with you. I wish we could do more to guide you, but we are fortunate to be able to give you even this inadequate warning.” 
 
    “Forewarned is forearmed,” intoned the Horned God. 
 
    “It doesn’t really help,” I argued. “I’ve already made a million decisions today. What if one of them was the wrong one?” 
 
    The three heads shook. “The moment is not yet at hand. I can tell you this: it concerns Dr. Bellowes’ ring and the power it holds over the women it has ensnared.” 
 
    “The ring?” I felt a small surge of hope. “Are we going to get it back?” 
 
    “I cannot say, Peter,” said the Goddess. “I just know that its fate dictates yours.” 
 
    “Isn’t there anything you can do to help?” I pleaded. “Can’t you give me a hint, at least?” 
 
    The Goddess laughed again. “If I could, I would, believe me, Peter. All I can say is to trust your heart.” 
 
    “What does that mean, exactly?” 
 
    “Do what is right and honorable,” insisted the Horned God. “Do not be swayed by fear or anger.” 
 
    The shadows on the wall fluttered as the air around us brightened and dimmed. “Fern is stirring,” said the Goddess. “Our time together is ending.” 
 
    “Wait! Are you going to be able to help us against the incubus?” 
 
    The three heads shook again. “He has turned my daughters away from me,” she said sadly. “Their lust for him overwhelms their bond with me.” 
 
    “Destroy him,” the Horned God ordered, “and return them to us.” 
 
    “I’m working on it,” I sighed. “Some divine help would have been useful, though.” 
 
    Another triple laugh. “You have my blessing, Peter,” said the Goddess, “for whatever good it may do you.” 
 
    “And mine,” said her companion. “Be strong.” 
 
    “And be mindful,” she reminded me needlessly. “Soon the moment will be upon you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said despondently, but the shadows had already faded away and the gloom eased in the foyer. Rebecca sighed contentedly and slowly opened her eyes, blinking up at me with a smile until a look of horror came over her and she ducked her head, tucking her hair behind her ear. 
 
    “Is aught amiss?” Daraxandriel asked me doubtfully. “Wert thou not seated a moment ago?” 
 
    “I just had a –” I caught myself and reconsidered what I was about to say. Claiming I had a visitation from the Goddess and the Horned God without any proof would only cause them to question my sanity and I was already doing that on my own. “A cramp. In my leg.” I rubbed my right hamstring to illustrate. “Are you okay?” I asked Rebecca. “Did anything, um, happen?” 
 
    “Happen? No,” she insisted, but the pink in her ears suggested she remembered more of our accidental exchange than she was willing to admit. She got to her feet as well, gripping the sides of her skirt like Olivia used to do. “Did anything happen while I was, ah, meditating?” 
 
    “Nothing important,” I assured her. “Everything’s quiet.” 
 
    “Too quiet, mayhap,” Daraxandriel noted. “More than sufficient time has passed for the incubus to seek us out, since Allison revealed our plan to him. Whyfor has he not come?” 
 
    Trust her to voice my biggest worry out loud. “Allison called him after he left the station with Tara, Cruz, and Mrs. Burns. He probably needed to drop them off at Mrs. Kendricks’ place and make sure everyone stayed put while he was gone.” 
 
    “Mayhap,” she said, sounding unconvinced. “And yet we needs must –” Suddenly, she spun around, her tail arching up warily as she pointed the tip of her sword towards the inner sanctum of the library. She moved it back and forth warily, peering into the shadows. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I whispered. I couldn’t see anything untoward. 
 
    “We are not alone,” she murmured. “Someone comes.” 
 
    “Aw, I was going to sneak up behind you and yell Boo.” Amy’s voice came out of thin air just a few feet away. 
 
    “That’s enough, Amy.” Dad sounded irritable, which wasn’t surprising considering he’d had to put up with Amy this whole time. 
 
    “Dad?” I peered at the spot where his voice came from but there was absolutely no sign of him. “Can you see him?” I asked Rebecca. 
 
    Her eyes did that thing again and she nodded after a few seconds. “Barely,” she reported. “They’re like ghosts. Well, ghostier than ghosts, really.” 
 
    “I guess the glamours work then.” That was a welcome bit of news. At least something was going right today. “Are the girls there too?” 
 
    “We’re here, Peter,” Melissa informed me.  
 
    “Where’s the incubus?” Karyn sounded annoyed and impatient.  
 
    “He’s not here yet. You need to hide in one of the offices until he gets here.” I pointed to the hallway behind them. At least I presumed it was behind them. I wasn’t sure which way they were facing. “Did you have any trouble getting here?” 
 
    “None to speak of,” Dad said, “although I hadn’t realized how hard it was to cross the street when the drivers can’t see you.” 
 
    “Been there, done that,” I told him. 
 
    “I’m seriously considering recruiting witches for the police force. This sort of thing would be incredibly useful.” A sudden, insistent buzzing startled me. “Sorry, I kept my phone on in case one of the patrols spotted your car.” I heard a brief rustling. “Hang on. June? I’m in the middle of something, can I call you back? What?” His voice had a definite note of alarm in it. “What happened?” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Dad?” I asked anxiously. Not being able to see his face made it worse, leaving my imagination to run free. 
 
    “How long ago? Damn it. Okay. Don’t worry, we’ll take care of it. Call me right away if you hear anything. Yes,” he sighed. “Just keep the doors locked. I know, I’m worried too. I love you.”  
 
    I heard the beep when he hung up. “Dad?” I asked. “What happened?” 
 
    He let out a long, tired breath. “Allison, drop my glamour, please.” An oddly-cadenced whisper came from somewhere to my right and Dad faded into view, along with tweener Amy and the three witches. Dad looked right at me with a grim set to his mouth. “Susie’s missing,” he said. 
 
    “What?” I couldn’t believe it. She was the one person in all this I thought was safe. “What happened?” 
 
    “Apparently, you called Mom a little while ago and asked to speak with Susie. You talked for a couple of minutes and then Susie went back to bed. When Mom went to check on her just now, she was gone.” 
 
    All six females turned to look at me. “It wasn’t me!” I protested. “I don’t even have a phone anymore!” 
 
    “It was obviously the incubus,” Dad said heavily. 
 
    “That’s one more,” Amy told us gleefully. “You might as well give up now. The end is near.” 
 
    “That’s enough!” Dad told her sharply. “I’m going to keep my family safe no matter what it takes.” Amy didn’t seem cowed in the least. 
 
    “But doesn’t that change everything?” Rebecca asked uneasily. “I mean, Susie’s really strong and she can do that portal thing.” She glanced down at her feet as if she expected a fiery white pentagram to appear there. Her own pentagram dimmed but remained intact. 
 
    “We don’t know that she’s with the incubus,” I argued. “He doesn’t know the right phrase to take control of her.” 
 
    “What if he figured it out?” Karyn countered. “I mean, it’s not all that complicated.” She eyed Melissa and Allison suspiciously and eased away from them. 
 
    “If Susie’s still free, she’ll find a way to contact us,” Dad said. “If not –” He took another deep breath and let it out as he unclenched his fists. “The sooner we destroy this thing, the better.” 
 
    “Let’s stick with the plan,” I told everyone. “He still wants the journal and he’s going to have to come here to get it. Glamour up, everyone, and find a hiding place.” 
 
    “My way’s better,” Amy grumbled, walking over to rejoin the others. 
 
    “My way’s better,” Karyn muttered, but she raised her hands, waiting for Allison to do her thing. 
 
    “You’d better go with them,” I told Rebecca. “Stay out of sight until it’s over.” 
 
    “But don’t you need my shield?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Not unless they’re planning to run me over in the middle of a library.” She frowned at that and I rolled my eyes. “That’s a joke,” I sighed. “Go. Keep this going if you can.” I pointed to the softly-glowing pentagram still surrounding me. 
 
    Rebecca nodded and concentrated for a moment before carefully stepping over the lines to stand near Dad. A murmured incantation later, everyone disappeared except for Daraxandriel and me. I heard a few whispered instructions and the scuff of shoes on the floor and then the library fell silent. I let my shoulders slump and rubbed my eyes. 
 
    “The waif is strong-willed,” Daraxandriel said quietly. “She will –” 
 
    “Don’t say anything, please.” I was trying very hard not to think of what the incubus might be doing to her. If he hurts her, I told myself, if he even touches her – 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia pushed her way through one of the front doors. “Someone’s coming!” 
 
    I almost ran to the door to check myself, but I forced myself to remain in the middle of the star. We needed the incubus to think he was catching us by surprise. “Is he driving my car?” 
 
    “No, it’s a black truck, like the one Agent Prescott had.” 
 
    For a fleeting moment, I wondered if Prescott had somehow found out about what was happening and came to help, but that wasn’t likely. “It must be Agent Morgan’s SUV. The incubus knows we were looking for my car. Keep watching him, see which way he goes.” 
 
    Olivia nodded and stepped back through the door. She was back only a few seconds later. “It’s not him, Peter,” she said worriedly. “It’s Agent Morgan and that old lady from the jail.” 
 
    “Mrs. Phipps? Oh, shit.” They weren’t here to stop a summoning ritual, they were here to stop me. I abandoned the pentagram, looking around the foyer for a new plan. “Olivia! Go check the back door and see if there’s anyone there. Lock it if you can.” Olivia nodded fearfully and raced away to the stairs. “Dad! Everyone!” I shouted down the hall. “It’s a trap! Stay glamoured and get out of here! Meet up –” I stopped in dismay. We never chose a new meeting site to replace the police station. I picked the first place that popped into my head. “Meet up at the cemetery!” 
 
    One of the front doors rattled and I spun around. We had to keep Agent Morgan distracted long enough for the others to escape. “Kill me!” I ordered Daraxandriel. 
 
    Her glowing eyes flew open wide. “Peter Simon Collins!” 
 
    “Turn me back into a ghost! Mrs. Phipps can still see me but it’ll make it hard for Agent Morgan to do anything to me.” 
 
