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1 
 
      
 
    For fifteen minutes last month, I was a hero. I saved seven women – well, six women and a succubus – from being killed by a four-hundred-year-old sorcerer, kept an angry demon from rampaging through town, and sent the villain to his just rewards. Not bad for a high school student who just turned eighteen the week before. 
 
    Unfortunately, the magical powers I bargained my soul away for vanished the instant Metraxion dragged Dr. Bellowes down into Hell and now I’m just plain ordinary Peter Collins again. Fortunately, Daraxandriel screwed up our contract – deliberately, as it turned out – so my soul is safe and she’s a mere mortal until her Dread Lord decides to forgive her and lift His curse. He can take His time with that, as far as I’m concerned. 
 
    You’d think I’d be happy to be ordinary again. No one should ever have to face imminent death at the hands of a power-obsessed madman or worry about their friends and family being horribly murdered by some otherworldly creature, but I miss it. I miss the excitement. I miss being important. I miss making a difference. 
 
    I want to be a hero again.  
 
      
 
    “I’m home!” 
 
    Silence greeted me as I closed the front door. I checked my watch but it wasn’t even five o’clock yet. Dad was probably still at work and Mom was no doubt helping out at some charity function or homeless shelter or old folk’s home or any of a hundred other possibilities, but Susie and Dara were pretty much homebound. Neither of them had a car – or knew how to drive one – so they couldn’t go visit any friends even if they had any. The safe bet was that they were in their bedrooms, avoiding any chance of contact with each other. 
 
    I listened at Susie’s door for any signs of life but I couldn’t hear anything. I thought about peeking in to make sure she hadn’t accidentally turned herself into a frog but she tended to get surly when I interrupted her experiments. There was nothing I could about it if she was in an amphibious state anyway, so I decided to leave her alone until it was time to head out again.  
 
    I walked into my room and discovered, to absolutely no one’s surprise, that Dara was exactly where I’d left her five hours ago, on her laptop playing Legends of Lorecraft. I enjoyed playing the game but she was absolutely addicted to it. She hit the level cap for her free account in a week and a half and then begged me for three days straight to get her a paid subscription until I finally caved. Now her character, the eponymous sorceress Dara Alexander, was at level 23 and closing in fast on my main, Coronox the enchanter, currently at level 28. I had no intention of letting her get ahead of me but she had a lot more free time than I did. 
 
    She had her headphones on so she didn’t hear me come in. I watched her peer at her screen in a way that made me wonder, not for the first time, whether she needed glasses. She was otherwise perfect, from her heart-shaped face crowned by short red hair, her big brown eyes and full lips an open invitation to stare, her body firm and smooth and voluptuous, although I had to go from memory on that last bit. Ever since she was cursed with humanity, she’d taken to wearing clothes more often than not, not unlike Eve after taking a bite of that apple. 
 
     At the moment, she was wearing my Dallas Cowboys jersey and little else, judging from the long bare legs tucked under her chair as she leaned forward. Little Peter approved of the view, as he always did, but I told him to settle down as I stripped off my DQ uniform shirt for the last time and tossed it on the laundry pile. I’d been a bit anxious when I turned in my notice two weeks ago but two years of mopping floors and refilling napkin dispensers after school was more than enough. It was time to move on to bigger and better things. 
 
    I dug out a plain t-shirt from my dresser and tugged it on as I stood behind Dara’s chair, trying to figure out what quest she was doing. Wherever she was, it was dark and Dara Alexander held her long silvery wand overhead, casting a feeble light all around her. Her black tunic, black breeches, black gloves, black thigh-high boots, and black hooded cloak blended in with the deep shadows surrounding her, so all I could see was her face – an uncanny replica of Dara’s own features – and the rocky patch of ground she was standing on. I wondered if she was underground somewhere. 
 
    Dara Alexander turned in a complete circle and then started walking, although I couldn’t tell why she picked that direction. The terrain underfoot was cracked and mottled but otherwise uninteresting, until a human skull appeared at the edge of the light, its empty eye sockets and gaping jaw silently screaming a warning to flee. Dara Alexander stopped and then Dara herself sat back in her chair, sniffing. 
 
    “I smell fries,” she murmured to herself in that British accent that made every mundane utterance sound charming and sophisticated. She looked left and then right and then tilted her head back. “Gah!” She jumped up, knocking her chair backwards right into my stomach. I doubled over as she spun around and banged into her desk, clutching her heart as she gaped at me in surprise. “Peter! Don’t sneak up on me like that!” 
 
    “I wasn’t sneaking,” I wheezed, holding onto the back of the chair to keep from collapsing on the floor. “You keep the volume up too high on your headphones.” 
 
    “What? Speak up!” I pointed to my ear with my free hand and she slipped the headphones off, wrapping them around the back of her neck. Ominous background music blared out of the speakers. “What are you doing here? I thought you were at work!” 
 
    “I was. I’m done.” I was able to breathe properly now, although I still couldn’t stand up straight. 
 
    “You can’t be, it’s not even – ” Her voice trailed off as she squinted at the clock on the night table by the bed. “Oh. So did you bring me fries?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “Not today, no.” She still had trouble accepting that her human body worked differently than her demonic one and that eating nothing but french fries and pancake syrup would just make her ill. Convincing her to eat properly was harder than feeding brussel sprouts to a toddler. “Have you been playing this whole time?” 
 
    “Well, maybe,” she hedged, looking everywhere except at me. “There’s nothing else to do when you’re not here.” 
 
    “You could have gone with Mom to wherever she went.” 
 
    Dara shook her head vehemently. “She’s helping at that animal place again.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    She looked at me like I just told her to throw herself off a cliff. “Peter! There are cats there!” 
 
    “Oh, right.” I wasn’t sure whether she harbored some deeply-ingrained demonic fear of cats or they reminded her of witches or she was just allergic to them. “Well, you need to find something else to keep yourself busy.” Her eyes strayed to the manga collections in my bookcase. “Something useful.” 
 
    “Like what?” she asked plaintively. “School doesn’t start for two more months and I can’t get a job.” Technically she was an illegal alien, although I suspected the Citizenship and Immigration Service would have trouble deporting her back to Hell. The spell or glamour or whatever it was that had everyone convinced she was an exchange student from London was still in effect, thankfully, but even Dara didn’t know how much longer that was going to last, now that she was a mere mortal. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know. Do you have any hobbies?” 
 
    “Collecting souls,” she said glumly. 
 
    I had to bite my tongue to keep from responding to that. Not only would Mrs. Kendricks and the other witches immediately abandon their truce with her if she tried to bargain for someone’s soul, she was never any good at it anyway. Her total count of captured souls after more than four hundred years of trying was exactly zero, although to be fair, she spent most of that time trapped inside an enchanted geode. 
 
    “I was hoping for something a little more mainstream, like cooking or knitting or something.” She just made a face. “Well, give it some thought. Maybe – what is that sound?” A faint chittering scraped at the edge of my hearing, sending shivers down my spine. Dara heard it too and we both looked around, until her eyes fell on her laptop screen. 
 
    “Oh, no!” She yanked her headphones over her ears, cutting off the sound, and grabbed her mouse. Dozens of small white creatures surrounded Dara Alexander, skittering around at the very edge of her wand’s light. They looked like mutant scorpions, tails included. “Don’t distract me when I’m in the middle of a quest!” 
 
    Still standing, she fired off Gloom, slowing their movements, and Lifesteal, killing them instantly and sucking their spirits into her wand. The light it cast flared up brighter, revealing another ring of loathsome multilegged things that scurried about when the light touched them and then charged right at her. Withering Aura dropped them in their tracks and Soul Burn ignited their disembodied spirits, pushing back the darkness even further.   
 
    Now three translucent slugs the size of dump trucks attacked from the shadows on hundreds of tiny pseudopods, leaving behind trails of slime that slowly etched away the underlying rock. Dara Alexander had to deal with each one separately, dodging blobs of acidic spit as she cast Petrify and Scavenge on one and then used its life force to power Dark Void on the next and then used its life to throw a Soul Rift at the third, sending its front half into another dimension as the rest of it slumped into a disgusting, oozy mess. 
 
    We both waited in tense anticipation for the next wave to come but nothing happened. Dara cautiously freed up a hand to pull one side of her headphones away from her ear. I listened carefully but I couldn’t hear anything except the slow plink of water dripping into a pool somewhere in the distance. 
 
    “Is that it?” I asked. That battle seemed far too easy for her, although I had to admit Dara was really good at Lorecraft. 
 
    “It shouldn’t be,” she said doubtfully. She reclaimed her chair and made Dara Alexander raise her wand again. With all the life force left over from the last fight, the sphere of light expanded outwards until it revealed a wall of natural stone worn smooth by eons of erosion. She turned in a circle again but, other than the pale carcasses of the slain creatures, there was nothing interesting in sight. “There’s supposed to be a Blind Worm down here.” 
 
    “What in the world is a Blind Worm?” 
 
    “I don’t actually know,” she admitted. “The seer wasn’t very specific. She just said there’s a Blind Worm sealed in the caverns that will bring eternal night to the surface if it ever escapes.” 
 
    “Never heard of it.” That wasn’t terribly surprising, though. I started playing Lorecraft a couple of years ago but I doubt I’d been through even a tenth of it so far. “Are you sure you have the right cavern?” 
 
    “The door I broke through back there had the symbol of the Worm on it. It has to be the right place.” 
 
    “You destroyed a door to get in here?” She nodded. “That door didn’t happen to be the only thing keeping the Worm from escaping, was it?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Dara insisted, but it was obvious from the way she spun the camera around that it was. “Maybe I should go check it, just to be sure.” 
 
    “Maybe you should,” I said, rolling my eyes. This was a pretty typical quest setup, where your actions had the potential to unleash unspeakable horrors on the locals if you screwed up. “Which way is it?” 
 
    “This way, I think?” The uncertain note in her voice didn’t bode well for the unsuspecting folk on the surface. Dara Alexander hurried off as her light slowly faded but every circle of broken stone looked pretty much like any other and there were no footprints to help her retrace her path. She finally stopped as the pool of light shrank to a few feet across and then suddenly winked out, leaving the screen absolutely black. “This isn’t good,” Dara observed worriedly. 
 
    “That’s the understatement of the year. Do you have any torches or light globes?” She shook her head. “You could cast Lifesteal on yourself,” I suggested doubtfully. That was a desperation move, since it would drain her own HP. “That might get you to the exit.” 
 
    “Well –” She stopped and pressed her headphones over her ears. “Uh-oh.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “There’s something moving to the right.” She turned Dara Alexander in that direction but I still couldn’t see anything at all. Then she tilted the camera up and we both gasped. 
 
    Something glowed faintly overhead. It was impossible to judge size and distance in the dark, but whatever it was looked big, like a monstrous centipede longer than a commuter train, with a head like a Chinese dragon and a tail pincer that could probably snip a car in half without even trying. It wound its way across the cavern ceiling between the stalactites, heading off to the left and moving incredibly quickly. Dara Alexander ran after it but she had no hope of catching up. 
 
    “Stop it!” I yelled. “Don’t let it get out!” 
 
    Dara huffed in frustration and targeted herself with Lifesteal. Her HP immediately dropped by half but she threw another Dark Void at the Worm. The void was invisible against the darkness and we couldn’t tell if it was going to hit or not, until the Worm suddenly stopped and turned its snarling head back in Dara Alexander’s direction.  
 
    True to its name, the Blind Worm didn’t have any eyes but that didn’t make any difference at all. It doubled back on itself as Dara desperately searched through her spell bars and inventory for something that would at least slow it down. She grabbed a lightning ball scroll but she didn’t even have time to target the Worm before it dropped from the ceiling right on top of Dara Alexander. 
 
    “Well,” I said after a lengthy silence, “that could have gone better.” Dara Alexander’s dimly luminescent spirit hovered disconsolately in the darkness. We couldn’t even see her corpse, which was probably just as well. The Blind Worm was long gone. 
 
    Dara sat slumped in her chair, her arms crossed as she glared at the screen. “You distracted me,” she complained. “I could have beaten it.” 
 
    “Right.” I moved over to my desk and woke up my laptop. I worked my way through this week’s password, although I wondered why I bothered with one since the only person it seemed to keep out was me, and fired up my copy of Lorecraft. “I’ll teleport you out of there and we’ll see if the sun is still shining.” 
 
    A couple of minutes and a revive spell later, Coronox and Dara Alexander stood side-by-side in a tavern in Valeria as Dara and I scanned the global chat window for any sign of the Blind Worm. Disappointingly, all we saw was the usual idle gossip and pleas to join dungeon parties. 
 
    “Well, I guess you didn’t start Armageddon after all,” I said. “Better luck next time.” 
 
    “But I didn’t finish the quest!” she complained. “We have to go back.”  
 
    “I don’t really have time for a full-blown quest.” 
 
    “Please,” she begged. “It won’t take long.” 
 
    “It just squashed you like a bug,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I wasn’t ready. Please.” 
 
    “I need to go in a few minutes.” 
 
    “I’ll let you kiss me,” she offered, puckering her lips. “Please.” 
 
    “You let me kiss you all the time. That’s not much of a bribe.” 
 
    “I’ll show you my breasts,” she countered, grabbing the hem of her shirt. “You don’t get to see them very often.” 
 
    That wasn’t exactly true – she still wasn’t in the habit of wearing pajamas at night – but Little Peter immediately voted in favor of the proposal anyway. I’d already gotten to second base with her but that was mostly happenstance. Two people sleeping in a bed made for one inevitably became very familiar with each other’s bodies. Third base, however, remained stubbornly elusive. 
 
    “No,” I told her firmly. 
 
    “But I don’t have any teleport spells! It’ll take me forever to get there by myself. Please?” She slowly pulled up the hem of her jersey, exposing her polka-dot panties and a good portion of her torso. “Please?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Fine. I’ll get you as close as I can but then I have to get ready. Okay?” 
 
    “Deal!” She dropped her shirt and watched me eagerly with her hands poised over her keyboard. I sighed and pulled up the map for the Province of Veridian. 
 
    “So where’s that cave?” I asked. I hadn’t paid too much attention to the location when I retrieved Dara Alexander’s corpse. 
 
    “Over here.” She pointed to her screen, which didn’t do me any good at all. I leaned over and tried to identify some landmarks near her finger. 
 
    “Is that Fireaux?”  
 
    “Yes, but the seer is south of that.” She squinted at her screen. “It’s called Dhorm.” 
 
    I found the dot on my map, tucked away in the foothills along the southern border. “I haven’t been there before. We’ll have to go to Fireaux and walk from there.” Dara made a noise, which I chose to interpret as concurrence with the plan. “Hold on to your wand.” 
 
    A few seconds and a magical swirly effect later, Coronox and Dara Alexander appeared in Fireaux’s main square. It was a smallish town in a relatively remote corner of the province so there were only a handful of players wandering about. Dara Alexander immediately headed south and Coronox trailed after her. 
 
    “What were you doing way out here anyway?” I asked. “I thought we were doing that paladin’s quest in Valeria.” 
 
    “I was bored. I saw someone talking in chat about finding an ogre in a castle out here somewhere so I thought I’d take a look.” The road led us through a stand of trees that were already turning colors. Lorecraft seasons changed every month, so the environment was often out of synch with the calendar. 
 
    “You fought an ogre by yourself?” I asked skeptically. It wasn’t impossible but ogres were very tough opponents. 
 
    “No, I never found the castle. An NPC stopped me and begged me to slay the fire wyverns burning his village.” 
 
    “So you took down a flock of wyverns?” Also not impossible but you had to keep moving while you did it. Wyverns were small but very mobile. 
 
    “No, a band of bandits jumped me before I got there.” 
 
    “But you killed them, right?”  
 
    “Of course,” she snorted. 
 
    “And then you went after the wyverns?” 
 
    “No, because the bandit chief had a map showing the location of their hideout.” 
 
    “So you went to loot them?” 
 
    “Yes. Well, no.” 
 
    “Which was it?” 
 
    “Yes, I went to loot them. No, I didn’t get there.” 
 
    “Why not?” I sighed. Her explanation was taking longer than the quest. 
 
    “I had to go through Dhorm to get there and that’s where the seer told me about the Blind Worm.” 
 
    “Ah.” Finally. “I don’t suppose the seer gave you any hints about defeating it?” 
 