    She blinked at me and then nodded her understanding. I winced in anticipation as she drew her blade back, its tip aimed right at my heart, but she didn’t have a chance to strike before the front of the library blew inward with a blast that shook the building to its foundations. 
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    In every strategic conflict, be it on a chess board or a battlefield, there comes a time where one of the opponents realizes that their odds of victory are rapidly approaching zero. Now they’re faced with a difficult decision: do they fight on regardless in the hopes that maybe the tide will turn, or do they accept the inevitable loss and instead direct their efforts to the next skirmish? 
 
    There are arguments to be made for both options. Giving up preserves what few resources you have remaining, so that you have something to fight with next time, but it hands your opponent the win without making them earn it. If you stay in the game, on the other hand, there’s always the chance, however slim, that you could still emerge victorious. A lucky roll of the dice, a careless mistake, divine intervention, anything could happen. Of course, there’s a downside to this approach: you could end up losing everything. 
 
    I tend to be in the Fight On camp. I don’t like losing but I really hate surrendering. If I’m going to lose, I’m going to take as many of the enemy with me as I can before my HP hits zero. Sticking it out to the bitter end may just be foolish optimism but running away is just giving up. My team deserves better than that. 
 
      
 
    I stood there blinking with my ears ringing, trying to get my bearings. Sunlight poured in through the ragged opening where the doors used to be and dust filled the air in a swirling fog. Bits of glass from the windows overhead sprinkled down like deadly snowflakes and parts of the outer wall broke loose and clattered to the floor. Two shadows stood just outside, waiting for the debris to settle. 
 
    “Dara!” I whispered urgently. “Let’s try to get past them before – oh, God damn it.” I was back in my uniform, minus my shirt and belt, which meant I was dead again and she couldn’t hear me. I looked around for her, trying to think of some way to get her headed in the right direction, but she wasn’t there. “Dara?” Rebecca’s pentagram was still active, half-hidden by the rubble littering the floor, and I spotted Daraxandriel’s sword lying off to the side,. Then I saw her outstretched hand and my heart stuck in my throat. “Dara!” 
 
    She lay by the back wall, almost buried in the debris. Every bit of exposed skin was white with dust and she didn’t seem to be moving at all. I tried to pull the fragments off of her but my hands passed right through them. “Help! Anyone!” I called helplessly. “Dara’s hurt!” 
 
    “The library is a hallowed institution.” Behind me, Mrs. Phipps carefully stepped into the foyer, pursing her lips in disapproval. “This destruction is sacrilege.” 
 
    “It’s just a building.” Agent Morgan stood beside her, waving away the last wisps of dust with a scowl. Her jacket was missing and the top buttons of her blouse were undone. “It can be rebuilt, if someone decides it’s worth the effort.” Her searching gaze passed right through me. “Do you see anyone in here?” 
 
    “There’s that young man I spoke with in the jail,” Mrs. Phipps said, nodding in my direction, “and there’s someone under the rocks there.” 
 
    “I only see Dara.” Morgan advanced to the edge of the pentagram, eyeing it for a moment before extinguishing it with a gesture. “Peter, give it up. You’ve lost.” 
 
    “We’re not done yet,” I snarled. “You won’t get away with this.” I knew she was only obeying the incubus’s commands but I was pissed now. 
 
    Morgan’s only reaction was an irritated frown. “Did he say anything?” she asked Mrs. Phipps. 
 
    “He’s defiant,” she reported. “Is he really a ghost? He looks perfectly normal to me.” 
 
    “He’s close enough to one that I should be able to banish him. Dara, too. Two birds with one stone and all that.” 
 
    “Peter! What was that noise –?” Olivia appeared at the end of the hallway and then ducked back out of sight with a yelp. “Oh my God, they did all that?” 
 
     “Get everyone out of here!” I ordered tersely. “I’ll try to keep them busy.” 
 
    “They can’t get out!” she called from around the corner. “There are witches downstairs!” 
 
    “Did you see that young girl just then?” Mrs. Phipps asked Morgan doubtfully. “All she was wearing was someone’s shirt!” She sounded scandalized. 
 
    “No, I didn’t. That has to be Olivia,” Morgan replied. “What are they doing?” 
 
    “They’re talking about helping someone escape.” 
 
    “There must be unsaved witches in here. Someone made that pentagram,” she said, nodding at the star on the floor. “Ariel will take care of them, let’s deal with these two.” She spread her hands and a crackling web arced between her fingertips. “Where is Peter standing?” 
 
    “There, right in front of the other one.” Mrs. Phipps pointed right at me and I ducked aside, unwilling to discover what Agent Morgan’s spell was capable off. Mrs. Phipps’ finger tracked me unerringly, though, and Morgan turned with her. 
 
    “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be, Peter,” she told me, as if I was being unreasonable.  
 
    “Olivia,” I called over my shoulder. “Get Dara’s sword and stab them!” 
 
    “What?” Olivia squeaked. 
 
    “Do it!” I had no expectation that she’d actually be able to hurt them but it would certainly distract them and maybe give Daraxandriel enough time to recover. 
 
    Olivia peeked into the foyer, visibly gulped, and hurried to where the sword lay. Mrs. Phipps backed away nervously when she picked it up and Morgan looked startled for a moment, letting her spell fade. 
 
    “Is Peter doing that?” she asked. “I didn’t think he could manipulate objects.” 
 
    “No, it’s the girl,” Mrs., Phipps told her shakily, pointing a gnarled finger at Olivia. “She’s right there!” 
 
    “I can tell where she is,” Morgan snapped. “Where’s Peter?” 
 
    “There.” Mrs. Phipps used both hands now, keeping both Olivia and I targeted. 
 
    “Split up!” I told Olivia. “Attack from the other side. She can’t hit both of us at once.” 
 
    “They’re attacking!” Mrs. Phipps gasped as Olivia moved around to the other side, even though we were both keeping our distance. “Kill them!” 
 
    Morgan was unimpressed by our tactics. She gestured and some unseen force ripped the sword out of Olivia’s grip and sent it clattering across the floor almost to Daraxandriel’s side. Olivia gaped at her empty hands. “Peter!” she gulped. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “Get out of here” I told her. “Help the others!”  
 
    “But what about you and Dara?” 
 
    “We’ll be fine. Go!” Olivia hesitated only for a second before bounding across the foyer and disappearing deeper into the library. 
 
    “The girl is getting away!” Mrs. Phipps said urgently, even as she kept her finger aimed at my heart. 
 
    “She’s not the problem.” Morgan looked in my direction but her eyes couldn’t focus on me, giving her an oddly unsettled expression. “Dara’s the real threat here. Let me know if Peter does anything.” 
 
    She moved towards Dara and I hurried to place myself between them, for all the good that would do. Mrs. Phipps reported my new position and Morgan lifted her hands again. I backed away from the crackling web she conjured, wondering how I could stop her from using it on us. 
 
    “Peter!” someone whispered behind me. “Duck!” 
 
    “Huh?” There was no one there but I complied anyway and suddenly a silvery dome covered Daraxandriel and me. “Rebecca?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Shh! I need to concentrate.” The dome suddenly vibrated and shimmered. “I don’t think I can hold this for very long,” she said anxiously. 
 
    “You were supposed to leave with the others!” 
 
    “We got split up trying to avoid the rest of the coven and I heard you calling for help.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean you! Did the others get away, at least?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Rebecca sounded regretful. Something hit the dome again but this time it was accompanied by a scraping, crackling sound. “Goddess give me strength,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m going to jump out and distract them,” I told her. “You make a run for it.” 
 
    “But what about Dara?” 
 
    I looked at Daraxandriel’s motionless body. Thick black blood oozed from a deep cut on her forehead and there were scratch marks on her horns. She still hadn’t moved. I had to go to leave Rebecca a chance to get away but I couldn’t abandon Daraxandriel like this. “Damn it,” I muttered helplessly. 
 
    “Go, Peter.” That was Rebecca’s voice and yet it wasn’t. “I will add my strength to Fern’s, your friends will be safe, I promise.” 
 
    “Goddess?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Go, before it’s too late! Remember what we told you. The time is fast approaching.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    I went. I ducked out through the dome, straight into the middle of a lightning storm that crawled over Rebecca’s shield, trying to tear it apart. The floor around it was pitted and scarred like someone had thrown acid on it and bluish smoke hung in the air. Even in my disembodied state, I felt an uncomfortable sensation crawling over my body and I quickly dodged out of the way of Morgan’s spell. 
 
    “There he is!” Mrs. Phipps stood well back, almost in the remains of the doorway, but she jabbed her finger at me. 
 
    “Where?” Morgan ceased her assault and looked around. In the sudden silence, I heard voices calling from deeper within the library, although I couldn’t make out any of the words. She made a different sort of gesture and the same greenish-gray ball she conjured in Mrs. Kendricks’ back yard appeared in her palm. She sighted along Mrs. Phipps’ finger but I didn’t wait for her to unleash whatever it was. Instead, I ran straight at Mrs. Phipps, who yelped in surprise and ducked aside. I sped past her and raced down the stairs. “Where is he?” I heard Morgan yell behind me. 
 
    My first thought was to circle around to the back and see if I could help Dad and the others escape, but I rejected that idea immediately. All that would do was trap me among a horde of witches all trying to kill me permanently. I had to get away and hope that at least some of the others made it to the cemetery. 
 
    The whoop of a siren and the flash of red and blue strobes announced the arrival of an HPD patrol car, which jounced into the parking lot and shuddered to a halt a couple of feet from Morgan’s SUV. Barry Coombs, one of the department’s older officers, jumped out and gaped up at the cavernous hole in the front of the library before racing for the stairs, hitting the squawk button on his radio to summon backup. He faltered in surprise when Agent Morgan and Mrs. Phipps appeared on the landing above him and then continued up to confront them. 
 
    Even from where I was standing, Morgan looked pissed, but she couldn’t just vaporize a police officer out in public. Cars were slowing down in both directions on Milton Street as their drivers gawped at the destruction and people were running over from nearby shops and businesses to take a closer look. This was my chance to escape but I hesitated. Officer Coombs knew Morgan was with the FBI from her last visit so he wasn’t going to arrest her, at least not right away. I needed to slow her down somehow. I eyed her SUV and then pushed my way through the door into the driver’s seat. 
 
    Morgan’s jacket and purse lay on the passenger seat and the key fob sat in one of the cupholders. All I had to do was press the Start button on the dash, except I couldn’t do that as a ghost and every other time I materialized, I was trying to keep someone from doing something I didn’t want them to do. 
 