    “No.” The way she said it made me suspicious, though. 
 
    “Did you ask her?” 
 
    “No,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Might I suggest a different course of action when we get to Dhorm?” She chose not to hear me. 
 
    We continued on through the forest as the road narrowed and wound back and forth like a snake. Or like the Blind Worm, I mused. I kept an eye out for any signs of trouble ahead but everything seemed normal, until we turned the next corner and stopped in our tracks. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “that doesn’t look good.” 
 
    The way ahead was completely blocked off by a wall of darkness that stretched up at least fifty feet and extended as far as we could see to either side. As we stood and watched, it crept forward, slowly consuming more of the forest around us. The inky blackness was completely impenetrable. 
 
    The chat window started to light up with frantic calls for help, citing a creeping shadow that drained the life out of anyone who stayed inside it for too long. No one seemed to know what it was and no one knew how to stop it. 
 
    “I think we found your Worm,” I observed dryly. 
 
    “It’s not my Worm,” Dara protested. Dara Alexander backed away from the encroaching shadow, which I thought was an excellent idea. 
 
    “It is now. Well, good luck. Let me know how it turns out.” I teleported Coronox back to Valeria, which I figured was far enough away to survive whatever the Blind Worm was doing. 
 
    “Peter!” Dara called plaintively. “Don’t leave me here!” 
 
    “Sorry, I need to get ready.” I logged off, extracted a change of clothes from my closet, and headed for the shower. 
 
    “Peter!” 
 
    By the time I returned to the bedroom to dump my dirty clothes on the laundry pile, Dara Alexander was back in a town I didn’t recognize, surrounded by a sizable number of other players all milling around. “Any progress?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “No,” she grumbled. “It’s immune to soul magic. We’re waiting to see if Sigfreund shows up.” 
 
    “Has anyone figured out it’s your fault yet? I don’t see any torches or pitchforks.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault! That seer set me up.” 
 
    “Well, she’s probably dead now, so there’s that.” 
 
    Dara brightened up considerably. “Yeah. Serves her right.” Her smile faded as she eyed my polo shirt and khakis. “Do you really have to go?” 
 
    “I really do.” I checked my watch. “Yikes, I should have left five minutes ago. See you! Don’t wait up.” I made it all the way to the front door before I stopped, patted my pockets, and reversed course. I grabbed the small white box from my night table and shook it gently to make sure the contents were still intact. “Bye!” 
 
    “Bye,” Dara said glumly. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



2 
 
      
 
    Why do we celebrate birthdays? Don’t get me wrong, I like cake and presents as much as the next guy, but it seems like a strange thing to do. What’s so important about a random date on the calendar? 
 
    Sure, some birthdays mark important milestones in a person’s life. At sixteen you can drive. At eighteen you can vote. At twenty-one, in Texas at least, you can drink alcohol. But these are all arbitrary. Some people shouldn’t be allowed to drive at any age and European kids start drinking wine and beer much earlier. What’s so special about someone turning twenty or thirty-one or fifty-seven? It’s just a number. 
 
    Certain events, like graduation or marriage, are worth celebrating since they only happen once, at least in theory. Birthdays happen every year, though, like the relentless ticking of some cosmic clock. Setting aside Daraxandriel’s unexpected appearance in our garage, my eighteenth birthday was a lot like my seventeenth, which was a lot like my sixteenth. Other than the actual occasion of my birth, none of them were particularly special. I can’t imagine any reason to get excited about my sixtieth birthday if and when that day comes, other than the fact that it would prove I wasn’t dead yet. 
 
     I’m sure our economy would collapse if people didn’t shell out their hard-earned dollars every Christmas and Valentine’s Day and every other occasion the greeting card industry has dreamed up but let’s not pretend any of it really means anything.  
 
      
 
    I managed to make it to the center of town without breaking any traffic laws, assuming no one noticed that last turn onto Milton Street. Downtown Hellburn tended to be pretty desolate even on Saturday nights so I was able to park along the road just half a block from the restaurant. Even so, I was still running a few minutes late. 
 
    Melissa was standing on the sidewalk looking worried and glancing at her watch but her face lit up when she spotted me hurrying towards her. “I was beginning to think you stood me up,” she accused me with mock seriousness. She pecked me on my cheek and took my hand to pull me towards the door. 
 
    “Never,” I told her sincerely. “You look nice.” She wore a light blue dress that flowed around her knees with every movement and her dark hair was tied back with a matching ribbon. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said shyly. “You do, too. Are you ready?” 
 
    I opened the door for her and followed her in. The foyer was dimly lit but I could still make out the polished oak and brass fixtures. The hostess at the podium eyed us to make sure we were suitable. We passed muster and she turned on her smile for us. 
 
    “Do you have a reservation?” she asked, with a tone in her voice that suggested the answer better be yes. 
 
    “Andrews,” Melissa told her. “At six.” 
 
    The hostess checked her register and nodded. “This way, please.” She led us further in, through a series of alcoves each containing a single table, most of which were occupied. The other patrons gave us the once-over as we passed but no one raised any alarms about our presence. A few of them smiled to themselves. 
 
    “Have you been here before?” Melissa asked me over her shoulder. Something about the atmosphere of the place required speaking in hushed tones. 
 
    “No, never.” I knew about Goodwin’s but it was well above my pay grade. “I’d have to sell my car to eat here.” Melissa laughed but I drew a reproving look from the hostess. 
 
    We were led to a small table in the corner that had a full complement of silverware, a pair of flickering candles, and only two chairs. I looked around uncertainly. 
 
    “Where’s everyone else going to sit?” There were no empty tables nearby. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” asked the hostess archly. “The reservation was for two, was it not?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine, thank you,” Melissa assured her hastily, her expression begging me not to make a scene. I pulled out her chair for her before taking my own. 
 
    “Marcel will be with you shortly,” promised the hostess, laying the menus by our settings. “Enjoy your meal.” I waited until she was out of earshot before looking accusingly at Melissa, who carefully adjusted the position of her forks. 
 
    “How many people are coming tonight, Melissa?” 
 
    She brushed an imaginary strand of hair behind her ear. “Just us,” she admitted. 
 
    “Just us? You said there would be a bunch!” 
 
    “Right. You and me.” 
 
    “Two is not a bunch!” 
 
    She looked up at me hesitantly through her lashes. “Are you mad at me?” 
 
    No male with a beating heart could have said yes to that. “No, it’s fine,” I sighed. “I just thought you’d want to have all your friends with you for your birthday.” 
 
    “I’m having a big party in a couple of weeks,” she shrugged. “You’re invited, by the way,” she added with a smile. 
 
    “Gee, thanks,” I said dryly, “I appreciate that.” I reached into my pocket and extracted the box. “Well, happy birthday.” 
 
    “Oh, Peter! You didn’t have to get me anything!” She took it eagerly enough, though. “Can I open it now?” I nodded and she carefully untied the bow and eased the lid open, as if she was afraid there was a spring-loaded snake inside. She gasped when she saw what it really was. “Oh, it’s beautiful!”  
 
    She lifted it up by its silver chain and the little fairy dangling from the loop glittered and flashed in the candlelight while the clear gemstone it held in its tiny hands cast rainbows across the table. “An engagement charm! Oh, Peter, this is so sudden! We hardly know each other!” 
 
    The smile froze on my face. “What? An engagement what?” 
 
    Melissa snorted as she tried to hold in her laughter. “I’m just kidding. Put it on me, please?” 
 
    I eyed her doubtfully but complied. She held up her hair as I undid the clasp and carefully fastened around her neck. She positioned the fairy on the bodice of her dress and then twisted around in her seat to grab my hand. 
 
    “Thank you, Peter,” she said shyly, “this is perfect. I –” Her smile faltered suddenly and I turned to see an older man with thinning hair and smile wrinkles around his eyes standing there. 
 
    “Pardon the interruption,” he said with a slight bow. “Allow me to be the first to congratulate you two on your new life together.” 
 
    “What?” I said, aghast. “No, we’re not –” 
 
    “He didn’t –” added Melissa, looking panicked. “I was just –”  
 
    Our protests faded out as we finally realized he was joking. I resumed my seat, watching him uncertainly as he bowed to us. 
 
    “I am Marcel,” he announced, “and I’ll be your server tonight. May I get you something to drink to start with?” 
 
    Melissa asked for an iced tea and I ordered a Coke. Marcel departed and we sat in awkward silence for a moment. 
 
    “So,” I said, “what else did you get for your birthday?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing as nice as this,” she smiled, toying with the charm. “Mother put another ten thousand in my investment account.” 
 
    “Ten thousand?” I couldn’t possibly have heard that right. “Dollars?” 
 
    “I know,” she sighed, “it’s not very personal, is it?” That wasn’t what I was thinking at all but I nodded anyway. “She tries, I suppose, but she just doesn’t get it. I really don’t know what Daddy saw in her. It’s no wonder they’re divorced.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, uh, what did your father get you, then?” 
 
    This time she drew circles on the tablecloth. “He’s paying the lease on an apartment for me,” she said quietly. “I move in at the end of the month.” She glanced up at me fleetingly to assess my reaction. 
 
    “You’re moving out? By yourself?” 
 
    “I’m eighteen now,” she said defensively. “Daddy says I have to pay for the food and utilities, though.” She sounded unhappy about that stipulation. 
 
    “Ten thousand dollars should cover that pretty well,” I pointed out but she shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t get access to the account until I’m twenty-one. I’m supposed to be saving it for retirement.” She made a face. “I guess I’ll have to get a job. Or ...” She let her voice trail off. 
 
    “Or?” 
 
    “Or I could get a roommate.” Her circles started orbiting closer to my hand. “With someone who already has a job. Someone who’s compatible. Someone I really like.” She batted her eyes at me hopefully. 
 
    “Me?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    She gasped in surprise. “You’ll do it? Really?” 
 
    “No, no, that’s not what I meant!” Her face fell in disappointment and I scrambled to find a plausible excuse to get myself off the hook. “I don’t think my parents would go for that,” I told her. That also had the benefit of actually being true. “I mean, we’re not even out of high school yet. Besides, I just quit my job.” 
 
    “You did? Why?” 
 
    “It wasn’t going anywhere and I got tiring of smelling like french fries all day long.” Not that Dara minded, I thought, but this didn’t seem to be the time or place to mention that. “It paid for gas money and that was about it.” 
 
    “So what are you going to do?” She sounded worried, as if she thought I was going to end up in a homeless shelter before the week was out. 
 
    “Well –” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re going to think it’s silly.” 
 
    “I won’t, I promise. Tell me.” 
 
    “Well, after everything that happened last month, I got to thinking, what about the next time? I don’t have any –” I paused to make sure Marcel wasn’t hovering around within earshot. “I don’t have any magic anymore but I still want to be able to help people if they’re in trouble. So I talked to Dad about it and he offered to set up an intern position for me at the department.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Peter!” she gasped. “You’re a policeman?” 
 
    “No!” I told her hastily. “Not yet, anyway. I still have to go to college first and Dad wants me to be absolutely sure this is what I want to do. I’m just going to ride around with one of the other officers and help out around the station. I won’t be carrying a gun and I can’t arrest anyone or anything. It’s just to give me some experience. I start a week from Monday,” I added with an embarrassed smile.  
 
    “Oh, Peter! That’s wonderful! I’m so proud of you.” She stood and leaned over the table with her lips puckered. I hesitated and then met her halfway just as a discrete cough off sounded off to the side. We broke apart and discovered Marcel standing there with a smile and our drinks. 
 
    “Have we had a chance to look at the menu yet?” he asked smoothly, setting our glasses down as we hastily resumed our seats. Melissa snatched up her menu and buried her face in it to hide the bright pink of her ears. “I’ll just give you a few more minutes then.” He bowed and departed. 
 
    Melissa cautiously lowered the menu to confirm his absence. “Oh my God,” she breathed. “How does he keep doing that?” 
 
    “It’s just coincidence,” I assured her. “It’s his job to keep an eye on us, after all.” 
 
    “I think he’s spying on us,” she grumbled, despite the lack of any nearby hiding places.  
 
    I chose not to cater to her paranoia and picked up my own menu. “So what’s good here?” 
 
    Our appetizers were great, the main courses were superb, and dessert was amazing. Melissa licked the last crumble of cheesecake off her fork as her other hand slid across the table to rest on mine. 
 
    “Thank you, Peter,” she said softly. Her eyes were very bright in the candlelight. “This was the best birthday ever.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I corrected her. “You are paying, aren’t you?” The check sat by my elbow but I was afraid to look at the total. 
 
    “Well, I did invite you,” she allowed with a smile, “and I sort of tricked you. It’s only fair.” She removed a platinum credit card from her purse and laid it on top of the check without looking at it. “I wish we could do this every night,” she sighed. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I mused, surveying our opulent surroundings. “I’d probably get tired of champagne and caviar after a while. Sometimes you just want a cheeseburger.” 
 
    She laughed and shook her head. “I didn’t mean eating here. I meant being together, just you and me.” 
 
    “We’re on Lorecraft practically every day,” I reminded her. 
 
    “No, really together. Like this.” She reached out and touched my hand again. 
 
    “We went to the movies last week.” 
 
    “Dara was with us,” she pouted. “She’s always with us. I want to be alone with you.” 
 
    I cleared my throat nervously. “Melissa, you do realize – Dara and I – we’re kind of together now.” 
 
    “Peter,” she sighed, “I know you feel responsible for what happened to her, now that she’s stuck being human. But what’s going to happen when her Dead Lord lifts that curse?” 
 
    “Dread Lord, not Dead Lord.” 
 
    She brushed that aside. “She’ll go back to Hell or wherever and you’ll still be here. I’m just saying that maybe you shouldn’t get too attached to her, that’s all.” She traced a slow circle on the back of my hand. “You need a real girl,” she insisted, catching her lower lip between her teeth. “A living, breathing, human girl. One who’s grateful to you for saving her life.” 
 
    “Melissa –” Thankfully, Marcel reappeared at that moment to retrieve the check with a silent bow and I took advantage of the opportunity to collect my scattered and flustered thoughts. “I can’t just abandon her, not after she risked everything to help us. She’s trapped here because of me.” 
 
    “I know,” she said disconsolately. She withdrew her hand and twisted the silver chain around her forefinger. “I like her, I really do, but I love you, Peter. I want to be with you.” 
 
    I blinked at her. “You – you what?” 
 
    “I love you,” she said again, doing the hair-tucking thing again. “Are you surprised?” 
 
    “Well, yes, actually,” I admitted. “I mean, I’m just Peter Collins, regular guy, and you’re Melissa Andrews –” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” she sighed, rolling her eyes. “Queen of Hellburn High, captain of the cheer squad, future Forbes and Playboy cover model. I hate all that.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Yes! None of that’s the real me, it’s all pretend.” She hugged herself and glared at the candles. “I’m all messed up inside, I know that. You know that, Peter. You saw me at my worst and you still like me. That’s why I love you.” A tentative smile played over her lips. “Maybe someday you’ll come to love me too.” 
 
    “Melissa, I – I, uh –” I honestly didn’t know how to respond to that. 
 
    She looked heavenward and shook her head dolefully. “Now, see, this is where Brent would have taken my hand and looked me right in the eyes and sworn his undying love for me and made me feel like the most special girl in the world.” 
 
    “Oh, um –” I hesitated and then reached out to her, but she slapped my hand hard enough to sting. 
 
    “Peter! Brent was an arrogant, self-centered cheater who’d say and do anything to get into a girl’s pants. Don’t try to be him!” She glared at me and then her expression softened. “Unless you want to,” she added tentatively. 
 
    I sat back, rubbing the red mark on my hand. “I’m getting mixed messages here,” I said doubtfully. 
 
    “Oh, sorry. Here, let me clear things up for you.” She stood and came around to my side of the table and plopped herself in my lap, grabbing my face for a long, oxygen-depriving kiss that only ended when Marcel cleared his throat behind us. 
 
    “Please let me know if there’s anything else I can get you,” he said blandly, setting the receipt and Melissa’s card on the table. “Enjoy the rest of your evening.” He turned away with a hint of an amused smirk on his professional features as Melissa scurried back to her seat and covered her face with her hands. 
 
    “They’re never going to let me back in here,” she groaned to the table. 
 
    “Cheeseburgers are good too,” I observed, touching my lips to make sure they weren’t as swollen as they felt. “Even policemen can afford those.” 
 