    “Come on!” I told myself urgently, squeezing my eyes shut and concentrating, all the while imagining that Agent Morgan was about to obliterate the SUV with me inside. “Turn real! I’ve done it twice already, I should be able to do it now! Come on, come on, come on!” I punched the steering wheel in frustration and started when the horn blared. “Oh my God,” I breathed. “It worked!” Except that Morgan and Mrs. Phipps and Officer Coombs were all looking in my direction now and I was stark naked again. “God damn it!” 
 
    I started the engine and slammed the gear shift into reverse, squealing out of the parking slot before shifting into drive and accelerating towards the street. I pulled into the lane without slowing, eliciting a discordant horn blast from the driver behind me. I wove between the cars until the library was out of sight in the rearview mirror, finally allowing myself to ease up on the gas and loosen my grip on the wheel. 
 
    Now all I had to do was make my way to the cemetery without anyone following me, except I didn’t know what cars the others witches drove, other than Mrs. Kendricks’ BMW. I’d have to take a circuitous route and see if anyone seemed to be trailing me. I glanced around at the nearby vehicles, trying to memorize the makes and models and colors, and caught the eye of the driver beside me, who gave me a dubious look. Belatedly, I realized that I was still naked and I hastily pulled Morgan’s jacket over my lap.  
 
    I turned at the next corner, trying to drive unobtrusively, although that was hard to do in a large black SUV. None of the other cars followed me but I kept half an eye on the mirror as I scanned the street ahead. There was only one other person in sight, a young woman jogging away from me along the sidewalk, but her bright red hair looked oddly familiar. Then she paused at the corner, looking left and right down the road, and I recognized her profile.  
 
    “Karyn!” She must have gotten separated from Allison during her escape and lost her glamour. I accelerated towards her, wondering if Dad and Melissa were anywhere nearby. I pulled up beside her and lowered the passenger window. “Get in!” 
 
    She started, raising her hand, and then blinked at me. “Peter?” She looked in through the window and her eyes widened. “Why aren’t you wearing any clothes?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I said tersely. “Just get in. Have you seen Dad and the others?” 
 
    Karyn hesitated with her hand on the door latch and then climbed in beside me, relocating Morgan’s purse to the console. “No, I haven’t,” she said warily, closing the door as I started forward again. 
 
    “Damn it. How did you get away?” I debated looping around the library to try to find the others but I decided that was too risky. Instead, I turned north on Cooper Street. 
 
    “It wasn’t hard,” she told me. “Things were pretty wild back there.” Out of the corner of my eye, I caught her looking me over. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “With any luck, to meet up with the others.” I had to stop at the intersection when the light turned red, which did nothing for my nerves. I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel as I checked the mirror, trying to remember if I’d seen the car sitting behind me before. 
 
    “Where?” she persisted. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear me back in the library?” I asked her doubtfully. “Where were you going just now?” I took my first good look at her and my heart skipped a couple of beats. She was wearing a completely different top and her pupils were definitely dilated. “Oh, shit,” I breathed. “You’re Karin.” 
 
    “Surprise,” she smiled. “Took you long enough.” She placed her hand on the dashboard and something flashed under her palm. The SUV’s engine immediately sputtered and died. “Just sit tight while I call Mrs. Kendricks.” 
 
    Like that was going to happen. I whipped Agent Morgan’s jacket off my lap and threw it in Karin’s face as I flung open the driver door. I jumped out into the street and sprinted straight for the intersection, ignoring the blare of car horns all around me. 
 
    A car going forty miles an hour travels about sixty feet in a second and comes to a full emergency stop in one hundred and twenty feet, give or take. That assumes, of course, that the driver reacts immediately to the emergency. The guy I jumped in front of obviously wasn’t expecting a naked teenager to suddenly appear out of nowhere, so the double streak of rubber he left on the road was a good two hundred feet long. The cars behind him had a little more warning but they still had to swerve left and right to avoid higher insurance rates. The drivers piled out of their vehicles, looking whiter than ghosts, and started shouting among themselves and looking all around when my splattered remains were nowhere to be found. 
 
    I stood in the middle of the chaos, watching Karin climb out of the SUV looking shaken and angry at the same time. She observed the proceedings for a few seconds before quickly walking away in the other direction, ignoring the calls from the onlookers to come back. I turned away and continued north, letting my breath out in a shaky sigh. That had been close. 
 
    It was clear that the witches were out searching for us, which was good news in a way. That meant at least somebody in my team had managed to escape. Dara and Rebecca? I wondered hopefully. With the Goddess helping them after I distracted Agent Morgan, they had to be able to sneak out. Assuming Dara woke up, I amended gloomily. I heaved another sigh and continued on towards the cemetery. 
 
    I turned east after another block, keeping a careful eye around me for any young females. Karin had been on foot but the witches would cover more ground in their cars. In theory, none of them could see ghosts, but Rebecca didn’t know she could until it happened so I couldn’t rely on that.  
 
    What are we going to do now? I asked myself bleakly. They turned our trap back on us and probably captured a few more of us. What am I going to do if they threaten to kill Dad or Melissa or anybody else? Turning myself in to them won’t stop them and even if the incubus ends up controlling all of the witches, he can’t afford to let Dad go. Dad knows too much. He’d be able to contact Agent Prescott and maybe Prescott could get hold of the Circle of Nine and some of the other demon hunters out there. Crap. That’s what we should have done in the first place. It was stupid to think we could handle this on our own. Everyone trusted me and I screwed it up. That was a sour truth but I wasn’t going to give up just yet. The incubus couldn’t control Dara and Olivia but that meant they were still in danger. I had to help them however I could but first I had to find them. 
 
    I paused to get my bearings. I was on Wellington Street, which would take me over to Young Street. South on Young for a couple of blocks, east on Parker, and voilà, I’d be at the cemetery. And the Whataburger, I mused. I hadn’t eaten all day, not that I had any money on me and the store’s No Shirt, No Shoes, No Service policy almost certainly implied No Nudity. I wasn’t actually hungry, though, or thirsty or tired, which was odd. 
 
    I wonder if the Dread Lord’s curse restarts me every time it makes me human. Maybe I haven’t been in corporeal form long enough to get hungry. Did Olivia ever notice that? She ate meals with us but then she preferred to stay in human form whenever possible. Except she can’t anymore, I sighed. Man, this whole day has really sucked. 
 
    I continued on, lost in my gloomy thoughts. The blat of a horn turned my head, though, as a car accelerated around another and sped towards me. I backed up, preparing to jump through the wall of the store behind me, but the car just continued on out of sight. 
 
    False alarm, I told myself. The other car, though, was moving awfully slowly, well below the normal speed limit, and I eyed it uneasily. It was a black Dodge Charger, the sort of vehicle that was constitutionally incapable of going that slow. The windows were down and as it neared, I saw Cruz peering left and right, obviously searching for me and the other escapees. She looked right at me and I shivered at her dilated eyes but she continued on without any sign that she’d noticed me. 
 
    I waited until she turned at the next intersection and then hurried on until I found a gap between the buildings. The incubus didn’t have enough manpower – or witchpower – to cover every street in town, so I hoped the others had enough sense to stick to the back roads. 
 
    The alley I found myself in was a typical member of the species: narrow, lined with dumpsters and empty wooden pallets, and strewn with discarded cans and wrappers. I was frankly happy that my ghost nose didn’t work as I jogged along, scanning every shadowed corner just in case a witch was hiding there, although I couldn’t imagine why one would be. 
 
    The alley ended on Moore Street, one block shy of Young, and I cautiously peeked both ways before emerging on the sidewalk. I hurried south towards Parker, feeling incredibly exposed. This is what the fox feels like, I thought, just before the hounds catch up. 
 
    I passed another alley, glancing down its length to make sure none of my pursuers was lurking there, and went another twenty feet before I blinked and backed up to take another look. Tweener Amy sat atop a stack of crates covered in a canvas tarp, thumping her bare heels against the sides with a syncopated rhythm. She inspected her fingernails and heaved a sigh as I gaped at her. 
 
    “Amy?” I asked incredulously, although of course she couldn’t hear me. I looked around for any sign of the others but she seemed to be alone. I was tempted to just leave her there, since she obviously wasn’t in any immediate danger, but maybe she knew what happened to everyone else. I hurried around to the back side of the stack, checked to make sure no one else was in the alley, and willed myself into my physical form. “Amy!” I hissed. 
 
    I heard her slither off the canvas and a moment later she appeared around the side. “It’s about time you showed up,” she complained. Her icy blue eyes scanned me from head to foot and her mouth widened in a grin. “Is that a banana in your pocket,” she smirked, “or are you glad to see me? Oh, wait, you don’t have any pockets.” 
 
    “Knock it off,” I told her irritably, although I looked down surreptitiously to make sure Little Peter wasn’t giving her any unwarranted attention. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Waiting for you, duh,” she said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Here?” I asked dubiously. “Why?” 
 
    “Why not?” she shrugged. 
 
    “I told everyone to meet up at the cemetery!” 
 
    “And yet here you are.” She didn’t actually say Q.E.D. but her expression certainly implied it. 
 
    “How could you possibly know I would come this way? I didn’t know it!” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” she assured me with a careless flip of her wrist. “What matters is that we’re together again.” She slipped her arm through mine and batted her eyes up at me. 
 
    “We’re not together.” I extracted my arm with some difficulty. “Where’s everyone else? Is Dad okay?” 
 
    “He was fine the last time I saw him,” she admitted grudgingly. “But I don’t want to talk about him. I want to talk about us.” 
 
    “Us?” 
 
    “Us. You and me. Boyfriend and girlfriend.” She batted her eyes at me again and caught her lip between her stunted fangs, trying to look winsome. “Two star-crossed lovers cast adrift in a world dead-set against us.” 
 
    “That sounds about right,” I told her, “except for the lovers part. I’m not your boyfriend. Get serious, Amy. We have to stop the incubus before it’s too late.” 
 
    “It’s already too late, Peter,” she huffed, looking irked. “He won the minute he put on that ring. The rest of this,” she waved her hand around, “is just clean-up detail.” 
 