    “That’s true.” She smiled to herself and reached for the check, barely glancing at the total before scribbling in a tip and a signature. “Come on,” she said, collecting her card. “Let’s get out of here before they kick us out.” 
 
    The hostess bade us good night as we stepped out onto Milton Street. I hadn’t realized how late it was already. The first stars were already dotting the sky overhead and the street lights were on. Melissa took a deep breath and let it out slowly before turning to me with a smile. 
 
    “Do you mind if we take a little walk?” she asked, tucking another invisible strand away. “I have a surprise for you.” 
 
    “I don’t like surprises,” I said doubtfully. I couldn’t imagine what she had in mind. There wasn’t much open in downtown Hellburn at this time of night. 
 
    “You’ll like this one. Come on.”  
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    I still haven’t figured out what it is that witches do. Obviously some of them are demon hunters but I doubt there are enough demons roaming the earth on any given day to keep everyone busy. The one session I sat in on at the library with the Hellburn coven was more like a college lecture than some mystical ritual, touching on herbology, crystallography, and comparative religions. I barely understood a word anyone said but none of it seemed to be of any practical use. 
 
    I also haven’t figured out how they do what they do. The powers Mrs. Kendricks and Dr. Bellowes used during our frantic battle last month fell more into the realm of science fiction than traditional magic: telekinesis, pyromancy, mass hypnosis, that sort of thing. I asked Susie about it afterwards but she had trouble coming up with a convincing explanation. I gather that witches can focus their minds in ways normal people can’t, allowing them to manipulate aspects of the world around them. Nothing comes for free, though, so they have to tap into their own life energy to power their spells. That’s why doing a major working tires them out so much. 
 
    None of that explains how I was able to wield powers exactly like the ones I use in Lorecraft to defeat Dr. Bellowes. Somehow Daraxandriel was able to alter reality to turn me into an enchanter and make our kitchen table bigger. I sometimes wish she’d made our bed bigger instead. I could use a good night’s sleep. 
 
      
 
    Melissa started down the sidewalk towards the old courthouse, walking backwards with her hands held out to me until I caught up with her. We continued on in silence for the most part, although her grip on my fingers tightened gradually the further we went. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I asked. “You seem nervous.” 
 
    A smile quickly replaced her pensive look. “I’m fine,” she assured me. “Let’s cross over here.” She pulled me into the street well short of the crosswalk and continued towards the ancient columned edifice opposite City Hall.  
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said suspiciously. “Why are we going to the library?” The Municipal Library was more than just a repository of old books. It was also the headquarters of the Hellburn coven. 
 
    “You’ll see,” she insisted. “Come on!” 
 
    We reached the other side and started up the broad steps leading to the library’s front doors. A faint glow was visible behind a few of the windows but the place was otherwise dark. There was only one car in the parking lot, a late-model BMW, and I gulped.  
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” I’d been trying to avoid Mrs. Kendricks ever since she tried to seduce me in my bedroom. I was reasonably certain Melissa didn’t know about that and I really didn’t want her ever finding out, not after her confession in the restaurant. 
 
    “Stop worrying, everything’s going to be fine,” Melissa told me with an exasperated sigh. “Come on, she’s waiting for us.” I didn’t bother asking who she meant. There was only one person it could possibly be. 
 
    “The doors are probably locked,” I predicted, but that hope was dashed when Melissa pulled the closest one open effortlessly and ushered me inside.  
 
    The lights in the circular foyer were off but enough light spilled in from the open doors on the far side to illuminate the Great Seal of Texas embedded in the floor. My heart stuttered when I saw the Texas star in the center and I remembered Susie lying there unconscious surrounded by Dr. Bellowes’ pentagram as he prepared to feed her soul to Metraxion. I also remembered his screams as Metraxion dragged him down into Hell. 
 
    “Peter? Are you okay?” I blinked and discovered Melissa staring at me with a worried look. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said, shaking my head to clear away the memories. “Why are we here?” 
 
    “There you are.” Mrs. Kendricks appeared in the doorway near the spot where a desk used to be, before I cast a Shatter spell on it to distract Dr. Bellowes. I wondered how she explained the wreckage and the lingering odor of brimstone to the library board. “I was beginning to think you had a change of heart.” 
 
    “No, I’m ready,” Melissa asserted, although her suddenly shaky voice belied that. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Mrs. Kendricks said with a pleased smile. “Come along, then.” Melissa tugged on my arm to get me to move but I steered us around the star before following Mrs. Kendricks down the hall. 
 
    “This is a bit unusual, you know,” she noted over her shoulder. She’d replaced the wands she used to use to pin up her strawberry-blond hair, I noticed. These ones were made of some pale wood, maybe oak. She wore her usual loose blouse and long skirt combination and two of her four opal wardstones glittered on her earlobes. “Normally the full coven would be here as witnesses.” 
 
    “Witnesses for what?” I whispered to Melissa but Mrs. Kendricks heard me and turned with a curious look. 
 
    “You haven’t told him?” Melissa shook her head meekly, as if she was afraid she’d done something wrong, but Mrs. Kendricks’ smile just widened. “Well, this should be interesting, then.” 
 
    “I hate surprises,” I reminded Melissa but she just shushed me. 
 
    We ended up in a largish room at the end of a row of offices. It measured maybe fifteen feet on a side and it was completely devoid of any furnishings. The only thing visible through the narrow window in the far wall was the darkening sky outside. 
 
    “Wait here, Peter,” Mrs. Kendricks told me. “Melissa and I need to prepare.” 
 
    “Is someone going to tell me what’s going on?” I asked worriedly. It had to be something magical but that didn’t narrow it down much. Mrs. Kendricks’ blue eyes twinkled with amusement. 
 
    “We won’t be long,” she assured me, obviously enjoying my discomfort. She guided Melissa back out into the hallway, leaving the door open just wide enough to let some light in. “Don’t touch anything,” she warned me. 
 
    “There’s nothing in here,” I argued but they were already gone. “Great,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    I circumnavigated the room twice, trying to fathom the room’s purpose, but it just looked like an unused storeroom. The floor was just generic office tile and the walls were plain drywall, painted a light green. I tested the only light switch but nothing happened and I finally just leaned against the wall near the door and waited, wondering what in the world Melissa and Mrs. Kendricks were up to and why it was so important that I be here. 
 
    Something glimmered at the edge of my sight but it disappeared when I looked in that direction. I peered around and finally discovered a round glow-in-the-dark sticker on the floor. A more intensive search revealed four more spaced out evenly around the room. When I stepped back and looked at them all together, I realized that they marked the points of a pentagon nearly ten feet across. 
 
    This must be where the witches do their rituals, I mused. Is that what’s going to happen now? Why would Melissa be involved? She’s not a witch. No wonder she was nervous on the way over. I was starting to feel the same way myself. 
 
    A faint swish of cloth turned my head to the door as it opened silently. Melissa stood there with her head lowered and my jaw dropped open. 
 
    She wore a long flowing robe of white satin that brushed the floor, cinched around her waist with a braided cord tied with a complicated knot. The hood was thrown back, revealing her unbound hair, and her neck and shoulders were bare except for the silver chain I’d given her. Her wrists were loosely bound with another white cord and she was blindfolded with a wide strip of white cloth. 
 
    “Melissa!” I gasped. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Hush, Peter,” Mrs. Kendricks told me. She stood behind Melissa wearing a similar outfit, except hers was deep purple with a silver cord. Her hair was down as well, held back by a silver circlet bearing two crescent moons on either side of a solid disk. She carried a wooden box about a foot long, engraved with the same moon-and-horned-creature design that Susie’s Book of Shadows had on its cover. “Lead her to the center of the room and have her kneel facing east.” 
 
    I gulped and carefully took Melissa’s hands in mine. Her fingers were trembling. “Are you okay?” I whispered. She nodded jerkily. “If it’s any consolation, I’m really surprised.” Her lips curled in a genuine smile and she squeezed my hand in thanks. 
 
    I backed up slowly and guided her into the middle of the pentagon as Mrs. Kendricks closed the door, casting the room into near-darkness. The only illumination came the streetlights outside and the stickers on the floor. I looked around doubtfully, trying to figure out which way was east, and Mrs. Kendricks pointed to the corner to the right of the window. I turned Melissa around and gently pressed down on her shoulders. She knelt in silence, resting her bound hands in her lap. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks placed the box on the floor just within Melissa’s reach and moved to the eastern corner, beckoning me to stand beside her. “We don’t follow the traditional Wiccan rituals here,” she said softly, “although there are similarities. The work we do demands a greater focus on deeds rather than worship. One practice we do follow whenever we can is to have both a High Priest and a High Priestess initiate our new members, to maintain the balance we all seek.” She looked me over with that teasing smile again. “We haven’t had a High Priest for some time but perhaps our honorary warlock can do the honors.” 
 
    It took me a startled moment to figure out who she meant. “What? Me? I don’t know any of this stuff!” 
 
    “Easily remedied.” She reached over and traced a complicated symbol on my forehead with her forefinger. Her touch was curiously cool and, for a startled moment, it almost felt like her finger passed right through my skull into my brain. “This will fade within an hour,” she warned me, “but we’ll be done before then.” I blinked at her when she stepped back and I suddenly realized I did know the initiation rituals. 
 
    “What happened?” I stammered. “What did you do to me?” 
 
    “Shh. Let’s begin.” Mrs. Kendricks closed her eyes and took in a deep, steadying breath. I hesitated and then did the same. It really did seem to help. When I opened my eyes again, I felt a lot calmer and deeper, somehow. 
 
    “Why do you kneel before me, child?” Mrs. Kendricks’ voice echoed in the room. 
 
    Melissa lifted her blindfolded eyes. “I wish to gain your knowledge, my Goddess.” Her voice was steady now. 
 
    “Why do you kneel before me, child?” The words just rolled out of my mouth on their own. Melissa’s head turned towards me. 
 
    “I wish to gain your power, my God,” she said. 
 
    “What will you do with my knowledge?” Mrs. Kendricks asked. 
 
    “I will guide the lost, heal the sick, and maintain the balance.” 
 
    “What will you do with my power?” I asked. 
 
    “I will defend the helpless, punish the wicked, and restore the balance.” 
 
    “Actions are worthless without the wisdom to choose the proper course,” said Mrs. Kendricks sternly. “Show me what you know.” 
 
    “Intentions are worthless without the strength to carry them out,” I added. “Show me what you can do.” 
 
    “My eyes are blind, my Goddess,” Melissa said, turning her face to Mrs. Kendricks. 
 
    “Those who seek knowledge must see it without eyes,” she countered. “Show me.” 
 
    “My hands are bound, my God.” Melissa raised her bound wrists to me. 
 
    “Those who seek power must wield it without hands,” I told her. “Show me.” 
 
    Melissa lowered her hands into her lap as she took several slow breaths and then she straightened her shoulders. She reached out and found the box, pulling it closer and fumbling a bit with the latch until she got it open. She laid the lid back and lightly brushed her fingertips over the contents, nestled on dark blue velvet: a silver chalice engraved with celtic knotwork, a long dagger with a white handle, a large silver ring bearing a pentagram, and a plain wand of reddish-brown wood. 
 
    She left everything where it was and cupped her hands over her heart. “Knowledge and power begin with the divine. The purity and perfection of the spirit give us peace.” 
 
    For a long moment, nothing happened. Then a tiny golden light sprang up out of nowhere in front of Mrs. Kendricks and me, hovering a few inches above the closest sticker. It quickly grew into a bright flickering flame, as if Melissa had somehow lit an invisible candle. I felt more than saw Mrs. Kendricks’ pleased smile. 
 
    Melissa reached out and found the ring, sliding it onto her right forefinger. “The spirit descends to the earth and ignites the spark of life,” she intoned softly. “The earth strengthens us and gives us roots.” A tongue of green fire appeared behind her and to her left, the color of spring leaves, and a silvery line connected it to the first flame. 
 
    Now Melissa picked up the chalice and raised it up. “The river of life flows endlessly, from the wellspring to the sea. It nurtures us and gives us joy.” She sipped from the chalice, even though, as far as I could tell, it was empty. A deep blue flame flared up to her right, tied to the previous one by another shimmering line. 
 
    She set the chalice down and replaced it with the wand. “The air carries the song of life to the corners of the earth. It inspires us and gives us hope.” She traced a shape in the air with the wand and a white flame rose up to her left, adding itself to the growing constellation. 
 
    Melissa let her breath out slowly and set her wand aside, retrieving the dagger from the box. I eyed it uneasily, wondering what she was going to do with it. “The fire of passion burns within us. It drives us onward and gives us courage.” She pressed the tip of the dagger to her heart but it didn’t penetrate her robe. A bright red flame materialized over the final sticker and linked itself into the pentagram. 
 
    She laid the dagger down and cupped her hands again. “The spirit is purified by the fire and returns to the divine, to be born anew.” The final line traced from the red flame to the original gold flame, creating a star, and a circle flashed into being all around her, connecting all of the points into a full pentagram. “The circle is complete and balance is restored.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks nodded. “You have done well, my daughter.” 
 
    “You have done well, my bride,” I said and then I blinked. What did I just say? I wanted to ask what that meant but whatever Mrs. Kendricks did to me kept me from interrupting the ritual. 
 
    “What craft name have you chosen for yourself?” she asked. 
 
    Melissa ducked her head. “Fawn,” she murmured. 
 
    “A gentle name for such a fierce spirit,” Mrs. Kendricks noted but she smiled as she said it. “Behold what you have learned.” 
 
    “Behold what you have done,” I said, and then the compulsion faded away and I had control over my own body again. “What does my bride mean?” I whispered urgently to Mrs. Kendricks but she raised her hand to silence me as she nodded towards Melissa. 
 
    Melissa hesitantly raised her hands to her face and slowly pulled off her blindfold. Her expression was awestruck as she surveyed the glimmering pentagram surrounding her. “I did it,” she breathed. 
 
    “You did indeed,” Mrs. Kendricks told her solemnly. “Banish the circle and join with us in perfect love and perfect trust.” She gestured and the cord around Melissa’s wrists unraveled and fell to the floor.  
 
    Melissa closed her eyes and took another breath before holding out her hands with her palms down and fingers spread. “Extinxit ignem,” she breathed and the flames faded away one by one, taking the silver lines with them. She cautiously opened her eyes and then broke into a wide smile at her accomplishment.  
 
    Mrs. Kendricks took Melissa’s hands and lifted her up to her feet, kissing her on both cheeks. “Welcome, Fawn,” she said warmly, “to a brand new world.” 
 
    “Thank you, for everything.” She kissed Mrs. Kendricks in return and then turned to me with a shy smile. “And thank you, Peter, for being here with me. I couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t really understand what just happened,” I admitted, “but congratulations, I guess. When did you decide to become a witch?” I threw an accusing glance at Mrs. Kendricks but she just smiled that smile of hers again. 
 
    “With Anastasia heading off to college, we were going to be a bit short-handed,” she said mildly, “but this was all Melissa’s idea.” 
 
    “I felt so helpless that night,” Melissa confessed, reaching out and twining her fingers in mine, “when I saw everyone just lying there and Dr. Bellowes caught me. And I remembered you running out of the ice cream shop after you got your memories back, trying to save everyone even you didn’t have any magic then and I thought – I thought I wanted to be strong and brave like you.” Her eyes were very bright when she looked up. “It’s just like you and your new job. I wanted to be able to do something. I wanted to make a difference. Now I can.” She searched my face. “Are you okay with this?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    “If it makes you happy, I’m okay with it,” I told her. I leaned closer to kiss her cheek but she stopped me and pressed her lips firmly against mine, wrapping her arms around my neck to keep me from pulling away. 
 
    “Well, well,” said Mrs. Kendricks murmured over the sudden thumping of my heart. “Isn’t this interesting?” 
 
    Melissa broke away and I gasped for breath as she looked at Mrs. Kendricks doubtfully. “What do you mean, interesting?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I told her hurriedly. “It doesn’t mean anything, does it?” I shot a warning glare at Mrs. Kendricks but she just smiled enigmatically. 
 
    “This ritual is ended,” she declared formally. “We’ll see you next Wednesday, Melissa? The others are looking forward to welcoming you properly.” 
 
    “I’ll be there,” she promised. She released me and knelt by the box, restoring the objects to their proper places. I retrieved the blindfold and the cord and Mrs. Kendricks took them from me, rolling them up absently. 
 
    “I suggest you take her straight home, Peter,” she said. “This was just a minor working but she’s not used to drawing from her own life force. She’ll feel the effects soon.” 
 
    “I feel fine,” Melissa insisted, rising to her feet with the box cradled in her arms. “I feel more than fine. Everything’s –” she looked around, searching for the right word, “everything’s so bright and sharp and – and real and –” She blinked at me. “Peter, you’re glowing!” 
 
    I looked down at myself but I seemed perfectly normal to me. “Glowing?” 
 
    “Here.” She touched her fingers to the middle of my chest, feeling the ruby crystal hanging under my shirt. “Oh! Is that your Philosopher’s Stone?” 
 
    “The ritual opened your eyes wider to the world around you, Melissa,” Mrs. Kendricks explained. “It can be a bit overwhelming. Some people compare it to tripping on acid,” she chuckled, “but that feeling will pass as you get used to it. Come on, let’s get the rest of your things.” 
 
    She led us out of the room and down to another office with her name on the door, containing a modern desk with a computer monitor, a trio of chairs, and a row of filing cabinets. Melissa’s dress was neatly folded on one of the chairs with her purse perched on top. Melissa handed me her box and wiggled her feet into her shoes before gathering up her other belongings. 
 
    “You’re not going to change?” I asked doubtfully. Not many people wandered around Hellburn at night in white robes. 
 
    “I just want to enjoy this feeling for as long as I can. If that’s okay?” she asked Mrs. Kendricks with a worried look. 
 
    “It’s fine, if that’s what you want,” she assured us, lifting her circlet from her head and setting it on her desk. “At least it’s still warm out. I wouldn’t recommend it in the winter,” she noted dryly. She started untying the cord around her waist. 
 
    “We, uh, we should get going,” I suggested nervously. Mrs. Kendricks didn’t have a shy bone in her body and I really didn’t want her doing anything that might make Melissa think there was something going on between us, because there absolutely wasn’t. The problem was, I wasn’t sure Mrs. Kendricks knew that. “Good night!” I steered Melissa towards the door as Mrs. Kendricks laughed quietly to herself. 
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    It’s hard to figure out what people are really like inside. At least it is for me, anyway. They’re usually on their best behavior when they’re out in public, showing you the face they want you to see. It’s not until they take off that mask that you see who they really are, but sometimes that mask is stuck on really tight and no amount of familiarity will shift it. 
 
    In the two years I spent admiring Melissa from afar, I always saw her as a strong and secure young woman, filled with confidence in herself and willing to defend others – often with the use of excessive force, as I discovered. It wasn’t until she got herself falling-down drunk trying to exact revenge on her boyfriend for cheating on her that I saw the real Melissa: a shy and lonely girl with deep-rooted insecurities, severe trust issues, and a truly impressive command of profanity. 
 
    Despite all that, I still like her. The fact that she’s rich and beautiful certainly doesn’t hurt but I think it’s mostly that she likes me for who I am, despite my own lengthy catalog of flaws. I could easily envision myself spending a lot of time with Melissa, maybe even the rest of my life, which could be significantly shortened if she ever comes to the realization that, despite everything, I’d rather be with Dara.  
 
      
 
    I tried to hurry Melissa down the hall but she seemed to be in a bit of a fog, gazing at every mundane object we passed and marveling at it. She stopped in her tracks when we reached the foyer and stared down at the star for the longest time with a strange expression on her face but she just shook her head when I asked her what was wrong. 
 
    Outside, the moon was nearly full, turning everything around us to shades of gray, and she gazed up at it with a rapturous expression. “Oh, Peter,” she breathed, “isn’t it beautiful?” 
 
    “Um, sure.” It looked exactly the same to me. She thrust her dress and purse at me and I juggled them and the box as she spun around in a circle with her arms outflung. 
 
    “Everything’s beautiful!” she declared joyously. “I wish I’d done this sooner! The moon is beautiful and the stars are beautiful and the world is beautiful and you!” She stopped abruptly and gazed into my face. “You’re beautiful too,” she said softly. Her pupils nearly swallowed her irises as she stepped towards me with her lips parted. 
 
    “Ah, I think the proper word is handsome.” I swallowed nervously as she placed her hands on my chest. 
 
    “No, I mean your heart is beautiful,” she told me earnestly, “and your soul is beautiful. I see them so clearly now. I want to touch them. I want them in me. Make love to me, Peter.”  
 
    “What?” Melissa tried to pull her robe over her head, but the cord around her waist stymied her efforts. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I need you to make love to me, Peter.” She struggled frantically with the knot. “Right here, right now. I want to feel you inside me. I want to feel our hearts beating as one. I want to create a new life with you with the Moon Goddess giving us her blessing.” 
 
    “Melissa!” I dropped everything and grabbed her hands. “This is just the side-effects Mrs. Kendricks warned us about. We can’t have sex on the library steps!” 
 
    She stopped and looked around. “You’re right,” she murmured and I released her with a sigh of relief. “We need to feel the earth on our backs. Over there!” she pointed. She took off down the steps before I could stop her. 
 
    “Melissa!” I picked up her stuff and ran after her but she reached the small plot of grass in front of City Hall before I even made it across the street. Floodlights lit up the area brighter than a late-night football game and Melissa’s robe shone like an angel’s wings. 
 
    “This is perfect, Peter!” she exclaimed as I finally caught up to her. “We have earth and air and fire all in one place!” I didn’t see any open flames so I presumed she meant the lights. She yanked at my belt and tried to unbuckle it. “Hurry, Peter! I need you right now!” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait!” I didn’t have enough free hands to fend her off as I tried to come up with some way to get her to rethink this whole plan. “We don’t have any water!” I told her desperately. 
 
    She stopped. “Water?” 
 
    “Yes, we need all four things, right? Earth, air, fire, and water.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re right.” She frowned at our surroundings as I dumped my armload on the grass and hastily refastened my belt. “There’s no water here,” she said doubtfully. 
 
    “Thank God,” I muttered under my breath. “Look, why don’t I just take you home? I’m sure you’re starting to get sleepy,” I added hopefully, although she didn’t look it. “We can, um, come up with a better plan in the morning.” 
 
    “Home,” she mused. “Yes. Yes, that’s perfect! We can use our pool! Come on!” She sprinted down Milton Street back towards Goodwin’s. 
 
    “Oh my God. Melissa!” I grabbed everything again and chased after her. 
 
    The Moon Goddess and the Horned God must have pumped her full of every last iota of energy they could spare during the initiation. She easily outdistanced me and then danced impatiently beside her classic Thunderbird convertible, hopping frantically from one foot to the other like a toddler with a full bladder. “Hurry, Peter!” she begged me. “Where are my keys? I’ll drive.” 
 
    “Oh, no, you won’t.” I shoved everything into her arms in the hopes that would slow her down a bit if she decided to bolt and propelled her along the sidewalk to where I’d parked. “I’m driving. You’re just going to sit still and – and just sit there!” 
 
    She looked at me in shock and then her expression softened. “Peter,” she breathed, “I’ve never seen you this forceful before. It’s ... exciting.” Her tongue traced a wet line across her lips. 
 
    “Oh my God.” I fumbled in my pocket and found my key fob. Up ahead, the Mustang’s headlights flashed in the dark. “Look, just – just get in.” 
 
    Melissa complied, thankfully, slipping into the passenger seat and settling her belongings in her lap as I got behind the wheel and started the engine. I tried to ignore her big, dark eyes staring at me longingly as I pulled out onto Milton Street, wondering, not for the first time, why these things kept happening to me. 
 
    I hadn’t been to her house since the night of prom but I remembered the way. I also remembered Carl the security guard, who stepped out of the little office by the gate and eyed me suspiciously. He motioned for me to roll down my window. 
 
    “Who are you here to see?” he asked tersely. “It’s getting pretty late for visitors.” 
 
    Melissa leaned across me. “It’s me, Carl. Peter and I are going to honor the Moon Goddess tonight.” 
 
    “Are you now?” He looked her over. “Toga party?” he guessed. 
 
    “No, I’m a witch now!” she proclaimed proudly. 
 
    “It’s a bit early for Halloween,” he observed sourly. “License,” he told me, holding out his hand. I dug it out from my wallet and he compared it to something on his tablet before handing it back and taking a photo of my thankfully-no-longer-LVRBOY plates. “What’s your code, Miss Andrews?” 
 
    “Code?” 
 
    “Your passcode,” he said with long-suffering patience. He probably had a lot of practice dealing with residents under the influence of some mind-altering substance, although I doubted magically-induced euphoria was on the usual list. “Or should I call your father to come get you?” 
 
    “No! No, don’t do that. It’s, ah, it’s, um –” Melissa looked completely flummoxed and Carl clearly wasn’t going to wait very long for the answer. While I really wouldn’t mind her father taking her off my hands, I didn’t have a good explanation for why I was returning her in this condition. I tapped her leg to get her attention, keeping my hand out of Carl’s line of sight, and held out two fingers. “Two?” she said doubtfully. I tucked one finger away. “One.” I added the finger back. “Two.” I made a circle with my thumb and forefinger. “Zero. Two-one-two-zero!” she announced triumphantly. 
 
    “Hmm.” Carl favored me with a skeptical look but he tapped his tablet and the big iron gate began to swing open. “I suggest coffee,” he told me dourly. “Lots of coffee.” He waved us on and silently watched us turn down Lancaster Drive. 
 
    I pulled into the circular driveway in front of her house and she jumped out and leapt up the steps to the front door before I even got my seatbelt unbuckled. I picked up all the stuff she left behind on her seat and caught up with her just as she finished punching in the access code on the door and pushed it open.  
 
    I held out her dress and purse to her and something white fluttered to the ground between us. I stared down at it, convinced I was seeing things, but there was no denying that there was a pair of lacy panties lying there, as well as a matching bra dangling by its strap from my fingers. 
 
    “Uh, Melissa,” I said carefully, “what are you wearing under that robe?” 
 
    “Nothing!” she told me cheerfully. “I’m skyclad! See?” She reached for her hem just as a male voice called from somewhere inside. 
 
    “Honey, is that you?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me, Daddy!” she shouted back. “I’m home!” she added unnecessarily. 
 
    “Did you have a good time?” 
 
    “The best!” She beamed at me in delight while I estimated the odds of her father owning a shotgun. 
 
    “That’s great, honey, I’m glad. Don’t stay up too late, we have church in the morning.” 
 
    “I won’t!” A door closed somewhere upstairs and Melissa pulled me inside and shut the front door before I could retrieve her panties. “Shh!” she told me in an exaggerated whisper. “He doesn’t know about the witch thing. The pool’s out back.” 
 
    “Wait!” I looked around for some way to stall for time. We stood in a long rectangle of moonlight coming through the leaded glass in the door. “The, uh, moon isn’t over the pool yet,” I guessed desperately. “We have to wait an hour – or two – yes, at least two hours. So that everything will be perfect.” I nodded with what I hoped was an encouraging smile and she looked down the hallway with a pensive frown. 
 
    “I guess,” she said slowly, “but I want you now, Peter. We’ll just do it in my room,” she decided abruptly. “The Goddess will understand.” 
 
    “Wait!” I lunged for her but she was too quick for me. She bounded up the steps to the second floor and disappeared down the hall, reappearing a moment later when she realized I wasn’t following her. She beckoned me impatiently and I seriously considered making my escape. Until the ritual’s side-effects wore off, though, I wasn’t entirely certain what her hypercharged neurons might lead her to do. All I could do was fend her off for as long as possible until she finally came back down to earth. 
 
    She grabbed my hand when I finally reached the top of the stairs and pulled me down to the second door on the right, She shoved me through and locked the door behind her, setting her back to it as she kicked off her shoes and worked on the knot in her belt again. This time she didn’t have any trouble with it and it slithered to the floor at her feet. She reached out to the side and turned off the ceiling fixture but enough moonlight leaked in through the window to turn her robe into a flowing luminescent ghost. 
 
    “The Moon Goddess rules the night, Peter,” she told me, her voice husky with desire as she walked towards me. “She’s the female Trinity, the Maiden, the Mother, and the Crone, the three phases of a woman’s life.” She stood right in front of me, gazing up into my eyes as she took the box from me, setting it on the floor, and then grabbed her other things from my hands and cast them aside. “She’s the goddess of birth, of love, of magic. Her spirit flows through my veins and tonight,” she whispered, stepping back and grasping her robe with both hands, “I am the Maiden.” She stripped the robe over her head and let it fall. All she wore was my fairy charm, glittering in the pale moonlight. 
 
    “Oh my God.” I struggled to swallow as my heartbeat pounded in my ears. I couldn’t move or look away as she took my hands in hers. 
 
    “Love me, Peter,” she whispered and then her eyes rolled back in their sockets. 
 
    I grabbed her as her knees buckled and I suddenly found myself trying to hold up a hundred-plus pounds of unconscious naked female. It said a lot about my state of mind right then that my first thought was How am I going to explain this to her father? followed immediately by Can I get out of here without him seeing me?  
 
    I came to my senses, though, and I carefully lowered her to the floor before gingerly touching the side of her throat with my fingertips. I breathed a thankful sigh of relief when I found her heartbeat, strong and steady. 
 
    That still left me with the problem of what to do with her. Hopefully she’d wake up in a few hours no worse for wear and I seriously considered just throwing a blanket over her and leaving her there on the carpet. I doubted she’d appreciate that when there was a perfectly good bed just a few feet away, though, assuming she remembered any of this in the morning. I couldn’t take that chance. 
 
    “God help me,” I muttered to myself as I knelt at her side and gently worked my hands under her shoulders and knees. The touch of her smooth, supple skin sent tingles all the way down my spine but I levered her up against my chest and staggered to my feet. Her breasts, so much like Dara’s in size and shape, were right there, pale mounds of perfection in the moonlight, and her nether region was a shadowed valley of mystery and temptation below her navel. “Please don’t let her wake up right now,” I prayed to any God or Goddess who might be listening. 
 
    I carried her over to her bed and strained my back muscles trying to set her down without dropping her or falling on top of her. I got her positioned with her head on her pillow and stepped back, telling myself I really shouldn’t be staring at her like this, but even the most virtuous monk in all of recorded history wouldn’t be able to deny himself this one chance to behold a real-life Sleeping Beauty. 
 
    Kiss her, Little Peter told me insistently. Be her Prince Charming. She won’t mind. You’ve kissed her before and you like it. She likes it. Why is this any different? 
 
    Because she’s not awake, I told him firmly. She’s not a willing participant. I’d be forcing myself on her while she’s helpless. 
 
    But she liked it when you were forceful with her earlier, he reminded me slyly. She wouldn’t mind. Kiss her. Touch her. She wants you to have her, to be her first, just like that night after prom. This is your chance. You might not get another. 
 
    No, the ritual is just messing with her mind. She couldn’t handle all that power. She’ll regret all this when she wakes up. 
 
    You are such a dweeb, Little Peter declared scornfully but he finally fell silent. 
 
    “I am,” I agreed dolefully. “I really am.” I pulled the bedspread over her, covering her up to her chin, and then stood there watching the gentle rise and fall of her breathing. I heaved a sigh and leaned over her, touching her cheek with a kiss, and she stirred and smiled and lay still again. 
 
    I listened carefully at her door and then peeked out into the hallway. There was no sign of anyone moving around the house, so I quickly tiptoed down to the front door and eased it open, feeling a sense of déjà vu as I hoped I wasn’t setting off any security alarms.  
 
    I closed it behind me, grimacing as the latch clicked loudly, and then stared down at Melissa’s panties, wondering what I should do with them. Leaving them there would raise way too many awkward questions regardless of who discovered them first and sneaking them back into Melissa’s room was far too risky. The only reasonable course of action was to take them with me and dispose of them elsewhere. 
 
    I pulled out my handkerchief and used it to lift the delicate lace like I was disarming a nuclear bomb. I stuffed the whole wad of cloth into my pocket, writing myself a mental note in big bold letters – HIDE THEM IN THE TRASH BEFORE MOM FINDS THEM! – and hurried to my car, hoping to make it home before anything else went wrong tonight. My cellphone rang before I even got the door open. It was Susie. 
 
    “What?” I answered in a hoarse whisper, staring at the house to make sure no lights came on. 
 