    “I’m not ready to give up!” 
 
    “Being true to your convictions is only a virtue if you’re right,” she scoffed. “Face it, Peter, there’s no hope. He has all the witches under his control and you don’t even have pants.” 
 
    “Dara’s still out there somewhere,” I insisted, “and Olivia. We’ll find a way to beat him.” 
 
    “Dara.” Amy made a face. “That’s the best you can come up with?” 
 
    “We’ll find more help! Maybe she can summon Garrax for real. He could stop the incubus, right?” 
 
    For an instant, Amy’s eyes flashed in fear, but she quickly composed herself. “Get serious, Peter,” she sneered. “Do you really think summoning demon lords is a good idea? You’ll just make things worse.” 
 
    “Well, maybe we won’t have to. The incubus has to be reaching the limit of what he can handle. You said so yourself.” 
 
    “I did?” she frowned. “Oh, that’s right, I did say that, didn’t I? Well, fine,” she sighed. “Let’s get this nonsense over with.” She grabbed my hand and pulled me towards the street. 
 
    “Wait! What are you doing?” I braced myself against the crates to keep from being hauled out into public view. 
 
    “We need to get to the cemetery to meet up with your valiant band of freedom fighters, don’t we? Come on!” She hauled on my arm again, nearly dislocating my shoulder. 
 
    “Ow! Stop that! I can’t go out looking like this!” 
 
    “Well, you should have thought of that before you jumped in front of the Dread Lord’s curse,” she observed tartly. “You have no one to blame but yourself.” 
 
    “I didn’t decide to do that, it attacked me!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. If you say so.” She started unbuttoning the front of her borrowed dress.  
 
    “Wait, what are you doing?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “You can wear this,” she explained. “It’s not really your style but it’ll probably fit you.” 
 
    “But you’ll be walking around in your underwear!” 
 
    She paused, her fingers already down to her sternum, and smiled slowly. “No, I won’t.” 
 
    “Oh, God, no. Stop right there! Just kill me instead.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” she insisted, “wearing a dress isn’t so bad.” 
 
    “No, I mean kill me. Turn me back into a ghost.” 
 
    “Really? I actually get to kill you?” The way her eyes lit up was very disturbing. 
 
    “Yes, just make sure it’s quick.” I looked around and found a bent length of metal pipe leaning against the wall. I picked it up and swung it a couple of times like a baseball bat. “Okay, try this.” 
 
    She took it from me and hefted it thoughtfully. “Should I beat in your ribcage or just crush your skull?” She sounded genuinely interested in my answer. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I muttered shakily. I’d never had to plan my own execution before. “Just one hit, okay? Make sure it’s fatal.”  
 
    “Spoilsport.” She perused our surroundings and pointed at a short stack of wooden pallets. “Kneel down and put your head on that. It’ll be just like a beheading, short and sweet.” 
 
    I eyed the instrument of my death uneasily. “You’re sure about that?” 
 
    “Well, an axe would be better,” she admitted, “but beggars can’t be choosers and all that. Kneel,” she ordered, snapping her fingers. 
 
    I complied reluctantly, already regretting this plan. I winced as something sharp dug into my shins and positioned my head on the rough slats of the palette. Amy stood to the side and took a few slow practice swings to judge the distance, accidentally rapping me hard just above my ear on the last one. At least I assumed it was accidental. 
 
    “Ow!” I jerked back, wincing as I rubbed my skull and checked for blood. “What the hell? I said one hit!” 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “My hand slipped.” She didn’t sound sorry at all. “Okay, let’s do it.” She lifted the pipe over her head in both hands, grinning like a kid about to eviscerate a piñata. 
 
    I gave serious consideration to finding another car to jump in front of but we didn’t have time for that. I let my breath out in a whoosh and knelt again, closing my eyes. “Just make it fast.” 
 
    “What’s the fun in that?” 
 
    “Amy –” 
 
    “Okay, okay. On three.” 
 
    I gripped the edges of the palette, tensing as I waited for the fatal blow. And waited. And waited. “Amy?” I asked tentatively. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be counting?” 
 
    “All in good time. I’m just enjoying the view first.” 
 
    “What?” I sat up again, to find Amy standing there ogling me with the pipe resting on her shoulder. “What the hell are you doing?” I demanded. “Just kill me!” 
 
    “Fine,” she pouted, “but now I’ve lost the element of surprise.” 
 
    “You don’t need to surprise me, just do it!” I put my head back down on the palette again, more angry than nervous now. “Dying shouldn’t be this hard,” I grumbled. “I swear, if I ever –” 
 
    I didn’t get to finish the thought before the whirr of something whipping through the air at high speed ended with the sharp crack! of the palette slats breaking under my head. I jumped back, startled, and found myself clothed and ghostly once more. Amy lifted the pipe out of the wreckage of the palette with a wild look in her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, wow, what a rush,” she breathed. She slowly ran her hand down the length of the pipe. “Aw, there’s no blood or anything. Turn human again, Peter. I want to try it one more time.” 
 
    “No way,” I told her, backing away uneasily. Amy was practically drooling at the thought of clubbing me to death again. No, I took that back. She was drooling as she looked around the alley for me, swinging the pipe back and forth like a batter warming up at the plate. “We need to go,” I said uneasily. 
 
    Slowly, she came back to her senses, wiping her mouth with her forearm before reluctantly discarding her makeshift weapon. “I never get to have any fun,” she groused petulantly. “Come on, Peter, let’s get this over with.” She trudged out of the alley, turning south towards Parker Road. 
 
    I followed her at a distance, heartily regretting stopping to talk with her. Was this the decision the Goddess warned me about? I wondered uneasily. Amy was always annoying before but now – well, now she’s kind of scary. No, I told myself firmly, none of this has anything to do with the ring. Great, so I still have that to look forward to. I heaved a sigh and trailed after Amy, worrying about what awaited us at the cemetery. 
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    Anything that can go wrong, will go wrong. We usually encounter Murphy’s Law while using some piece of equipment, like a car or a computer, but it applies equally well to less tangible concepts, like processes and relationships. If there’s an undesirable outcome, however unlikely, Murphy’s Law guarantees it will happen. What Murphy doesn’t address is when it will happen. You might make it through the day or the next week or an entire year unscathed, but Murphy is always lurking in the shadows, waiting to pounce, usually at the most unexpected and least opportune time. 
 
    The best-laid plans of mice and men often go awry. While it’s not clear what sort of plans mice have other than avoiding the cat, this aphorism echoes Murphy’s observation. No matter how carefully you plot things out, no matter how many contingency plans you come up with, something’s going to happen that you didn’t account for or even think of. Once that happens, you might as well wad up your blueprint and toss it in the trash, because it’s now completely useless. 
 
    It’s always darkest before the dawn. This is another way of saying that there’s light at the end of the tunnel, that no matter how bad things are right now, they will get better. That’s all fine and dandy, but waiting for the dawn can be nerve-wracking, especially when all of your plans have gone awry and Murphy broke your watch. All you can do at that point is hunker down and pray for the sun to hurry up. 
 
      
 
    Amy kept up a running commentary all the way down Parker Road, detailing what she intended to do to everyone who turned on her down in Hell, starting with Nyx and Metraxion and working her way through the demonic hierarchy. Her list of victims was impressively long but I tuned her out after a while. Even her gruesome imagination started to get repetitive after a while. 
 
    Since she couldn’t see or hear me, it wasn’t clear why she was sharing her sordid plans with me. It certainly wasn’t giving me any incentive to reconsider my stand on becoming her boyfriend. The one couple we passed along the way gave her a wide berth, obviously figuring she was off her meds.  
 
    Instead, I went back to scanning our surroundings for any members of Team Peter and Team Not-Peter. Most of Hellburn’s residents were already home for dinner, so the streets and sidewalks were sparsely populated, but I tensed up every time a car passed by. If someone decided to run Amy down, I couldn’t do a thing to stop them, assuming I could muster up any enthusiasm for making the effort. 
 
    Amy, for her part, didn’t seem to have a care in the world, other than exacting revenge for every slight she ever experienced or imagined. Despite translating Dr. Bellowes’ journal for us, she’d remained on the periphery throughout the day’s events and I was beginning to suspect she was only here because it was slightly less boring than staying back at the apartment all by herself. 
 
    The wrought iron fence surrounding the Hellburn Municipal Cemetery was only two blocks away when she finally wound down into silence, looking dissatisfied as she trudged on. With our goal in sight, I was tempted to run ahead and look for the others, but an eager hail from behind us turned me around. 
 
    “Peter, wait up!” Olivia was doing the ghost-running thing, practically skating along the sidewalk as she waved her eagerly at me. “Thank God I found you!” 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked uneasily. “Where’s everyone else?” 
 
    “I couldn’t find them in the library,” she apologized, coming to a halt beside me. “They were still glamoured, I guess, and there were witches everywhere. You didn’t see them either?” 
 
    “She’s the only one I found so far,” I told her, inclining my head at Amy, who was already well down the block. “She said Dad was okay but I don’t know what happened to him. I thought for sure you’d get here ahead of me.” 
 
    “I got lost,” she confessed sheepishly. “I’ve only been here a couple of times before.” 
 
    “Well, we’re almost there. Hopefully the others are waiting for us. Come on.”  
 
    We caught up to Amy and matched her pace, aiming for the main gate. She showed no sign that she knew we were there. And yet she somehow managed to find me in a random alley, I thought. I can’t believe that was just a coincidence. 
 
    “Amy,” I asked cautiously, “can you see us?” She didn’t respond. “Can you hear me?” Still nothing. “I’ve decided to become your boyfriend after all.” 
 
    “What?” Olivia gasped. 
 
    “It’s just a test,” I assured her hastily. “I’m trying to figure out if she can actually see ghosts.” 
 
    “She never has before,” she pointed out. 
 
    “She’s never admitted to it before,” I corrected her. “That doesn’t mean she can’t.” On the other hand, Amy never once mentioned Olivia during our ongoing battle with Lilixandriel and her demon lords, so it seemed pretty clear that her perceptions didn’t extend into the spirit realm. Or is she just really good at pretending not to hear us, I mused uneasily. But why would she bother? I don’t get it. 
 