    “Why aren’t you home?” Susie asked peevishly. “Aren’t you done with Melissa’s initiation yet?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s done! I’m heading home now. What do you – wait a minute. You knew about that?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Of course.” I could just imagine her eyes rolling. “I helped her practice.” 
 
    “And it didn’t occur to you to mention it to me?” I had to struggle to keep my voice down. 
 
    There was a long silence. “It never came up,” she said finally. 
 
    “Great,” I muttered. “What do you want?” 
 
    “You need to come home right away. There’s a demon in your room.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” I said, rubbing my forehead wearily. “She’s been there for weeks.” 
 
    “No, not Dara,” Susie said with one of her patented I’m-surrounded-by-idiots sighs. “The other one.” 
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    You can choose your friends, so the saying goes, but you can’t choose your family. Your siblings and aunts and uncles and cousins are the inevitable results of your ancestors getting frisky, creating random genetic combinations that appear around the dinner table every Thanksgiving and Christmas. Fortunately, the family traditions and attitudes that you share with most of your relatives temper the chaos somewhat and make them at least tolerable in small doses. 
 
    Friends, on the other hand, are much more varied and fluid. Your best friend in fifth grade often becomes just a half-remembered face in your high school yearbook, while that annoying buck-toothed girl with the glasses suddenly turns into your date for homecoming. Making new friends is a mysterious, organic process. Looking at it objectively, I would never have picked Justin Lewis to be my best friend. We don’t look at all alike, our only shared interest is Lorecraft, and he always disappears the instant trouble looms on the horizon. On the other hand, he lends me money when I’m short, he doesn’t have any unreasonable expectations of me, and we can go for days without seeing each other and then pick up right where we left off. He’s sort of like a very tall dog with a bank account. 
 
    I don’t know that I could ever have a girl as a best friend. Ever since I hit puberty, the whole issue of sex just seems to overshadow every other consideration. Maybe I’d have a different perspective on it if I weren’t still a virgin, but the odds of me finding out anytime soon are pretty slim. 
 
      
 
    The Mustang took the last corner on two wheels and left a double skid-mark on the pavement when I slammed on the brakes to bring it to a shuddering halt. I was out the door before the engine stopped turning, locking the car with my key fob as I vaulted the fence like an Olympic hurdler. I barreled into the house at full speed, barely catching the door before it left a hole in the wall. 
 
    “Peter!” Mom was in the kitchen putting something in the oven and she gaped at me in astonishment. “What in the world has gotten into you?” 
 
    “Notimetotalkgottacheckonsomething!” My leather shoes skidded on the tile as I changed directions and charged down the hallway, to find Susie sitting cross-legged on the floor with her back to my bedroom door and her wand in her hand. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” she grumbled. She got to her feet and shook out her oversized hand-me-down robe. “They’re all yours. Try not to make too much noise.” She took the three steps across the hall and went into her room, not quite slamming her door in my face. 
 
    “Wait!” I called through the door. “Tell me what’s going on!” 
 
    “Go ask them!” The unmistakable clack of her lock made it clear I wasn’t going to get any more help from this quarter. I took a deep breath to settle my jangled nerves and opened my door. 
 
    “Peter!” Dara flung herself into my arms, almost knocking me back into the hallway. “Make her go away!” 
 
    “Make who go away?” I tried to pry her off me but the best I could manage was to shift her to one side. “Susie said there was a – a –” My voice trailed off. There was another demon in my room, but not just any demon. 
 
    This one was undeniably female, with a pair of ridged horns curving back from her forehead and a spade-tipped tail swaying back and forth like a stalking tiger’s. Her skin was light brown with just a hint of a reddish hue and her eyes were polished coals on the verge of bursting into flame. In fact, she looked exactly like Dara used to before she was transformed into a human and when I say exactly, I mean exactly. They were identical twins, except that the newcomer’s short, spiky hair was metallic silver instead of crayon red. 
 
    “This is thy human?” she said in a tone that clearly implied she was unimpressed. Even their voices were the same, although Dara’s was never this snide. “How low thou hast fallen, Daraxandriel.”  
 
    “Peter!” Dara edged around behind me and nudged me in my lower back. “Get rid of her! I don’t want her here!” 
 
    “Is this the thanks I earn for hastening to thee in thy distress?” the demon pouted without an ounce of sincerity in her unctuous voice. “I came to offer thee succor and thou wouldst cast me aside without a thought.”  
 
    Unlike every other succubus I’d met so far – namely Daraxandriel – this one actually wore clothes. She looked like a high-priced lawyer or a corporate executive in a silky white blouse that exposed a fair bit of cleavage, a black sheath skirt that clung to her hips and thighs like shrink-wrap, and glossy black stiletto heels. She used the latter to walk towards me, toying with the lapel of her blouse as she looked me over. 
 
    “So, swain,” she purred, “wilt thou also reject me out of hand? Does Daraxandriel’s grip upon thy heartstrings set thee dancing like a puppet to her will? Or wilt thou entreat her on my behalf to entertain my offer?” She smiled at me, revealing two very long and pointy canines. 
 
    “Don’t listen to her, Peter!” Dara whispered loudly in my ear, digging her fingers into my shoulders. “She just wants to get your soul!” 
 
    “It is a remarkable soul,” the succubus breathed hungrily, running her tongue across her lips as her inhuman eyes bored into mine, “a prize well worth claiming, but nay, I cede it to thee. Thou mayst dispose of it as thou deems fit. A different purpose drives me to thy side.” 
 
    I finally recovered control of my tongue. “Can somebody tell me what’s going on here?” I demanded. “Who are you? Are you Dara’s sister?” 
 
    “Dara?” She wrinkled her nose like there was an unpleasant odor in the room. “Such a human appellation. And yet it suits thy reduced circumstances,” she pronounced, tapping her lips thoughtfully. “I shall address thee so ‘til thou art restored to thy rightful form.” 
 
    “We’re not sisters,” Dara insisted. 
 
    “You’re not? But you look exactly the same,” I pointed out. “Do all succubi – succubusses – do all of you look like this?” 
 
    “No,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Daraxandriel and I –” The other demon snorted delicately. “Dara and I,” she corrected herself with a smirk, “were spawned from the same clutch. She was the runt of the litter,” she added with a disdainful sniff. “I cannot fathom why our Dread Lord did not smother her ere her eyes first opened.” 
 
    Dara shrank against me in a miserable huddle and I felt a surge of anger at this demon bitch bad-mouthing her. Sisters or not, she didn’t deserve to be treated like this. “You’re identical twins!” I retorted heatedly. “If she’s a runt, you’re a runt too!” 
 
    The demon’s eyes widened in genuine surprise. “Canst thou truly not perceive the difference between us? Are thy human eyes so feeble?” 
 
    “It’s my hair, Peter,” Dara said in a tiny voice. 
 
    “Your hair? What’s wrong with your hair?” 
 
    “It’s red.” 
 
    “Why does that matter? I like red hair!” 
 
    “Thy perverted tastes are of little moment, swain,” the succubus informed me dismissively, carefully fluffing her own silver locks, “yet despite her many physical flaws, Dara is my spawn-mate. Her diminished state reflects poorly upon our clutch and I would lend my aid to her.” 
 
    “Wait, so you are sisters and you want to help her?” I asked dubiously.  
 
    The demon let out her breath with a weary shake of her head, running her fingertips up her horn ridges in the same way I might rub my temples to fend off a headache. “I would not give such a voice to my intent but aye, an it helps thee comprehend my meaning. I would aid my sister,” she spat out the word like she just swallowed a bug, “regain her standing in our Dread Lord’s eyes.” 
 
    “Don’t believe her, Peter,” Dara cautioned me. “She’s lying. She always lies!” 
 
    “Dara,” pouted her sister, “our history has no bearing upon thy current haps. Let the past fade into the night and be forgot. Come, let us embrace and become friends anew!” She held out her hands for a hug and Dara grabbed my arm tight enough to cut off the circulation to my fingers. 
 
    “Look, Dara, I really don’t know what’s up between you two but you can’t just hide behind me all night.” I pried off her death-grip and pulled her around in front of me. She stood there as stiff as a board, unwilling to move one step closer to her twin. “She’s your sister, she’s not going to do anything to hurt you. Right?” 
 
    “Certes,” the succubus assured me smoothly. “Her continued well-being is to my advantage. And hers,” she added as an afterthought.  
 
    “Okay then,” I said hesitantly. That wasn’t nearly as reassuring as it should have been. “So what exactly are you doing here, uh – What did you say your name was?” I didn’t remember anyone actually introducing us. 
 
    She tsked as if the answer was obvious. “I am Lilixandriel,” she told me with a proud lift of her chin. 
 
    “Lilikhandriel?” 
 
    “Nay, Lilixandriel.” 
 
    “Lilizhandriel?” 
 
    “Canst thy palsied tongue not speak properly?” she snapped with sudden fury. “Lilixandriel!” 
 
    Dara made a noise behind her hand that sounded a lot like a smothered laugh. “Humans have trouble with demon names, dear sister,” she said sweetly. “Maybe you should call her Lilith, Peter.” 
 
    “Do not apply such a stunted label to me!” Lilixandriel snarled. 
 
    “Why not, Lilith?” 
 
    “Because I am a proper succubus, unlike thee, Dara!” 
 
    “Lilith!” 
 
    “Dara!” 
 
    “Oh my God, you really are sisters,” I muttered, massaging my forehead. “Okay, timeout, both of you!” They both turned to glare at me and I raised my hands appeasingly. “Let’s all just calm down and talk like civilized people and, um, demons, okay?” They both narrowed their eyes and then tossed their heads in identical dismissive gestures. 
 
    “An she ceases her childish antics,” Lilixandriel said archly, “I shall explain my purpose here.” 
 
     “Fine,” Dara sniffed. “If she promises to behave herself, I’ll listen to what she has to say.” 
 
    Peter Collins, demon counselor, I sighed to myself. What a day this is turning out to be. I dropped onto my bed, suddenly too exhausted to stay on my feet any longer. Lilixandriel looked around and settled herself into the nearest chair, which happened to be the one in front of Dara’s laptop. I saw Dara tense up and I pulled her down beside me before she did anything to ruin our uneasy truce.  
 
    “So, um, Lilith,” I started. Lilixandriel’s eyes flashed in outrage and then she caught herself, breathing in sharply through her nose as she visibly controlled herself. She pretended to brush a speck of dust from her skirt “What are you doing here? What do you want?” 
 
    “I simply wish to grant Dara her most fervent desire,” Lilixandriel asserted. “To be freed from our Dread Lord’s curse and made whole once more.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Dara argued, shaking her head. “Our Dread Lord hasn’t forgiven me for my failure.” 
 
    “Such is true,” Lilixandriel agreed with an I-know-something-you-don’t-know sort of smile. “But our Dread Lord occupies Himself with far weightier matters than the fate of one lowly succubus. An we remove thy curse from thee ourselves, He would not give it heed.” 
 
    “You can’t break a Dread Lord’s curse! You don’t have that kind of power.” 
 
    “Nor would I try, for such would surely draw His eye and His ire.” Lilixandriel shuddered delicately. “But we may shift His curse to another willing host.” She eyed me in a way that turned my spine into icicles and Dara jumped up in front of me, holding her arms out to shield me. 
 
    “No!” she shouted. “Leave Peter alone!” 
 
    “Nay, nay, be at ease, dearest sister,” Lilixandriel told her mildly with a flick of her wrist. “Thy swain’s feeble flesh would wither to dust beneath thy curse and his demise would serve no useful purpose. I had in mind a more suitable host, a demonic one.” 
 
    Dara and I exchanged an uneasy look. “Who?” I asked carefully. I didn’t know any other demons except Metraxion and asking him to take on Dara’s curse seemed like a Really Bad Idea. 
 
    “Why, mine own self, of course.” Lilixandriel’s smile widened as we both goggled at her. “I would willingly take thy curse upon myself, Dara – nay, Daraxandriel,” she amended slyly. “Thou art my clutch-mate and thy fate and mine are intertwined.” 
 
    “A minute ago, you called her the runt of the litter,” I pointed out.  
 
    Lilixandriel’s eyes flashed in annoyance. “The basest imp is superior to any human,” she sneered. “I would not have our clutch so demeaned. Look at thyself, Daraxandriel. Art thou truly content to reside in such a hideous shell for all eternity?” 
 
    Dara looked down at herself doubtfully. “Peter likes me this way,” she said hesitantly. 
 
    “But he would desire thee all the more in thy proper semblance. Come see!” Lilixandriel rose and seized Dara’s hand, pulling her away from me and positioning her in front of the mirror hanging on the closet door. “How can any man prefer this pallid flesh over thy natural hue? How can he help but recoil in disgust at the empty expanse of thy forelocks?” Dara’s fingers crept up and touched the place where her horns used to be. “How canst thou truly embrace him without thy tail to entwine him? How can these dead orbs inflame his heart compared to the true fire of thine own eyes? Give me thy consent, dear sister,” she whispered into Dara’s ear, “and I shall restore thee.” 
 
      “Can you really do that?” Dara asked in a small, hopeful voice. “Can you make me the way I was?” 
 
    “I can,” Lilixandriel told her with an unsettling smile, “and I will.” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” Lilixandriel’s eyes narrowed in the mirror as she watched me get to my feet. “If she’s so ugly now, why are you willing to take on her curse? Wouldn’t you be ugly, then?” 
 
    If looks could kill, I would have been a smoking pile of ashes on the floor right then. “Thou hast the right of it,” Lilixandriel admitted tightly, “but my suffering will be fleeting. An Daraxandriel delivers a new soul to our Dread Lord, He will lift his curse and I shall again be as I am now.” 
 
    “A soul?” Dara gasped. “I could never take Peter’s soul, not even to save my life!” She tried to pull herself out of Lilixandriel’s grasp but her sister held on to her firmly. 
 
    “Nay, thou dost misapprehend me! Thy swain has no part to play in this. I have already claimed a soul on thy behalf and it shall be thine to pay thy passage home.” 
 
    “No!” I protested, aghast at the thought. “No souls!” 
 
    “Not all souls are pure and innocent!” Lilixandriel retorted sharply. “This one took her family’s wealth and left them with naught but suffering and despair, seeking to extend her life beyond its natural measure. She signed the contract of her own free will, with a full reckoning of the consequences. Heaven will not protest this one’s passage into Hell.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Thou did send William Bellowes to our Dread Lord’s embrace,” she reminded me coldly. “Dost thou regret that now? Wouldst thou bargain for his release?” 
 
    “Well, no, but –” If anyone deserved to end up in Hell, it was Dr. Bellowes, but this whole plan didn’t seem right somehow. “Dara, what do you want to do?” 
 
    Dara stared down at her interlocked fingers. “I want to make you happy, Peter,” she said softly. 
 
    You already do, I wanted to tell her, every moment you’re with me, but I couldn’t say that with Lilixandriel standing there radiating impatient scorn. “But what would make you happy?” 
 
    She was quiet for the longest time and then she lifted her hand to her forehead. “I want to be beautiful again,” she whispered. 
 
    My breath caught in my throat as Lilixandriel’s lips curved into a triumphant smile. Dara’s going to leave me, I realized, and my legs couldn’t hold me up anymore. I sat back on the bed, just staring at her. “If that’s what you want,” I said finally. I didn’t recognize my own voice. 
 
    Dara’s eyes were bright with tears as she faced her sister. “What do I have to do?” 
 
    “Do naught but remain still,” Lilixandriel told her silkily. “I shall do what is needful. Art thou ready?” Dara’s eyes shot to me and for one brief, hopeful moment, I thought she was going to change her mind. Then she drew a shaky breath and nodded.  
 
    “Close thine eyes, dear sister,” Lilixandriel instructed her, “and I shall draw thy curse from thy body into mine.” Dara obeyed and Lilixandriel stepped right up to her and gently placed her hands on either side of her face, pulling her closer. “Be whole once more, Daraxandriel.” 
 
    Lilixandriel covered Dara’s mouth with her own in a deep and sensual kiss that went on for a very long time. I watched carefully but nothing seemed to be happening, other than Dara’s arms reaching around to embrace her sister tightly. I wanted to ask if whatever Lilixandriel was doing was working but I didn’t dare interrupt them. 
 
    I had to force myself to blink as they started to get a little fuzzy around the edges but that didn’t seem to help. I rubbed my eyes and looked again and their outlines were definitely indistinct, as if I was watching them through an out-of-focus camera. “Um, Lilith?” I asked hesitantly. “Dara? Is everything okay?” 
 
    They ignored me as the blurriness got worse, until I could scarcely recognize them at all. I got to my feet uneasily, wondering if I should intervene somehow, and then everything suddenly snapped back into focus and the two sisters broke apart breathlessly and staggered backwards. Lilixandriel touched her horns with a shocked expression as Dara stared at her hands. 
 
    “Oh my God, what happened?” I gasped. “Why didn’t it work?” They both turned to look at me and my jaw dropped open as I finally realized that the succubus standing before me had bright red hair and a Dallas Cowboys jersey. “Dara! You’re – you’re –” 
 
    Daraxandriel whirled around and gaped at herself in the mirror, pressing her fingers to her cheeks as if she wasn’t sure it was really her. Her tail snaked around her side and nuzzled her chin and she hugged it with a beaming smile like it was her long-lost puppy. “Thou hast accomplished the unimaginable, Lilixandriel!” she exclaimed. “Thou art truly –” She turned to her sister and her joy faded away. “Oh.” 
 
    Lilixandriel – No, just Lilith now, I told myself – held her arms away from her sides as if she was afraid of accidentally touching herself. She nudged Daraxandriel away from the mirror and twisted around, trying to look at her own butt. Her tail was missing, her horns were gone, her eyes were the same dark brown Dara’s used to be, and her hair was platinum blond.  
 
    “Horrible,” she muttered to herself. “How could anyone stand being like this?” She shuddered and then took a deep breath to compose herself. “Well, at least you look tolerable, Daraxandriel,” she observed gracelessly. 
 
    “I shall hasten to our Dread Lord’s side at once!” Daraxandriel promised. “Thou shalt not suffer long, I swear this to thee!” 
 
    “Yes, well, good luck with that,” Lilith told her sardonically. “I’ll be off. Do stay in touch, dear sister.” She strode towards my bedroom door, leaving the two of us with our mouths hanging open, and then slowed with a puzzled frown. “Why isn’t it working?” she murmured to herself. 
 
    “Wait, what?” I asked. “What was all that business about getting the curse lifted? Do you want to stay human?” 
 
    “Don’t be disgusting!” she snapped. “Of course I don’t want to be human.” She turned around and walked in the other direction, obviously expecting something to happen. “Why isn’t this working?” she gritted in frustration. 
 
    “What are you trying to do?” 
 
    “The shadowed paths! Why can’t I find the paths?” 
 
    “Thou art human now, Lilith,” Daraxandriel told her hesitantly. “Thou hast no powers. The paths are closed to thee.” 
 
    Lilith lifted her hand up where her horns used to be and then clenched her fists when she encountered nothing but air. “That’s just great,” she muttered angrily. 
 
    “Why are you trying to leave?” I had absolutely no idea what was going on anymore. “Shouldn’t you just wait here until Dara delivers that soul?” 
 
    Lilith rolled her eyes. “Sure, why not?” She sat back down in Daraxandriel’s chair and crossed her arms and legs. “Go right ahead.” 
 
    Daraxandriel and I exchanged an uncertain look. “I shall return forthwith,” she promised and stepped forward. Lilith smirked when nothing happened. Daraxandriel blinked and then tried again, with no better success. “What is awry?” she asked in dismay. “Whyfor can I not open the paths?” She and I looked at each other and then at Lilith, who very deliberately smoothed out the wrinkles in her skirts, one by one. 
 
    “I might not have been entirely truthful with you,” she admitted finally.  
 
    Daraxandriel gaped at her and then flung her hands up in despair. “I warned thee, Peter Simon Collins! I told thee she would deceive us! It is inherent in her nature, she cannot gainsay it!” Lilith let her rant as she inspected her fingernails with an expression of distaste. 
 
     “You tricked Dara into turning back into a succubus so you could become human and – and do what?” I demanded angrily. “What was the whole point of this?” 
 
    “Well, it turns out that the soul I gave you is bound to this plane.” Lilith said it like she was commenting on the weather. “I wasn’t able to bring it to Hell and I wasn’t able to get rid of it.” 
 
    “So you gave it to Dara instead?” 
 
    “Well, she was stuck here anyway,” she shrugged indifferently. “What difference does it make? I did her a favor, really.” 
 
    “A favor?” I echoed incredulously. 
 
    “Of course! Just look at her. She’s so much more attractive now, don’t you agree?” Lilith smiled at Daraxandriel, who stared back at her in dismay. 
 
    “Thou didst burden me with thy troubles without my leave!” she protested. “Had I known thy true intent, I would have refused thee!” 
 
    “Well, of course you would. That’s why I lied to you.” 
 
    I wanted to take Lilith by the lapels and shake her until her eyeballs rattled in their sockets. “So how are you supposed to become a demon again if Dara can’t bring that soul to Hell?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s no problem,” Lilith assured me with a carefree wave of her hand. “The contract that girl signed is still valid. After Daraxandriel dies, her soul will be freed and our Dread Lord will send one of his servants to fetch it. He’ll get the soul, He’ll lift the curse, and I’ll be beautiful once again. Problem solved.” 
 
    “What do you mean, when Dara dies?” I asked carefully. 
 
    Lilith found another wrinkle to smooth. “Well, that’s the other thing.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “Now what?” 
 
    “There’s a demon hunter who’s been after me for,” she counted on her fingers and then shrugged, “well, a very long time and somehow he found out about my contract with this girl. He bound her soul to some magical artifact before she died and now he’s using it to follow me.” Lilith smiled. “He’s probably on his way over here right now.”  
 
      
 
   
  
 



6 
 
      
 
    Witches are good. That’s the party line, anyway. Mrs. Kendricks is good, her ongoing campaign to get me into bed with her notwithstanding. She claims it’s to help me overcome the trauma of sending a man to his doom but I know better. 
 
    Conversely, Dr. Bellowes was evil. Sure, he used his powers to hunt down demons and dispatch them back to Hell, but he also murdered innocent souls to maintain his unnaturally-extended life. May he burn for all eternity. 
 
    Susie falls into sort of a gray area. She’s not inherently good or actively evil, she’s just shamelessly amoral. If it weren’t for her innate inertia, I’d be honestly afraid of what she might end up doing someday. 
 
    Demons are evil. I think pretty much everyone would agree with that statement, even if they don’t actually believe in demons. Metraxion, the Bane of the Broken Plain, is definitely evil. I only saw him for a few seconds and I still have nightmares about him. 
 
    Daraxandriel wanted to claim my soul but she spent more time playing Legends of Lorecraft than she did trying to convince me to give it up and she defied her Dread Lord to help me defeat Dr. Bellowes. Even back in demon form, she’s basically harmless. 
 
    Lilixandriel, on the other hand, is smart, beautiful, and ambitious. She only wants what’s best for her and she doesn’t care what she has to do or who she has to hurt to get it. She is Evil Incarnate. 
 
      
 
    I rang the doorbell at 151 Hyacinth Lane again and shaded my eyes against the porch light as I peered through the door’s leaded glass window. The interior was pitch black and I couldn’t make out anything inside. 
 
    I glanced back at the Mustang but the street lights were spaced well apart in this section of the neighborhood and I couldn’t see inside it either. If the ride over here was any guide, Daraxandriel and Lilith were still sniping each other for every single thing that happened to them since they were spawned. After all these years, I finally understood why Dad always ended up with a headache on our family road trips. 
 
    I dug out my cellphone and tried Mrs. Kendricks’ number one more time but it immediately rolled over to voicemail again. I hung up without leaving a message. The other three frantic recordings I’d already left her were probably enough. 
 
    “Where are you?” I muttered. I held down the doorbell but it just ding-donged once and fell silent, so I used the brass knocker to rattle out a pattern that was probably a cuss word in Morse code. She wouldn’t still be at the library, would she? I wondered anxiously. How am I going to find her if her phone’s off? 
 
    I heard the car door slam but before I could turn to see what was going on over there, Mrs. Kendricks’ front door whipped open and I found myself staring cross-eyed at the business end of an ebony wand crackling with sparks. 
 
    “What the hell do you want?” snapped the witch at the other end, but it wasn’t Mrs. Kendricks, it was her daughter Anastasia – Stacy to anyone who wanted to remain in her good graces – and she looked really pissed. Judging from the rumpled sleep shirt she was wearing, I must have woken her up. She squinted at me myopically – she looked a lot younger without her glasses – and she blinked as she finally recognized me. “Peter? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Is your mother here?” I asked, peering past her to see if there was anyone else there. “I really need her.” 
 
    “You what?” Stacy’s voice went as cold and flat as a skating rink.  
 
    Behind her, a hallway light came on and Mrs. Kendricks appeared. Her hair was pinned up with her wands again but the loose ends were dripping wet and what I could see of her skin was damp. The towel she held against her chest was barely large enough to cover the important bits so there was a lot of skin to see. 
 
    “Peter,” she smiled, “what a surprise.” She was lying. She didn’t look in the least bit surprised to find me on her doorstep in the middle of the night. 
 
    “I need your help with a really big problem!” I blurted and her smile widened. 
 
    “The bigger the better,” she murmured. “Why don’t you go back to sleep, Anastasia? I’ll take care of Peter’s,” her tongue teased her lips, “problem.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Stacy breathed, rolling her eyes heavenward, “she finally wore you down, didn’t she? Fine!” She threw up her hands in surrender and stepped back to let me through the door. “Just do her and get it over with. But I swear to God, Peter,” suddenly her wand was an inch from my eyeball, “if you get my mother pregnant, I will hunt you down and cut off your testicles with a rusty scalpel!” With that, she stomped off, glaring at her mother as she passed. 
 
    “Don’t mind her, Peter,” Mrs. Kendricks assured me smoothly. “She’s just anxious about starting college. She’d love to have a little baby sister.” An inarticulate scream from somewhere in the back of the house was cut off by a slamming door. “Come in,” she purred. “Let’s take a closer look at your problem.”  
 
    Her towel started to slip lower and then her eyes widened and she clutched it tighter. I looked behind me and found Daraxandriel and Lilith standing there glaring at each other. 
 
    “She does impugn my character unfairly, Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel complained. “Entreat her to cease her provocations!” 
 
    “She just doesn’t want to hear the truth about herself,” Lilith countered irritably. “This is why she’ll never claim a soul on her own!” 
 
    “Oh,” Mrs. Kendricks said faintly. “You meant this kind of problem.” She heaved a resigned sigh. “All right, come in, all of you. Let’s hear it.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, we were all gathered in Mrs. Kendricks’ kitchen watching a YouTube video on Stacy’s laptop. It showed a closeup of a young woman sitting up in a hospital bed with all sorts of wires and tubes snaking out of her gown. Her blue-gray eyes were sunken into dark hollows and her cheeks were unnaturally pale and gaunt. A gaily patterned cloth wrapped around her head failed to conceal the fact that her hair was gone. Her lips were cracked and colorless but she still managed to smile somehow as she spoke directly to the camera. 
 
    “So this is probably the last time ... I’ll ever talk to you,” she said with a hint of a Cajun accent. She seemed to be having trouble breathing and her voice trembled. “I’m going home tomorrow ... to be with Momma and Poppa and Timmy ... until the end. The doctors tried their best ... but it wasn’t enough.” 
 
    “Cancer,” Stacy murmured. 
 
    “I want to thank Dr. Simmons ... and the nurses and everyone else here ... at the hospital. They’ve been great this whole time ... and I wouldn’t have lasted this long ... without all their hard work and ... their love. And you guys ... have been wonderful too. All your support and your prayers ... in the comments really lift me up ... whenever I’m feeling sorry for myself. Which happens a lot ... these days,” she laughed, but tears rolled down her face. 
 
    “I hope these videos will ... help others who are going through ... the same difficulties ... and I hope you’ll give them ... the same love and devotion ... you’ve shown me. I also want to let everyone know ... that your generous donations have been a Godsend.  I especially want to thank one ... very special person. I just met her ... but her contribution to the fund ... blew the target away ... by a mile. All the bills are covered now ... and Momma and Poppa won’t lose their house ... and Timmy will even have enough ... to go to college. Thank you, Lily,” she sniffled, wiping ineffectively at her face. “You kept your promise ... and I’ll keep mine. Goodbye, everyone.”  
 
    She broke down then, sobbing uncontrollably, and the video cut off, leaving a somber notice in white text on a black background: Our sweet Olivia Grace Benard passed away in her sleep two days later, surrounded by her friends and family. May she shine in Heaven as brightly as she did on Earth. 
 
     We all turned to face Lilith, who was leaning against the sink with her arms crossed. “What?” she asked sullenly. 
 
    “You took her soul?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “What about it?” she shrugged indifferently. “She was dying anyway.” 
 
    “You said she was evil!” 
 
    “No, I said not all souls are pure, which is true. I also said she was leaving her family destitute, which is also true. Medical expenses are just insane, aren’t they?” she sighed dramatically. 
 
    “Unfortunately, it’s too late to do anything about it,” Mrs. Kendricks said sadly. She’d traded her towel for a long silky nightgown. “Olivia signed Lilith’s contract. Her soul is bound for Hell no matter how good she was.” 
 
    “Nay, it is not so,” Daraxandriel said, shaking her head. Lilith shot her a suspicious look. “Her contract is invalid.” 
 
    “That contract is perfect!” Lilith snapped. “Her soul for all that money! You all heard her in that video. She agreed that I met my end of the bargain!” 
 
    “Yet Olivia did not seek that money for her own weal,” Daraxandriel pointed out smugly. “She sought it for her family. It availed her not at all.” 
 
    Lilith closed her eyes with a recriminating sigh. “Damn it.” 
 
    “You didn’t even ask her what the money was for?” I asked her dubiously. 
 
    “I was in a bit of a hurry,” she snapped. “She looked like she was going to die any minute.” 
 
    “Well, that certainly puts a different spin on things,” Mrs. Kendricks said thoughtfully. She eyed Daraxandriel, who backed up and hid behind me. 
 
    “So does that mean that Olivia’s soul won’t go to Hell?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks nodded. “It also means that Lilith’s plan to lift her curse isn’t going to work.” Lilith tried to stroke her horns, muttering angrily to herself when all she felt was her hair. “So now we’re just left with the problem of this demon hunter.” 
 
    “But there’s no reason for him to be hunting anyone now!” I protested. “Olivia’s soul is safe, right?” Her expression wasn’t reassuring. 
 
    “Apart from the fact that he’s not likely to just take our word for it,” she said, “Dara’s still a demon and demons, by definition, don’t belong here. Even if he doesn’t blame her personally for taking Olivia’s soul, he’s going to eliminate her as a matter of course. We also have to think about Olivia.” 
 
    “What about her?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “Even if the hunter cuts the bond holding her soul here, it’s still inside Dara. She can’t take it to Heaven and it doesn’t belong in Hell. It’s stuck here in the mortal realm unless we can release it.” 
 
    “Well, how do we do that?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Mrs. Kendricks admitted. “I know how to remove demons from people. I’ve never heard of anyone removing a person from a demon.” 
 
    “Other than by killing the demon,” Lilith smirked. Daraxandriel gasped and pressed her hand to her chest as if someone had just driven a stake through her heart. 
 
    “We’ll do our best to avoid that.” I couldn’t help but notice that Mrs. Kendricks didn’t say she wouldn’t kill Daraxandriel, just that she’d try not to. “What’s the hunter’s name, Lilith? Maybe I can contact him and ask him to hold off until we can get this sorted out.” 
 
    “We were never formally introduced,” Lilith told her dryly. 
 
    “Can’t you break the bond?” I asked Mrs. Kendricks, but she shook her head. 
 
    “I’d need the artifact it’s bound to and he isn’t likely to just hand it over. No, we’ll have to try a different tack.” She tapped her lips with her forefinger as she studied Daraxandriel with a pensive look. “Perhaps we can slow him down a bit,” she mused finally. “That may give us enough time to come up with a better solution.” 
 
    “How?” I asked eagerly. That sounded much better than the only plan I could come up with, which involved hiding somewhere and listening for approaching footsteps. 
 
    “He’s using the bond to trace Olivia’s soul, sort of like a psychic compass. We may be able to blur the signal enough to throw him off for a while.” 
 
    “Great! How do we do that? Do we need to call the other witches?” 
 