     An answer failed to present itself by the time we turned into the cemetery’s empty parking lot and passed through the ornate iron archway. The carefully trimmed grass was starting to suffer in the long Texas summer but the hundreds of headstones and monuments, some new, some weathered into obscurity, still marked the final resting spots of the dearly departed in neatly arranged rows. The three of us were the only living things in sight. Well, Amy was, anyway. 
 
    There weren’t many places to hide but the war memorial in the center of the cemetery was fairly large and a few of the more elaborate edifices scattered around could shield a body or two. Amy followed one of the graveled paths looping around the property, with no explanation of why she picked that particular direction. We followed her for lack of any better alternative, peering behind the bigger headstones for any sign of our companions and checking the street outside the fence for any sign of our pursuers. We got nearly halfway around before Olivia pointed excitedly. “There they are!” she exclaimed. 
 
     The war memorial curved in an arc beside a circular flower bed, where two marble benches provided a place for people to sit and commune with Hellburn’s fallen heroes. A bare rectangle of dirt marked the spot where a third bench should have been and I had a sneaking suspicion I knew where it ended up. 
 
    More importantly, the remaining benches were occupied by three familiar faces, two of which I hadn’t expected to find here. Stacy sat beside Melissa on one bench, looking annoyed and anxious, and Susie lay curled up on the other, apparently asleep. 
 
    “Stacy!” I called out in surprise. “How did you get here?” She looked up but her attention was on Amy. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked flatly. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be like that,” Amy told her with a flippant wave. “We’re all in this together.” 
 
    “Are you by yourself?” Melissa frowned, looking around. “Did you see anybody else?” 
 
    “Peter’s around here somewhere,” she reported, studying the names and dates engraved on the side of the memorial. “The original one.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Melissa asked doubtfully. “I thought for sure Agent Morgan was going to get him.” 
 
    “He’s surprisingly resourceful,” Amy said with a shrug, “or maybe just incredibly lucky. It’s hard to tell sometimes.” 
 
    “What about Dara, then?” 
 
    “I imagine she’ll be along shortly.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Just a feeling.” Amy smiled in a way that made my skin crawl. 
 
    “What’s wrong with Susie?” I asked. “What happened to her?” Susie wore her oversized pink-and-white silk robe, as if she’d just gotten out of bed and came straight here. She looked exhausted. Even closed, her eyes were sunken and bruised and she was unusually pale, even for her. 
 
    “I thought the incubus got her,” Olivia said uneasily. 
 
    “She must have gotten away. Thank God for that.” I surveyed the area doubtfully. “We need to find another place to hide out and plan our next step.” The memorial hid us from the patrons at the Whataburger but we were exposed to anyone coming from the west. 
 
    “Like where?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I confessed. “Any place I think of, the incubus will probably know too. Maybe Stacy knows someplace we can use. We have to see if any of the others show up first, though.” 
 
    “How long can we wait?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Not very long, but Susie can teleport whoever’s not here to wherever we end up. If she’s up to it,” I added with a grimace. I doubted she had the strength to stand up right now, let alone open magical portals for everyone. 
 
    “Look!” Melissa sat up straight and pointed behind me. I whirled around as my heart leapt into my throat, to see two people making their way towards us between the headstones. Daraxandriel limped heavily, leaning on Rebecca’s shoulder to maintain her balance, while the young witch carried her sword like she was afraid she was going to accidentally stab herself with it. “Dara! Oh my God, what happened to you?” Melissa called out in dismay. 
 
    “Thou art well met, Melissa,” Daraxandriel told her, coming to a stumbling halt. Every square inch of her was bloody and dusty and her spiky red hair was matted down on one side. Her tail hung over her arm like an arrow-headed noodle. “I did fear that we would be the only ones to heed Peter Simon Collins’ call to retreat.” She looked around, her ruddy eyes dim with worry. “Is he not here with thee?” 
 
    “Amy says he’s around here somewhere,” Melissa told her. “I guess he’s a ghost again.” 
 
    “He’s right there,” Rebecca told them, pointing at me. “Olivia too.” She was almost as dirty as Daraxandriel but none of the bloody smudges seemed to be hers. Her brown eyes were strained and fearful, though. 
 
    “That is welcome news,” Daraxandriel said, dredging up a feeble smile. “Yet how did the waif come to be with thee? Did Sir Collins not report that she was taken by the incubus?” 
 
    “She found me,” Melissa explained. “I was hiding upstairs in the library, getting ready to Shadow Step outside, and she ported me right out of there. I told her we were supposed to meet everyone here, so she brought us here.” 
 
    “And then she grabbed me right out of Todd’s car,” Stacy added sourly. “My phone’s back there so I can’t even call him to tell him what happened.” 
 
    “Is Susie going to be okay?” Rebecca asked doubtfully. “She doesn’t look so good.” 
 
    “Rebecca, do you know what happened to Dad and the others?” I asked her urgently. 
 
    “No, sorry,” she said regretfully. “After Agent Morgan gave up trying to get to us, we just snuck out and came straight here.” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Stacy asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Oh, uh, Peter,” she stammered, pointing at me again. “He wanted to know what happened to everybody.” 
 
    Stacy peered in the direction of my left elbow. “Melissa said he got stuck with Olivia’s curse somehow. Can’t he manifest like she did?” 
 
    Rebecca looked at me questioningly and I heaved a sigh. “I can,” I told her, “but you, um, might want to close your eyes.” 
 
    “Why?” she frowned. “Don’t you look just the same?” 
 
    “Well, no, not exactly.” Olivia snorted, trying to smother a laugh, which didn’t help things at all. “You might not be, uh,” I cleared my throat, “entirely comfortable with what you’ll see.” 
 
    “All of my friends have been trying to kill me, Peter,” she retorted. “I don’t think anything you do is going to scare me more than that.” 
 
    “Okay, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” I turned away from her, took a deep breath, and willed myself into existence. 
 
    Rebecca’s shocked gasp seemed to go on forever. “You – you – you’re – you’re not wearing any clothes!” Her ears and cheeks were bright pink and she looked like she wanted to be anywhere else but here but couldn’t force herself to turn away. 
 
    Stacy’s eyes were nearly as wide, magnified by her glasses. “That’s, ah, a new look for you, Peter,” she observed faintly. 
 
    “Hands off,” Melissa growled. “He’s mine.” 
 
    “You already had him,” Amy argued. “It’s my turn now.” 
 
    Melissa bristled at her and I stepped between them hastily. “Guys, let’s focus on getting out of here first, okay? Stacy, can you think of any place we can hide out and regroup?” 
 
    It took her a few seconds to drag her gaze up to my face. “I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    “We can’t stay here. We need to find a place where the witches won’t think to look for us.” 
 
    “Dressed like that?” she asked dubiously. 
 
    “We can stop at the apartment on the way so I can grab some clothes,” I assured her. 
 
    “Forget it. I’m not going to get arrested walking around with you looking like that.” She kicked off her sneakers and stood, untying the waistband of her track pants. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked in alarm as she stepped out of her pants and held them out to me.  
 
    “Put these on,” she ordered impatiently. All she wore was her t-shirt and a pair of white cotton panties, plus her ankle socks. 
 
    “Um, are you sure about this?”  
 
    “I’m still covered up,” she pointed out. “You’re not.” She stuffed her feet back into her shoes and crossed her arms, glowering at me. 
 
    I took her pants and hurriedly pulled them up, tying the string snugly. They weren’t quite long enough but at least the important parts were covered up. Rebecca, for her part, looked immensely relieved.  
 
    “Okay, then,” I said, letting my breath out. “Any sign of the others?” Six heads shook no. “All right, let’s get out of here. Susie? Susie, are you awake?” She gave no indication that she heard me, although that didn’t mean all that much. I bent over her and gently shook her shoulder. “Susie, we need you to wake up.” 
 
    She pushed my hand away like she was shooing an annoying fly. “Lee Malone,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I think she said Leave me alone,” Melissa guessed. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” I grumbled. “Come on, Susie, get up.” I levered her up until she was more or less in a sitting position, although I had to hold her in place to keep her from flopping over. “We need you to bring us back to the apartment, okay?” 
 
    “You’re not the boss of me,” she muttered, her eyes still firmly closed. 
 
    “Look, I know you’re tired but this is important. Just get us to the apartment and you can go back to sleep, okay? After you bring Dad to us,” I amended hastily. 
 
    Susie took in a deep breath and let it out slowly before glaring up at me. “What’s the magic word, Peter?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t you start,” I sighed, rolling my eyes. “I already went through that today with Cruz.” I blinked as a horrible thought popped into my brain and I took another good look at her. Her pupils shouldn’t have been anywhere near that large on such a sunny day. I released her and backed away, watching her carefully. “Guys,” I swallowed nervously, “I think we have a problem.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Peter?” Melissa asked, coming up beside me. 
 
    “Susie’s under the control of the incubus again! We have to get out of here!” I grabbed her arm and tried to run but she refused to budge. 
 
    “That’s not a problem,” she assured me. 
 
    “Are you serious? She –” Melissa’s eyes were naturally dark so it was hard to see how dilated her pupils were, but her smile made that unnecessary. “Oh, no,” I breathed. 
 
    “We were supposed to hold off until we got the signal,” Stacy chastised her. 
 
    “It’s all right, Stacy,” an all-too-familiar voice assured her out of nowhere. “I think everyone’s accounted for now.” 
 
    “Peter!” Rebecca whispered fearfully. “That’s your voice!” Her eyes did that thing again and her breath caught in her throat as she gaped at something I couldn’t see on the other side of the garden. Daraxandriel seized the sword from her grip and stood en garde as she searched for a target to strike. 
 
    “Well, I suppose this glamour has served its purpose,” Not-Peter said. A moment later, he stood there in front of us with a pleased smile on his – my – face. Dr. Bellowes’ ring glowed brighter than ever on his left hand and my Philosopher’s Stone hung by its chain around his neck. “You led us on quite a merry chase, Peter,” he observed wryly. “Too bad it was all for nothing.” 
 
    “Get back!” I placed myself in front of Rebecca and Daraxandriel while trying to keep an eye on Melissa, Susie, and Stacy. Olivia pressed close to my side, looking understandably anxious, and Amy was presumably behind us somewhere but I didn’t dare turn my head to check. 
 
    “Why are you still fighting, Peter?” Not-Peter asked, shaking his head at the cosmic futility of my actions. “You’re just delaying the inevitable.” 
 
    “You haven’t won yet!” I insisted defiantly. 
 
    “That’s true,” he conceded with a dip of head. “I have one more witch to bring into the fold.” He smiled fondly at Rebecca, who yeeped and ducked behind Daraxandriel. 
 
    “And Karyn and Allison! They’re still out there somewhere!” 
 
    Not-Peter shook his head as he chuckled. “Seriously, Peter? Allison’s been mine all along and Karyn – well, come on out, everyone. Let’s show Peter what he’s up against.” 
 
    A moment later, Mrs. Kendricks appeared on Not-Peter’s left, and then Agent Morgan faded into view on his right along with Mrs. Phipps. One after another in quick succession, everyone else phased in around him. Tara looked at me with a sardonic arch of her eyebrow, while Allison stared longingly at Not-Peter. Karin and Karyn stood with linked arms, smiling at me in smug satisfaction. A Chinese girl who I presumed was Jasmine Chu stood beside another girl who was probably Marian Dobbs, and even Gail Connelly was there, sporting a large bandage over her left eye. There was no way all of them could have gotten here before us on their own, which I supposed explained Susie’s current exhaustion. 
 
    Off to the side, Cruz and Mrs. Burns flanked Dad, who looked tired and haggard. “Dad!” I called out in alarm. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Peter –” he started to say and then jerked in a way that strongly suggested that Cruz had nudged him in the back with something, probably the pistol that was missing from his holster. He fell silent and grimly watched Susie, Melissa, and Stacy walk around the garden to join Mrs. Kendricks. I didn’t need an advanced degree in mathematics to determine that the five of us – six if you counted Dad – were badly outnumbered and outgunned by the sixteen of them. 
 
    “We need to get out of here, fast,” I whispered over my shoulder. “Dara, can you take us all through the shadowed paths?” 
 
     “Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel protested in shock. “The paths are fraught with peril!” 
 
    “And staying here isn’t?” I tried to keep the rising note of panic out of my voice, with limited success. There was no way we’d survive a shootout with Team Not-Peter. Agent Morgan could obliterate us all by herself with her eyes closed and one hand tied behind her back. Except – “Rebecca, can your shield cover all of us?” She’d been able to fend Morgan off long enough for her and Daraxandriel to escape and she was probably the weakest of all the witches. 
 
    “I – I’m not sure,” she quavered. 
 
    “Is the Goddess still with you?” I certainly hoped so. We could use a little divine intervention right about now. 
 
    “The Goddess?” she echoed doubtfully. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Never mind,” I sighed resignedly. “Look, you might have to go join them.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They won’t hurt you if you’re one of them.” 
 
    “Peter!” she gasped. “I don’t want to be with them! I’m on your side!” 
 
    “I can’t protect you! At least you’ll be alive and –” Now I did look around for Amy. She was standing off to the side watching the proceedings with a pleased grin. I lowered my voice. “– and it might tip him over the edge.” 
 
    Her wide eyes flicked from me to Not-Peter and back. “But –” She swallowed with difficulty. “He’ll do things to me,” she whispered shakily. 
 
    “He might not.” I don’t think either of us believed that. “I’m sorry,” I told her sincerely. 
 
    “Maybe I can stop him,” Olivia suggested doubtfully, “like I did to that demon lord.” 
 
    I tried not to let the spurt of hope show on my face. She killed Uxbranidorn by reaching into his chest with her ghostly hands and squeezing his heart until it stopped. Without the link to my Philosopher’s Stone to revive it, my human body would die almost instantly. “It’s worth a try,” I said out of the side of my mouth. “I’ll try to keep him distracted.” Olivia nodded and sidled away from me, angling around the garden. 
 
    “You can’t kill us!” I called out to the incubus, who seemed to be in no great hurry to dispose of us. Maybe he wanted to savor his victory first. “They’re all witches! They’ll lose their connection to the Goddess and their powers!” 
 
    Not-Peter’s smile widened. “That only applies to killing humans.” 
 
    “We’re all humans!” I retorted. “Well, except for Dara,” I amended uneasily. “And Amy. But the rest of us are!” That wasn’t a particularly compelling rebuttal but the point was to keep everyone’s attention focused on me. 
 
    “Technically, you and Olivia are disembodied spirits,” he pointed out, “which doesn’t count. Rebecca’s the only real human there and I have no intention of harming her. The rest of you,” he shrugged, “well, you’ve caused me quite a bit of trouble today.” 
 
    I watched Olivia out of the corner of my eye as she crept closer to the incubus. She didn’t get even halfway there before Mrs. Phipps raised her arm and pointed right at her. 
 
    “That ghost girl is coming this way!” she reported. Morgan immediately conjured another gray-green ball in her palm and Olivia froze for an instant before racing back to my side, clutching my arm fearfully with her chilly hands. Mrs. Phipps said something to Morgan, who nodded. The writhing sphere in her hand morphed into a spinning orb of fire that grew steadily brighter. 
 
    “Peter,” Rebecca said anxiously, “I don’t like the looks of that.” 
 
    “Get ready to use your shield,” I ordered. “Protect Dara if you can. If you kill us,” I shouted, “you’ll never find the journal!” He could just pick it off our smoldering corpses, of course, but he didn’t know that.  
 
    “This journal, you mean?” He gestured to Mrs. Kendricks, who held up the familiar leather-bound book. “You can find all sorts of interesting reading material in a library,” he smirked. 
 
    Daraxandriel gasped and felt around the waistband of her skirt. “It must have fallen aside when I was struck down,” she lamented. “I have sorely failed thee, Peter Simon Collins.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I sighed. “You still need a demon to read it!” I called out. 
 
    “Like an incubus?” Not-Peter smiled. 
 
    “Oh, right,” I muttered, chagrined. “Well, it won’t do you any good! We’ve already read through it and there’s nothing in there that will help you!” 
 
    “Really?” he asked disparagingly. “That’s not what Dr. Bellowes told me.” 
 
    “I – what?” I stammered. “You never talked to him. Metraxion killed him two months ago!” 
 
    “On the contrary, Metraxion used him as a warning to others who might be tempted to follow in his footsteps. Dr. Bellowes hangs in a cage over the Abyss, begging for release from his torment.” Judging from Mrs. Kendricks’ and Agent Morgan’s expressions, this was the first time they heard this story as well. 
 
    “Oh my God, he’s still alive?” I asked incredulously.  
 
    Not-Peter waggled his hand with a grimace. “That depends on how you define alive. Suffice it to say, he’s still in one piece, more or less, and very willing to share his secrets with anyone who promises to set him free.” He inspected his ring thoughtfully. “I had to possess quite a few people until I finally found someone associated with the library. What was his name?” he asked Mrs. Phipps. 
 
    “Mr. Jansen,” she answered primly. “He’s one of the assistant librarians.” 
 
    “That’s right,” the incubus nodded. “He introduced me to Mrs. Phipps and the rest, as they say, is history.” 
 
    “So you’re going to free Dr. Bellowes?” I asked uneasily.  
 
    Not-Peter laughed. “Why would I do that? I have everything I want right here.” He gestured grandly at the women surrounding him. “Hellburn is mine for the taking, as soon as we wrap up a couple of loose ends. Susie,” he said, inclining his head to her, “I love you. Would you mind bringing Rebecca over here? I wouldn’t want her to get hurt.” 
 
    Rebecca gasped behind me and her green pentagram appeared around her and Daraxandriel, but it vanished an instant later when a fiery white pentagram flashed beneath her feet and deposited her right in front of Not-Peter. She squeaked and tried to run but he reached out and touched her cheek. His ring flared brighter than ever and she immediately turned back to him and stood on tip-toes to kiss him full on the lips. 
 
    “Oh, no,” I groaned, feeling my heart sink. I scanned the other witches for any sign that the incubus’s hold over them was weakening. They just watched Not-Peter and Rebecca with expressions ranging from amused tolerance to tight-lipped jealousy. None of them broke ranks, though. 
 
    Rebecca finally ended the kiss, gazing up at him in adoration, and he draped his arm over her shoulder as he smiled crookedly at me. She reached under her skirt, wriggling around, and a pair of pink lace-edged panties dropped to her ankles. She stepped out of them and picked them up, offering them to him shyly, and he looked surprised before taking them. 
 
    “There’ll be plenty of time for that later,” he assured her, tucking them into his pocket. “Let’s finish up here first.” 
 
    I looked around bleakly. It was seventeen to five now and four of us were basically useless. “Get out of here,” I told Daraxandriel urgently. “Save yourself and get help.” 
 
    “Nay!” she insisted, shaking her head resolutely. “I shall never abandon thee, Peter Simon Collins!” 
 
    Amy snorted and rolled her eyes. “Trust you to pick the losing side.” 
 
    “I can’t help but notice that you’re standing right here with us,” I retorted. 
 
    “Good point.” She started walking towards the incubus and his captive witches. 
 
    “Wait, where are you going?” 
 
    “Over there, obviously.” 
 
    “But you’re a demon!” I protested. “They’ll kill you!” 
 
    She looked back at me with a dubious frown that morphed into an impish grin. “So you still haven’t figured it out yet?” 
 
    “Figured what out?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel murmured, coming up beside me with her sword still clutched in her hand, “observe her eyes.” 
 
    “Huh?” I peered at Amy and my shoulders slumped. Her irises were just a thin ring of icy blue around a bottomless pit of darkness. “How is that possible? You said an incubus couldn’t enthrall a succubus!” 
 
    Daraxandriel hesitated. “Although Nyx had part in her making, Amaryx is not truly a succubus. Moreover, the ring greatly magnifies his power. I would doubt mine own ability to resist his touch now.” 
 
    “But when did it happen?” I turned on Amy. “You were with us the whole time!” She cocked an eyebrow at me and I groaned. “It was after he attacked Dara in the apartment, wasn’t it? He couldn’t get her so he took you instead.” 
 
    “Something like that,” she agreed teasingly. 
 
    “But you were helping us!” Her grin widened. “Oh my God, you were lying about what was in the journal, weren’t you?” 
 