    “Anastasia and I can handle this. We’ll need a very large pentagram to scatter the trace as widely as possible. Fortunately,” she smiled, “I happen to have one of those.” 
 
    Her pentagram, as it turned out, encompassed her entire property, with the points occupied by five garden gnomes facing outwards like sentries. The center of the pentagram was in her back yard, marked by a circular flagstone engraved with a crescent-moons-and-disk symbol that matched the circlet she wore during Melissa’s initiation. That was only a couple of hours ago, I suddenly realized. What a day this is turning out to be. Mrs. Kendricks had Daraxandriel stand on it while she and Stacy paced around her. 
 
    “Normally I have this set to ward off supernatural threats,” she explained. “The house and everyone in it is essentially invisible to demonic eyes.” 
 
    “Yet I perceive thee,” Daraxandriel said nervously. She turned to keep Mrs. Kendricks in view. 
 
    “Once you’re inside the boundary it has no effect,” she explained. “Were you able to see the house when you drove up?” 
 
    “I did not look,” she said, scowling at Lilith standing beside me by the back door. “I was distracted.” 
 
    “Well, this will be a fairly straight-forward modification of that spell. Hopefully we won’t have to deal with any invading demon hordes until we change it back,” she added sardonically. “Let’s make sure we can see the trace first,” she told Stacy. “That way we’ll be able to tell if it’s working properly.” Stacy nodded and used her wand to trace a symbol on her forehead. Mrs. Kendricks did the same. “Hold still for a moment, Dara.” Daraxandriel froze in place as the two witches gazed at her intently. “I see it.” 
 
    “I do too,” nodded Stacy. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” I said, not really sure what was supposed to happen. 
 
    “You’re not a witch, Peter,” Mrs. Kendricks reminded me absently. Both witches turned their heads to the southwest.  
 
    “It’s moving,” Stacy murmured and Mrs. Kendricks nodded her agreement. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked nervously. 
 
    “It means he’s closer than I thought he’d be. Are you ready?” Mrs. Kendricks asked her daughter. She responded with a curt incline of her head. 
 
    “How close?” I couldn’t see the street from here but I didn’t hear any cars nearby. 
 
    “I can only judge direction, Peter, not distance. Hush, we have to concentrate.” I clamped my lips shut as the witches stood on either side of Daraxandriel and raised their arms, their wands gripped in one hand and their ceremonial daggers – athames, Susie once told me – in the other. Daraxandriel shot me a worried look but stayed perfectly still. 
 
    “Claudere oculos,” they intoned in unison. “Dispergat lucem. Semita abscondam.” With each phrase, they gestured with the knives and wands like they were drawing some elaborate three-dimensional shape in the air, although I couldn’t make out what it might be. They moved around Daraxandriel counter-clockwise and repeated the words and gestures, and then they did it again. They stood with their arms upraised for a minute or two, murmuring something under their breaths, and then they sagged and dropped their hands to their sides. They both looked exhausted. 
 
    “Did it work?” I asked cautiously, not entirely certain if they were done. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks raised her head and gazed at Daraxandriel for a long moment. “Yes. The bond is still there but it’s scattered. It’ll be much harder to follow now. Oh, you can move now, Dara.” Daraxandriel hesitated and then scurried to my side, hugging my arm. “That will have to do for now,” she went on, rubbing her eyes. “The rest will have to wait until morning.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, hoping this was going to be enough to keep Daraxandriel safe until then. “When should we come back?” 
 
    “Oh, perhaps I wasn’t clear,” Mrs. Kendricks smiled wearily. “Dara can’t leave. As soon as she steps outside the pentagram, the hunter will find her again.” 
 
    Daraxandriel gasped in dismay but Lilith just smirked. “Well, enjoy your time among the witches, dear sister,” she said smugly. “Come along, Peter, take me home. I’m looking forward to getting to know you better. If I must be human, I may as well enjoy it.” She ran a finger down my arm with a wicked smile and Daraxandriel yanked me out of her reach as her eyes blazed bright orange. 
 
    “You,” Mrs. Kendricks said firmly, gesturing with her wand, “are not going anywhere.” For an instant, silvery bands appeared around Lilith’s wrists and ankles before fading from sight. Lilith gaped at herself in shock and then anger. 
 
    “You can’t keep me here!” she retorted. “I’m not a demon!” 
 
    “Not at the moment, no, but you’re the person who caused all this trouble. I want you within reach until we decide what to do with you.” Lilith wrestled briefly with her invisible bonds and then subsided, her eyes seething with frustration. “We’ll be up to greet the dawn, Peter,” she told me. “Come by any time after that. Or before, if you’d like to join us,” she said with that smile again. 
 
    “Ah, no, that’s okay. All right, I’ll see you first thing. Good luck,” I told Daraxandriel but she seized my hands and wouldn’t let go. 
 
    “Nay, Peter Simon Collins, do not abandon me here!” she pleaded. “Thou has placed the lamb among the lions!” 
 
    “They’re not going to hurt you, Dara,” I insisted, trying to free myself. Lilith’s humorless smile and Mrs. Kendricks’ carefully neutral expression gave me pause, though. All they’d have to do is drop the scattering spell once I’m gone and let the demon hunter take her, I thought uneasily. In fact, how do I know their spell even did anything? Maybe he’s already on his way here. I hated the doubt and uncertainty. “Is it okay if I stay too?” I asked reluctantly. 
 
    “Of course, Peter,” Mrs. Kendricks assured me. “The more, the merrier.” Her smile made me wonder if this was her plan all along. 
 
    “Well, you all sort it out,” Stacy said. “I’m going to bed.” She made a two-fingered I’m-watching-you gesture between her eyes and mine as she passed me on her way into the house. 
 
    “We should all get some rest,” Mrs. Kendricks said, ushering the rest of us in after her. “We don’t normally have this many overnight guests,” she warned us, “but I’m sure we’ll find room for everyone.” She was looking right at me when she said that. 
 
    “I’ll, uh, call Mom and let her know what’s going on,” I said, pulling out my phone as I followed them inside. Mom answered on the first ring. 
 
    “There you are, Peter!” she exclaimed. “I was getting worried after you left so quickly! Why didn’t you answer?” 
 
    I glanced at the call log and saw several incoming calls from her number. “Oh, sorry, I must have had the ringer turned down.” I’d actually shut the sound off entirely after her first call to avoid being distracted during our breakneck race over here. 
 
    “Well, where did you go? Are you on your way home?” 
 
    “Oh, um.” I should have come up with a cover story before I called her. I looked around the kitchen for inspiration and saw all four women watching me from the end of the hall with expressions ranging from amusement to sullen resentment. “We, uh, decided to go visit a friend we haven’t seen in a while. You remember Stacy, right? She’s heading off to college soon.” Stacy rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Oh.” Mom sounded really disappointed. “Your father just walked in the door. He was looking forward to meeting Dara’s sister. I made cookies and everything!” 
 
    “Well, just wrap them up and we’ll eat them later. I just wanted to let you know – wait a minute. How did you know about Lilith?” I thought for sure Susie kept her trapped in my room the whole time. 
 
    Mom tsked in my ear. “She knocked on the door and introduced herself, silly. I can’t tell you how surprised I was to see her standing there. I thought Dara had gone and dyed her hair! They’re spitting images of each other, did you notice?” 
 
    “Yes, Mom, I noticed,” I sighed. “They’re twins.” Other than the fact that one of them has horns and a tail and glowing eyes. 
 
    “Dara must be beside herself with excitement,” Mom gushed. “Imagine her sister coming all the way from England to visit!” 
 
    “Yes, beside herself is a good way to put it. Look, I just called to tell you that we won’t be home tonight. Stacy’s, uh, having a sleepover and she invited us to stay.” Stacy heaved an irritated sigh and vanished down the hall. A moment later I heard a door close very firmly. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, Peter,” Mom said doubtfully. “Boys and girls at a sleepover? Will there be any responsible adults there?” 
 
    “Stacy’s mom is here,” I assured her, although I wasn’t convinced the phrase responsible adult really applied to her. “You remember Mrs. Kendricks from Susie’s club? You met her a few weeks ago.” Standing in my room wearing only a skimpy pair of panties, I recalled uneasily. 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course,” Mom said warmly. “Well, I guess that’s all right then. Tell her I said hello. Will you be home in time for church tomorrow?” 
 
    “Ah, no, probably not, sorry.” 
 
    “Well, don’t worry about it. Have fun with your friends. And turn your ringer on!” she reminded me with mock sternness. 
 
    “I will. Good night!” I hung up and let my breath out with a whoosh. “All right, that’s all sorted out,” I reported. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Mrs. Kendricks smiled. “This way.” The hallway had three doors on the left and one at the far end and she stopped at the first one, opening it to let us look in. “This is the guest room,” she announced. “No one’s stayed in here for some time so everything should still be fresh.” 
 
    I peeked through the door and found a cozy bedroom in autumn colors dominated by a queen-size poster bed in the center. A dresser in one corner held a collection of ceramic knick-knacks and a padded bench sat at the foot of the bed. “You two should sleep here,” I told Daraxandriel and Lilith. 
 
    “I am not sleeping with her,” Lilith declared haughtily. 
 
    “Nor I with her!” Daraxandriel protested. 
 
    “You two are just going to have to work it out,” I said. “It’s only for one night.” 
 
    “One night or one minute, it’s intolerable!” Lilith spat. “I want my own room!” 
 
    “This isn’t a hotel!” I snapped. “Get in there and go to sleep!” They both looked at me and then at each other. Grudgingly, they entered the room and sat stiffly on opposite sides of the bed, glaring at me with their arms crossed like almost-identical bookends. 
 
    “I’m impressed,” Mrs. Kendricks murmured at my side, “but I doubt it’ll last very long. You’re going to have to keep them quiet and make sure they don’t start throwing things at each other.” 
 
    “Me?”  
 
    She ignored my dismay and pointed to the next door down. “That’s the bathroom if anyone needs it,” she said. “Anastasia’s room is the last one on the left. Mine is all the way down at the end.” She paused expectantly but I kept my face carefully neutral. “Well, good luck. Try to keep Lilith from sneaking out of the house,” she added. 
 
    “I’m insulted at the suggestion,” Lilith sniffed, although her eyes stabbed daggers at us. 
 
    “She wouldn’t get very far,” Mrs. Kendricks assured me, “but I don’t want to wake the neighbors unnecessarily.” 
 
    “Why, what’s going to happen?” I asked uneasily. She just smiled enigmatically. “All right,” I sighed. “I’m sorry we’re causing so much trouble.” 
 
    “It comes with the territory,” she shrugged. “Although I’ll admit this is a first,” she added dryly. “Demons usually don’t come to me for help.” 
 
    “I suppose all this violates the Witch’s Code or something.” 
 
    She laughed softly. “Witches and warlocks are independent creatures, Peter. There’s no central authority dictating our actions and no book of magical laws we have to obey.” 
 
    “What’s to keep witches from abusing their powers, then?” 
 
    “Independent doesn’t mean uncaring. We take action when action needs to be taken. Balance must be maintained or everyone suffers.” She eyed Daraxandriel and Lilith and shook her head with a resigned sigh. “Well, good night, everyone,” she said. “Sleep well. We’ll get this sorted out tomorrow, somehow.”  
 
    She walked away and disappeared into her room without a backwards glance. If she meant her statement to be reassuring, she failed miserably. 
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    English is a strange language, full of weird rules and baffling inconsistencies. I am, you are, he is? It’s like they weren’t even trying. English also steals words shamelessly from other languages, like karaoke and croissant, and makes up others out of the blue, like fleek or bling. It’s no wonder that English arguably has the most words of any language, upwards of half a million by some counts. 
 
    Yet despite this propensity for adopting new words, English runs the words it already has right into the ground. The word set has four hundred and sixty-four distinct meanings, which is insane. The purpose of language, supposedly, is to allow individuals to share their thoughts and feelings, learn from each other, and work together with a common purpose. How is that possible when we can’t even agree on what a simple word like set means? 
 
    Things get even worse when you use words that have a strong emotional component, like love. I love pizza, Dara, and my fellow man, not necessarily in that order, but does that mean that I care for them or enjoy them or want to have sex with them? It’s no wonder we’re so angry and confused all the time. 
 
    The ancient Greeks had at least eight words covering the concept of love: agape for selfless love, storge for familial love, philia for platonic love, pragma for enduring love, ludus for romantic love, philautia for self-love, mania for obsessive love, and, of course, eros for sexual love. I storge Mom and Dad and Susie, I suppose I ludus Melissa a little bit, and, let’s face it, I would eros Mrs. Kendricks if I let myself. My feelings for Dara, though, don’t seem to fit any of these definitions. There needs to be a ninth word for love. 
 
      
 
    I woke up as I often did, with my arms wrapped around Daraxandriel. Her back was pressed against my chest, her skin cool against mine, and I felt the slow rise and fall of her breathing. I touched my lips to her bare shoulder, wishing she would let me do more, and she shifted slightly before settling down again. 
 
    I opened my eyes but the room was dark except for a spattering of moonlight leaking through the curtains. It dappled a dresser I didn’t recognize and it took me a moment to remember that we were in Mrs. Kendricks’ guest room. 
 
    My left arm was trapped under Daraxandriel’s body and I carefully eased away from her to try to extract it without waking her up. The illuminated display on my watch told me it was almost one in the morning and I wondered what woke me up. I listened carefully but all I heard was Daraxandriel’s steady breathing. 
 
    I closed my eyes and rolled over onto my other side, or at least I tried to. I encountered another naked body, this one as warm as a heating blanket, and I scooted away from it in alarm. I’d had to lie down between Daraxandriel and Lilith to keep them from sniping at each other all night long and it had taken forever for the two of them to finally drift off to sleep. At least they were both quiet now.  
 
    I moved as far away from Lilith as I could, resting my back against Daraxandriel’s as I tried to convince myself to go back to sleep. Something niggled at me, though, just persistent enough to keep my thoughts churning around in a sluggish circle. 
 
    I hope Mrs. Kendricks gets Olivia’s soul out of Daraxandriel’s head soon, I thought muddily. She can’t stay here for the rest of her life. That would be almost as bad as being trapped in one of Dr. Bellowes’ geodes. Why did Lilith have to show up and ruin everything? We were happy the way things were. Well, I was, anyway. 
 
    I rolled over again and gently rested my hand on Daraxandriel’s bare hip. She was awfully happy becoming a succubus again. I thought she liked being human. I liked her that way. She didn’t have a tail that wanted to strangle me and I didn’t wake up covered in sweat every morning. Wait a minute. If she’s a succubus again, why isn’t she hot? I snatched my hand back and leaned away from her. Oh my God! This is Lilith! 
 
    I bumped against Daraxandriel again – the real Daraxandriel – and she murmured something incoherent before nudging me back with her elbow. I sat up and scrubbed my palms on the covers, trying to remove any trace of Lilith from my hands. I felt vaguely unclean. 
 
    Unfortunately, I was also wide awake now. Great, I thought resignedly. Could things get any worse? 
 
    It was clear I wasn’t going to drop off to sleep again anytime soon and if I tossed and turned too much, I was going to wake my charges. I heaved a sigh and carefully crawled out of the bed, pausing with my hand on the door knob to glance back at them. They lay there peacefully in the faint moonlight, like two sleeping angels. It was almost possible to forget that one of them was a demon and the other one was evil. 
 
    I eased the door open and peeked out into the hallway, but everything was dark and quiet. I considered retrieving my pants to cover up my boxers but I figured the odds of me encountering anyone at this time of night were virtually nil, so I stepped out and closed the door silently. 
 
    I couldn’t help but cast an apprehensive glance at Mrs. Kendricks’ door. No light showed underneath and I wondered if she was disappointed that I didn’t take advantage of her subtle invitation to share her bed tonight. I had to admit I was tempted – well, maybe curious was a better description – but I reminded myself firmly that giving in to her was just asking for trouble down the road.  
 
    Instead, I headed for the kitchen, thinking maybe a glass of milk might help me relax. To my startled surprise, someone was already in there. 
 