    “All that stuff about Dara was true,” Amy smirked. “The rest was, well, mostly true, except for the part about Dr. Bellowes reaching his limit.” 
 
    “But that thing with the Earl was real,” I protested. “Melissa Googled it!” 
 
    “It was, but the revolution didn’t fail because Dr. Bellowes couldn’t handle that many people. The demon inside the ring was dying. It needed to be fed another soul to keep things going.” She shrugged eloquently. “He figured it out eventually. Too late to help the Earl, of course, but oh well.” She shrugged dismissively. 
 
    “But what was the point of making all that up? It didn’t change anything!” 
 
    “I wanted you to send all the witches straight to the incubus,” she explained, as if the answer was obvious. “It would have avoided all this running around. But no, you had to be all noble and protective and stuff.” She rolled her eyes and blew a raspberry at me. “Talk about a waste of time,” she grumbled. 
 
    “If you’re quite done, Amy,” Not-Peter sighed, “you might want to step out of the line of fire.” She flapped her wrist in acknowledgement and walked straight towards him, exchanging narrow-eyed glances with Rebecca as she planted herself on his other side.  
 
    “What are we going to do, Peter?” Olivia whispered anxiously. All around the incubus, the witches tensed at some unseen signal. Some of them brandished wands and the ball of fire in Agent Morgan’s hand blazed like a miniature sun. 
 
    I drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Stay here,” I told her softly. “Get ready.” 
 
    “To what end?” Daraxandriel asked warily. 
 
    “To run, if this doesn’t work.” I took another breath and walked towards the incubus. Mrs. Kendricks and Agent Morgan moved closer to him and I stopped at the halfway point. “Let’s talk!” I called. 
 
    “You’re just stalling,” Not-Peter accused me mildly. “What could you possibly have to say that would be of any interest to me?” 
 
    “Do you really want me to just shout it out where everyone can hear?” I countered. 
 
    “We don’t keep secrets from each other, Peter,” he smiled. “We love and trust one other.” 
 
    “Right.” I put as much scorn and skepticism into the word as I could. Not-Peter’s expression didn’t change but his eyes flicked left and right. 
 
    “Well, you’ve piqued my curiosity,” he declared. Morgan leaned closer and said something to him, her eyes boring into me the entire time, but he waved her off casually and walked towards me, stopping ten feet away and crossing his arms in a confident pose. “So what do you have to say?” 
 
    “You’ve won, I give up,” I told him. His eyebrows rose in surprise at my surrender. “But let Dad go. He can’t hurt you.” 
 
    “But he can contact those who can. He and you and Dara are the only ones who know what happened here. And Olivia, of course, although there’s really not much she can do about it. After you’re gone, life will go back to normal and everyone will believe that I’m simply Peter Collins, another nondescript high school student.” He looked incredibly smug. The only thing keeping me from punching his nose through the back of his skull was the fact that it was my nose. 
 
    “At least leave Susie alone,” I gritted through my teeth. 
 
    “Why would I do that?” He looked genuinely surprised. 
 
    “Because she’s my sister!” 
 
    He shrugged eloquently. “She’s not my sister.” 
 
    My anger and frustration boiled over and I exploded with a stream of invective that would have made the most jaded sailor cover his ears, calling him every vulgarity I’d ever heard plus a few I made up on the spot and suggesting various physical acts he could perform on himself. He just stood there and smiled until I finally wound down into panting silence. Quite a few of the witches looked shocked. Dad just looked bleak. 
 
    “Well, I appreciate your advice, Peter,” the incubus told me wryly, “but I think it’s time we wrapped things up. Any last words?” 
 
    I looked around one last time. Daraxandriel and Olivia were where I left them, looking frightened and forlorn. “Just one,” I said, turning back to face him. He cocked an eyebrow at me expectantly. My heart thudded in my chest as I took a deep breath. If this didn’t work, I was going to look like a complete idiot. Not that that mattered, because I’d be dead, for real this time. 
 
    “WITCHES!” I shouted, to make sure everyone heard me clearly. “I LOVE YOU! SIMON SAYS, KILL ME AND EVERYONE WHO LOOKS LIKE ME!” 
 
    In the startled moment of silence that followed, Not-Peter’s smile vanished, replaced with a look of realization and horror. “Witches!” he started to say, just as the world disappeared in a flash of white. 
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    Theologians and philosophers have been debating the concept of free will since time immemorial. Do people really think for themselves or is everything they say and do predetermined by God and/or the laws of physics? In other words, if you were ever transported into the past and faced a situation where you previously decided to do Option A, would you ever be able to pick Option B instead? 
 
    Thanks to modern science, we now have a much better understanding of how the human brain works, how the stimuli we receive through our senses interact with the memories stored in our cerebral cortex to generate thought and action. Many researchers liken the brain to an incredibly complicated computer, but that concept argues against free will. Computers and software programs don’t think, they merely follow their instructions to produce a result based on the input they’re given. Based on that, the obvious conclusion is that free will is merely an illusion. Given a particular set of conditions, we’ll always say and do the same thing every time. 
 
    That’s not a very comforting thought, however. None of us wants to believe that we’re merely biological robots, doomed to behave however our DNA and our upbringing dictate. We cling to the belief that we’re in control of our own destiny, because when things go horribly wrong, at least we can blame ourselves for making the wrong decision and promise to do better next time. There’s no lesson to be learned when some implacable cosmic fate screws you over for no good reason. 
 
      
 
    I slowly levered myself up onto my hands and knees, every muscle in my body screaming for mercy. I was in the bottom of a shallow crater filled with gritty smoke that scoured my throat with every shaky breath I took, but at least I was breathing. I lifted my head with difficulty, trying to get my eyes to focus again. 
 
    Every witch in the cemetery stood within a glowing pentagram, thirteen of them arrayed in a kaleidoscope of colors and patterns. They all watched me in eerie silence, their hands and wands outstretched and ready to strike again. 
 
    “Witches,” I said weakly, and then bent over in a series of wracking coughs that threatened to rip my lungs in two. “Witches,” I tried again, “I love you. Simon says, don’t kill me anymore.” The tension in the group eased noticeably and one by one the pentagrams winked out. 
 
    I sat up with a groan and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, leaving a smudge of blood across my fingers. I studied the large gold ring on my middle finger and tried to smile, except it hurt too much to do that. So it actually worked, I mused. I’m back in my own body. The engraved symbol glowed deep violet, noticeably dimmer than it was before. I hoped that meant something good. 
 
    I was dressed in the charred remnants of a t-shirt and jeans and the Philosopher’s Stone lay on my chest, pulsing bright red now in time with my heartbeat. I closed my hand around it and felt its soothing warmth flow through my body, easing my pain and healing the damage inflicted by the coven’s attack. Totally worth it, I told myself, as long as I never have to do this again. 
 
    I got to my feet, looking around. Dad stared at me in disbelief, as if I’d just risen from the grave, which I supposed wasn’t too far from the truth. Daraxandriel and Olivia looked much the same but at least they were unharmed. Most of the witches looked confused, either because they weren’t sure why they just tried to kill the man they thought they loved or because it didn’t work. 
 
    I’m forgetting something, suggested a niggling thought in the back of my mind, and I surveyed the area, trying to figure out what was. Something we’re supposed to be doing right now. I did a quick head count. Thirteen witches, three regular women, two demon girls, one ghost girl, plus Dad and me. That’s everyone, isn’t it? My breath caught in my throat as I whirled around. “Where’s the incubus?” I shouted. 
 
    A shifting haze covered the area, the remnants of whatever magic the witches unleashed on me and Not-Peter, making it difficult to see clearly, but I wasn’t even certain what I was looking for. He obviously fled my body when the witches attacked but Daraxandriel said the incubus was a spirit of some kind. Is he a ghost now? I wondered uneasily, feeling the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Is he trying to possess me again? I clutched the Philosopher’s Stone like a protective talisman. Or is he trying to possess someone else now? “Dad! Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Peter!” he called, his voice ragged with relief. “How did you –?” 
 
    “Never mind that! Don’t let the incubus touch you!” Unless it’s already too late, I worried. How would I know if he’s already possessed? 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks raised her hands and her ornate pentagram flared into existence, spinning slowly around her feet. A gentle breeze sprung up, carrying away the dust and smoke, and suddenly Olivia shouted, “There! Behind you, Peter!” 
 
    I spun around and stepped back in alarm as the last wisps of haze dissipated. Something lay there at the edge of the crater, moving in obvious pain. “What is that?” I breathed. 
 
    It looked like a man, sort of, but the proportions were all wrong. Its arms and legs were spindly compared to its sunken chest and protruding gut and its head had a blunt snout instead of a regular mouth and nose. Bristly hairs clung to its grayish skin like tufts of black grass. It looked like an unholy cross between an old man and a sewer rat. 
 
    The creature groaned as it tried to stand, its joints creaking and popping. It held up a claw-tipped hand, flexing its gnarled fingers, and bared its uneven teeth. “What hast thou done to me?” it rasped. “Whyfor am I trapped within this misshapen husk?” 
 
    “That’s an incubus?” I swallowed uneasily. 
 
    “That is an incubus made manifest,” Daraxandriel said grimly, coming towards us with her sword pointed right at the creature’s heart, assuming it had one. “My Dread Lord’s curse seized its spirit once it fled thy corpus.” 
 
    “The curse got it?” I’d assumed the curse would go back to Olivia when I was back in my own body but I supposed the incubus was a closer and juicier target. “So what do we do with it now?” 
 
    “Slay it,” she stated flatly. “Elsewise it remains a threat to us all.” 
 
    The incubus glared at us with small onyx eyes. “Thou hast no power over me,” he snarled. “Witches, I love you! Slay this imposter and this demon!” 
 
    My breath caught in my throat but none of the witches moved. It took me a long, anxious moment to figure out why and then I laughed. “You don’t look like me or sound like me anymore,” I told him. “They won’t obey you.” 
 
    The incubus’s face twisted in shock and anguish. “Nay! All of thee have sworn thine affections to me! Thou art mine, body and soul!” The younger witches backed away, looking ill, while the others just looked on in stern silence. “Fay! Ariel! Lend thine aid to me! Destroy this body and the curse which binds me to it, that I might reclaim Peter’s anew!” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks and Agent Morgan exchanged glances and then turned to me. “Peter?” Mrs. Kendricks asked. “What do you want us to do?” 
 
    I let out the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “Destroy the incubus and the Dread Lord’s curse. I don’t want either of them coming back, ever.” 
 
    “Nay!” The incubus scrabbled backwards frantically but Daraxandriel leapt around and drove it back into the crater with the point of her sword. “Spare me!” it pleaded, falling to its knees. “I shall depart thy world and ne’er return! I swear this, upon my very soul!” 
 
    “Kill it,” I said flatly, “once and for all.” Nobody moved. “Witches,” I called, rolling my eyes, “I love you.” All of the witches straightened, awaiting my orders, and I heaved a sigh. I guessed the magic word when he used it on Susie – the magic phrase, to be grammatically correct – but I only actually loved two of them. Saying it to all of them when I didn’t mean it made me really uncomfortable. “Okay, from now on, the magic word is Simon says. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Peter,” all of them responded in perfect unison, which made me shiver and not in a good way. 
 
    “Okay, then.” I cleared my throat. “Simon says, obliterate the incubus and the Dread Lord’s curse!” 
 
    I had a lot to learn about controlling an army of witches, starting with making sure I wasn’t standing near the target I ordered them to attack. The explosion picked me up and tossed me aside like a used tissue in a windstorm, sending me tumbling across the manicured grass until something solid and immovable brought me to a sudden stop. I lay there for a long while, gasping for breath and wincing at the stabbing pain in my side. 
 
    “Peter!” Dad appeared beside me and helped me sit up. “Are you all right?” His face was white with worry. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured him and then I sucked in my breath when part of my ribcage moved in a direction it shouldn’t have. I fumbled for my Philosopher’s Stone and sagged in relief as its warmth coursed through me again. “Okay, now I’m fine. What happened?” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel bounded into view, looking a little worse for wear herself. Her clothes were scorched and a new wound oozed dark blood on her forearm but she seemed otherwise whole. “Art thou well?”  
 
    “I’m fine,” I said again. “Help me up.” The two of them took my arms and hauled me to my feet. I tried to clap the dust of my clothes but that just shredded them even worse, so I gave up. I eyed the headstone that I’d collided with. Given how my day was going so far, I wouldn’t have been surprised to see my name engraved on its polished marble surface, but fortunately it belonged to someone I’d never heard of. “Did it work?” I asked anxiously. “Is the incubus gone?” 
 
    “Aye,” Daraxandriel nodded, “it is well and truly gone. Naught remains of it, nor of my Dread Lord’s curse.” She gestured towards the crater, which glowed with an eerie greenish light that slowly faded away.  
 
    “Thank God,” I sighed.  
 
    “So it’s over?” Dad asked hopefully. He nodded to the witches, still standing in the same place watching us. “Are they going to be okay?” 
 
    “They will be,” I told him, “after we take care of one last thing.” Seventeen pairs of dilated eyes followed me as I crossed over to Agent Morgan. I pulled Dr. Bellowes’ ring off my hand and held it out to her. “You said you could destroy this.” 
 
    She took the ring and weighed it in the palm of her hand. “Yes,” she agreed, “but why?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why don’t you want to keep it? All of us are under your control now. Some men would kill for that power.” 
 
    “I’m not one of them,” I told her firmly. “This ring is too dangerous. As long as it’s around, someone’s going to want to take it and use it.” 
 
    She pursed her lips as she perused the ring. Its purple glow was barely visible now. “Dr. Bellowes used this ring to destroy demons. We could do the same.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, startled. “Are you kidding me? After everything that happened today?” 
 
    “Today was an aberration. Give the ring to me, Peter,” she insisted. “I can keep it safe and use it as it was meant to be used, to keep humanity safe from demons.” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head vehemently. “It’s too risky.” 
 
    “Don’t you trust me?” Her voice had a definite edge to it. 
 
    “I don’t even trust myself,” I told her frankly, “which is why we have to get rid of it.” 
 
    “Peter –” 
 
    “Simon says, destroy the ring!” 
 
    Her hand snapped closed into a fist and painfully bright light leaked out between her fingers as her Philosopher’s Stone blazed like the business end of a laser. Her whole arm trembled as liquid gold dripped from her hand, igniting the grass at her feet. Finally, the lightshow ended and she slowly opened her hand, exposing her palm. It was blackened and bloody and I could have sworn I saw the bones of her hand before her Stone flared again and the flesh grew back, pristine once more. 
 
    “You’ve made a terrible mistake,” she told me curtly, her blue eyes flashing in anger. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be the first one,” I sighed. Sirens wailed in the distance, growing steadily louder. “Uh-oh, we’d better get out of here.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about them, Peter,” Dad said wryly. “I’ll take care of the paperwork. Although I’m not sure how I’m going to explain this,” he added, eyeing the crater dubiously. 
 
    “A gas leak, maybe?” I suggested. 
 
    “In a cemetery? Well, we’ll think of something. Rachel,” he called out to Mrs. Burns, “do you have your phone on you? Cancel whatever alert got sent out. The fewer officers we have here, the better.” Mrs. Burns didn’t respond. She just watched Dad with a pensive expression. “Rachel? Are you okay?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” I asked worriedly. “Did the incubus do something to her?” 
 
    “You haven’t told her what to do,” Morgan informed me with a frown. “She’s waiting for your orders.” 
 
    “What?” I exclaimed, aghast. “Why? The ring’s gone! She’s free now!” 
 
    Morgan exchanged a look with Mrs. Kendricks. “The will of an incubus doesn’t depend on the ring, Peter,” Mrs. Kendricks explained. “It just made it easier for him to overcome our wards and capture us. We’re still under his control. Your control,” she corrected herself doubtfully. 
 
    “Oh my God.” This wasn’t what I meant to happen at all. “What do I do?” 
 
    “What do you want to happen, Peter?” Morgan asked. “Tell us and we’ll do it for you.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I don’t want! I don’t want to control you! I want you to think for yourselves!” 
 
    “Then order us to be free.” 
 
    I blinked at her. “Really? That’ll work?” 
 
    Morgan nodded but Mrs. Kendricks looked uneasy. “It’s never been done before, to my knowledge,” she admitted. “An incubus never surrenders its hold over its victims, although its influence fades over time in its absence. Your situation is unique. We know you’re not the incubus but the compulsion to obey you is still strong. If you set us aside,” she shrugged resignedly, “we’ll have no choice but to comply.” 
 
    “You’re making it sound like you don’t want me to free you,” I observed uneasily. 
 
    “I don’t,” she confessed. “I love you, Peter, and I want to be with you forever.” The other women murmured their agreement with her sentiment. 
 
    “Do not heed her words, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel warned me. “They are enamored of thee solely by the touch of the incubus. Once they are freed, they shall thank thee for their lives and their liberty.” 
 
    A patrol car raced down Parker Road towards the cemetery’s entrance, its siren on and lights flashing. We didn’t have much time. “Okay,” I said, “let’s do this. Everyone, listen up! Simon says, effective immediately, you’re no longer under anyone’s control, especially mine. You’re all free!” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks gasped and swayed on her feet, closing her eyes and shaking her head. When she opened her eyes again, they were back to normal. She looked around as if she didn’t quite recognize her surroundings. All around her, the other women reacted in much the same way, some of them sinking to the ground as their legs failed to hold them up. 
 
    “Oh, no.” I looked around for the source of that horrified gasp. Rebecca knelt on the grass, staring at her empty hands. When she looked up at me, her eyes were luminous green. “Peter, what have you done?” Her voice echoed, as if three women spoke the words together. 
 
    “Goddess?” I blurted incredulously. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    My answer was a low, wicked chuckle, but it didn’t come from Rebecca. Instead, Amy straightened to her full height, but this was a new version of her I hadn’t seen before. This one was taller, maybe twenty years old, with wavy black hair that rivaled Susie’s in length and black lips and long black fingernails. She still wore the dress she’d borrowed from Stacy’s closet but now the fabric strained against her chest and hips. 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong, Peter,” she gloated. Her eyes were the same icy blue as before but now her pupils were slitted like a cat’s. “Thanks to you, everything is perfect!” Her smile revealed canines that were definitely pointy now. The witches closest to her scrambled to get away from her and protective pentagrams popped up all around like mushrooms after a rainstorm. Only Rebecca remained where she was, watching Amy’s transformation with an expression of hopeless dismay. 
 
    “Wh – what’s going on?” I stammered. “Amy, what’s happening?” 
 
    “Why, I’m free, Peter!” she declared joyously, flinging her arms out wide, “for the first time in forever! Isn’t it wonderful? Oh, it feels so good to be able to stretch my wings again!” I thought she was just being metaphorical until the back of her dress suddenly bulged and tore away as two black-feathered wings exploded out to either side, each one a good four feet across. 
 
    They weren’t just for show either. They flapped once, stirring up a pair of swirling dust devils, and she rose up into the air, laughing like a child opening presents on Christmas Day. Out on the street, cars squealed to a halt, doors slammed, and excited voices called out as people gaped at the sight of a winged woman hovering over a cemetery full of witches. Quite a few cellphones recorded the event for posterity. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked again, hoping someone would tell me why Amy suddenly had wings. Those tattoos on her back, I thought bleakly, they must have been the real thing in disguise. But what changed? All I did was free the witches from the incubus’s control. No, I told myself as my heart sank in despair, I freed all of them from all control. I took away whatever Metraxion did to keep her powers locked up. This is what Amy really looks like. Not, not Amy, Amaryx, the daughter of the Dread Lord of Hell. 
 
    I watched helplessly as Amaryx spiraled up higher into the sky. Above her, dark, roiling clouds appeared out of nowhere and covered the sky, turning the sun into a dull, bloodshot eye. Thunder rumbled ominously and lightning flashed in the distance as a warm, dry wind swirled around us. 
 
    “People of Hellburn!” Amaryx called eagerly. “Rejoice! Your Queen has come to rule you! Worship me or face my wrath!” Lightning boomed around her and a sputtering, sticky rain began to fall. 
 
    “Well,” I said to no one in particular, “this isn’t good.” 
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