    “Well, hello, Peter,” said Mrs. Kendricks quietly. “I didn’t expect to see you up.” She sat at the table in the dark, outlined by a swath of moonlight coming in through the windows, a cup of what was probably tea sitting in front of her. She still wore her nightgown but her wands were missing and her hair was down. “Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, yes,” I stammered. “I, ah, woke up and couldn’t get back to sleep. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Thinking,” she sighed. “You’ve handed me quite a conundrum.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry,” I said, chagrined, and she laughed softly. 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Peter,” she assured me. “I think we can point the finger at Lilith without too much argument.” She gestured to the chair across from her and I took it awkwardly, all too aware that I was sitting in my underwear in front of a beautiful woman who made it very clear from the start that she wanted me. 
 
    “What are we going to do about her?” 
 
    “There’s not much we can do at the moment, unfortunately. She’s human now.” 
 
    “That’s just a technicality,” I argued. “She’s really a succubus.” 
 
    “A succubus cursed with humanity.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So the usual sorts of things we can do to rid ourselves of a demon won’t work on her.” 
 
    “Oh.” An uncomfortable thought occurred to me. “Is that why you never did anything about Dara?” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks was silent for a long time and I felt a knot twist in my stomach. “Dara helped us against Dr. Bellowes,” she said finally. “She deserves our gratitude for that.” 
 
    “But now that she’s a real demon again?” I pressed, although I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear her answer. 
 
    “I’ll do what I can to help her,” she said. She didn’t add for now out loud, but I heard it clearly anyway. “I think the better question is, why do you want to help her so much? What does she mean to you?” 
 
    I really didn’t want to tell her the truth but she deserved to know. Maybe she’d finally give up on me. “I love her.” 
 
    “Even though she’s a soulless demon?” she asked mildly. 
 
    “She has a soul.” 
 
    “It’s not hers. She can’t keep it.” I already knew that so I didn’t bother arguing the point. “Why do you love her?” 
 
    “Because –” I stopped and then shook my head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Is it gratitude? She helped you defeat Dr. Bellowes and save Susie, after all.” 
 
    “No. Well, maybe. A bit,” I admitted. 
 
    “Or is it lust? She’s very beautiful, both as a human girl and as a demon.” I didn’t answer. “Chivalry, perhaps? She’s trapped in a strange and hostile world and you’re her only friend.” I shook my head. That didn’t seem quite right either. “Maybe it’s simply friendship. You’re two kindred spirits who enjoy being together and doing things together.” 
 
    I snorted. “It’s mostly french fries and Legends of Lorecraft.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks laughed quietly and then sobered. “Have you had sex with her?” 
 
    I considered sputtering in indignant outrage at the suggestion but she’d see right through that. “No.” 
 
    “Why not? Susie told me you two sleep in the same bed.” 
 
    “She doesn’t want to. She just wants to hold me at night.” 
 
    “She may be afraid of hurting you.” I looked at her doubtfully and she shook her head. “Emotionally, not physically. She knows her days on Earth are numbered, one way or the other. She doesn’t want you to get too attached to her.” 
 
    That echoed what Melissa said to me in the restaurant. “Then why is she always with me?” 
 
    “Because she’s afraid for herself too. She needs you to be her hero.” I tensed when she reached over to me across the table but she just lifted the Philosopher’s Stone by its chain. “She gave you a very rare and precious gift,” she mused. “Many people would literally sell their souls for this, like Dr. Bellowes did. Dara could have bought her freedom a thousand time over with this.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what it does.” The ruby’s facets flashed as it twisted in the moonlight. “It’s not a wardstone.” 
 
    “No, it’s a Source.” I could hear the capital S in her voice. 
 
    “A source of what?” 
 
    “Of life. All the spells we cast consume our life energy – sometimes a little, sometimes a lot – and it takes time to replenish it. There are limits to what a witch can do in a day. With this Stone, there aren’t any limits. It’s an infinite well of power that can be tapped by those who know how. It can rejuvenate you when you’re tired, heal you when you’re sick or injured, even extend your life.” She released the Stone and it swung back and tapped me on my sternum. 
 
    “But I don’t know how to do any of those things,” I protested. “Giving it to me was a total waste.” 
 
    “Do you really think so, Peter?” she countered. “How did you power all those spells you cast back then? Why weren’t you exhausted at the end of it?” She reached over and tapped the Stone, sending it swinging again. “You already know how to use it.” 
 
    “Maybe I did then but I don’t have those powers anymore. I’ll never be a hero again.” I couldn’t disguise the touch of bitterness in my voice. 
 
    “Never is a very long time, Peter,” she said, sitting back in her chair. “Be patient.” She cocked her head thoughtfully. “So did you have any problems getting Melissa home?” 
 
    “Huh?” Her non sequitur caught me by surprise but she just waited for me to answer. “Ah, no, not really,” I stammered as I felt my ears warming.  
 
    “I’m glad to hear it.” Mrs. Kendricks wrapped her hands around her teacup, smiling in a way that made me strongly suspect she knew exactly what happened with Melissa. “The initiation affects everyone a little bit differently. It can lead to some ... unusual behavior.” 
 
    “No kidding,” I mumbled and her smile broadened. “So what happened to you, then?” 
 
    She laughed. “For about a day, I was convinced I could talk to animals.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really. My mother practically had to lock me in my room until it wore off. I kept running into the woods behind our house to converse with the squirrels.” 
 
    “So could you? Talk to animals, I mean?” 
 
    She considered that. “It’s hard to tell, actually. I haven’t been able to do it since, so I suppose not.” She sounded disappointed. 
 
    “Too bad. It would have been a handy skill to have.” 
 
    “Not really. What do squirrels have to talk about except nuts and other squirrels?” 
 
    I had to laugh at that. “Good point.” 
 
    “Do you love Melissa?” 
 
    That threw me for another loop. “Wh – what?” 
 
    She leaned her head on her hand. “Do you love her? It’s obvious she loves you.” 
 
    “I just told you I love Dara!” I protested. 
 
    “That doesn’t stop you from loving Melissa too.” She cocked an eyebrow at me. “Well? Do you?” 
 
    I had no idea why she was quizzing me about my supposed love life. Maybe she was just scoping out the competition. Her expression made it clear she wasn’t going to give up without getting an answer, though. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said finally. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Have you had sex with her?” 
 
    I wanted to bury my face in my hands and pretend none of this was happening. I settled for rubbing my forehead instead. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” She waited patiently while I thought that through. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt her,” I decided. “She’s had all sorts of relationship problems already and I don’t want to make it worse for her.” 
 
    “But she wants you, doesn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed. 
 
    “I think Melissa’s afraid, like Dara, but for different reasons. She’s afraid of making another mistake, but now that she’s finally found someone she trusts, she’s also afraid you’ll leave her. She’s offering herself to you so that you’ll stay with her.” Mrs. Kendricks smiled wistfully. “She needs a hero too.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I can’t save everyone.” 
 
    “You don’t need to save everyone,” she told me. “Just those two, for now.” 
 
    “Don’t you need a hero too?” That came out a bit harshly but her eyes twinkled with amusement. 
 
    “Oh, no, I’m good,” she assured me. “Thanks for offering, though.” 
 
    “Then what was all that nonsense about wanting me?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not nonsense,” she said easily. “I do want you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I have a thing for heroes.” 
 
    “I’m not a hero,” I insisted. 
 
    “You were last month.” 
 
    “Except you wanted me before any of that happened.” 
 
    “You’ve always been a hero, Peter,” she said. “You just never had a chance to prove it until then.”  
 
    I watched her as she rose from the table and carried her cup to the sink, rinsing it out and setting it aside. The moonlight shone through her nightgown, silhouetting her voluptuous figure against the thin silk. I had very little doubt that she knew that it would. 
 
    “I don’t love you,” I said quietly. 
 
    “I know,” she replied. “I don’t need you to.” She stood there like she was waiting for me to say or do something, but I just sat there. I couldn’t see her face clearly with the moonlight behind her and I wondered what she was thinking. “I’m going to bed now,” she said finally. “We have a lot to do tomorrow.” 
 
    “All right,” I said. “Good night.” 
 
    Something about the tilt of her head told me she was disappointed by my choice but she didn’t say anything else. She just paused on her way out of the kitchen to touch her lips to my forehead and then she vanished down the hall without a backwards glance. I stayed where I was for a long time, watching the moonlight creep across the kitchen floor. 
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    I’ve noticed that sibling rivalry seems to scale with family size. My friends with a lot of brothers and sisters talk about their problems with violations of personal space, petty arguments over whose turn it is to load the dishwasher, stupid pranks that get out of hand, and accusations that their parents always liked the other one better. My theory is that everyone only has a limited amount of patience to deal with the inevitable frictions that arise when too many people share too little space. Once that’s used up, the smallest things just erupt into arguments, hair-pulling, and threats to tell Dad.  
 
    In contrast, Susie and I get along just fine, although that’s mostly because she avoids me – and everyone else – most of the time. She has her interests and I have mine and we don’t have to compete for Mom and Dad’s affections. I don’t recall ever fighting with Susie over anything important and I’d risk my life to save hers. I did exactly that last month. 
 
    I have to believe that, underneath all the yelling, all those rival siblings still love each other. Otherwise, why are they wasting all that time and effort breathing each other’s air and crossing that invisible line on the car seat? They wouldn’t bother doing any of that to some stranger they happened to sit beside, unless there’s something seriously wrong with them. 
 
      
 
    The first light of morning seeped through the windows as I opened my eyes again, making the room look like an oil painting. I was on Daraxandriel’s side of the bed but her sauna of a body wasn’t pressed up against mine as usual. I levered myself up and saw her spooning against Lilith instead, her arms and her tail wrapped around her sister with her chin resting on the top of Lilith’s head. It was a surprisingly sweet picture, although I knew it would immediately devolve into chaos the instant one of them woke up. 
 
    Somewhere in the house, a door opened and closed and I heard a mumbling of conversation. It got closer and I sat up, straining to hear what Mrs. Kendricks and Stacy were talking about. I couldn’t make anything out until they passed the door. 
 
    “So what are we going to do?” That was Stacy, sounding irritable. “They can’t stay here.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Mrs. Kendricks assured her. “We might be able to capture –” Her voice faded out and I hurriedly slipped out of bed and ran to the door, hoping to catch the rest of her explanation. I eased the door open and leaned out, but my breath caught in my throat and every other thought evaporated from my head. 
 
    The two of them were standing in front of their bedroom doors, exchanging some final words, but all I heard was the stuttering beat of my heart against my ribcage. They obviously just came from greeting the dawn, because they were both skyclad. In other words, one hundred percent naked. 
 
    Their backs were to me so I couldn’t see anything especially revealing, but my view offered clear and incontrovertible proof that butt shape was hereditary. The location of Mrs. Kendricks’ elusive fourth wardstone remained unverified, however, as they stepped into their rooms and closed their doors. 
 
    I retreated into the bedroom, setting my back against the door as I let out a shaky breath. I rarely saw Stacy out in the real world and up to now she’d always been fully clothed. She had more in common with her Lorecraft character Liriel Moondancer than I ever suspected and I felt a tiny surge of envy. Her boyfriend Todd was a lucky guy. 
 
    I retrieved my pants from the floor and sat down on the edge of the bed to pull them on. Daraxandriel stirred and rolled onto her back with her arm flopping across the empty space where I’d been lying. Her hand swept back and forth, just missing me, and a frown pulled down the corners of her mouth before she drifted back down into sleep. Lilith, on the other hand, remained absolutely still and I had to check to make sure she was still breathing. 
 
    The hallway was empty when I stepped out but I heard a rush of water from the bathroom. Someone’s taking a shower, I deduced. Stacy, probably. Little Peter immediately conjured up a mental image of the proceedings and I told him to mind his own business. If Stacy ever suspected I’d caught a glimpse of her in the altogether, I was a dead man. 
 
    I went into the kitchen and looked around doubtfully, wondering what to do about food. I didn’t know whether Mrs. Kendricks intended to make breakfast for everyone but grabbing something just for myself seemed rude. I compromised by hunting through the cabinets for a glass and pouring myself a glass of milk from the refrigerator. 
 
    “Good morning, Peter.” I turned and found Mrs. Kendricks standing there. She wore a simple sleeveless dress with a tiny floral pattern and her hair was impaled with her wands again. “I didn’t expect to see you up so early. We didn’t wake you, did we?” 
 
    “Ah, no, not at all,” I assured her, clearing my throat. If she didn’t realize I’d seen her and Stacy, I certainly wasn’t going to tell her. “Did you sleep all right?” 
 
    “Well enough, I suppose.” She took her stainless steel kettle from the stove and filled it at the sink. “Not as well as I would have liked.” The reproving look she gave me made it clear that it was my fault. I hid my discomfort by sipping my milk. “I hope our guests behaved themselves properly. I didn’t hear any shouting last night,” she noted as she set the kettle on the stove and lit the burner. 
 
    “Not after they finally conked out. Demons sleep like rocks,” I observed wryly. 
 
    “Do they? I wouldn’t know, I’ve never slept with one.” She was taking a glass casserole dish out of a lower cabinet so she couldn’t see my ears turning pink. 
 
    Stacy came in then, wearing a UT Southwestern t-shirt and dark track pants. She eyed the two of us as if she was trying to discern if we’d been up to anything untoward. I tried really hard to look innocent but it turned out to be a lot more difficult than it should have been. Her shirt was a bit snug and my eyes kept wanting to stray south. 
 
    “So when do you want to get started?” she asked her mother. She retrieved two mugs from another cabinet and set them on the counter. “I’m supposed to meet up with Todd this afternoon.” She took a half-loaf of homemade bread from an enameled box and started slicing it up with a long serrated knife. 
 
    “After we eat,” Mrs. Kendricks told her. “It shouldn’t take long if everything goes well.” She shooed me aside and opened the fridge. 
 
    “What shouldn’t?” I asked uneasily. Despite Mrs. Kendricks’ assurances, I still wasn’t entirely convinced she was on Daraxandriel’s side. 
 
    “Our discussion last night got me thinking. Here.” She handed me a carton of eggs. “I believe I know a way to keep the hunter from following Dara.” 
 
    “Really?” I thought back on our conversation in the moonlight but all I remembered was talking about love and heroes. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Mostly sure,” she said, bringing a double handful of ingredients to the cooking island. “We won’t know until we try.” 
 
    “Try what, exactly?” 
 
    “Let’s get everyone up first. I don’t want to have to repeat myself. Could you do the honors, Peter? We’ll get breakfast started.” 
 
    “Uh, sure.” Stacy was watching us with a suspicious glint in her eye. Getting out of her line of sight seemed like a good idea right then, especially with that knife in her hand. 
 
    I turned back to the hallway just as my cellphone rang in my back pocket. I assumed it was Mom checking upon us until I glanced at the display. I answered quickly. “Melissa?” 
 
    “Peter.” I had trouble hearing her, like she didn’t want anyone overhearing her end of the conversation. “So, um, did I wake you up?” 
 
    “No, I’ve been up for a bit.” 
 
    “Oh, good.” She fell silent and I imagined her tucking her hair behind her ear. “Um, about last night –” 
 
    “Yes?” I asked nervously. I was having flashbacks to the morning after prom. “Are you feeling all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, “except –” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “Except?” 
 
    “Well, I had this really vivid dream last night, but I’m not sure it was actually a dream.” 
 
    “Oh. So what do you remember?” I glanced over my shoulder and saw Mrs. Kendricks and Stacy watching me. Melissa, I mouthed to them, pointing at my phone. Mrs. Kendricks looked thoughtful as she began cracking eggs into the casserole dish. 
 
    “Well, this is kind of embarrassing to say out loud but,” she cleared her throat, “did I – did we – did I try to seduce you in front of City Hall?” 
 
    “Um, that would be yes,” I admitted ruefully. 
 
    “Oh my God,” she breathed. Now I imagined her ears turning bright pink. “So did we – actually – do it?” 
 
    “No, nothing happened.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God!” Her sigh of relief whooshed loudly in my ear. “I mean, not that I don’t want – that is, I love you and all, but – they have security cameras all around there, don’t they?” she asked worriedly. “Did I – did you – see – anything?” 
 
    “Not out there,” I told her truthfully. 
 
    “See, the thing is, I found my clothes on the floor here when I woke up, except, um, there’s something missing.” 
 
    “Missing?” 
 
    “My, um, my, ah,” she cleared her throat again and her voice dropped to a whisper, “my panties.” 
 
    “Oh.” My hand automatically went to my pocket where the garment in question was still tucked away. I almost pulled it out until I remembered I had witnesses. “Well, maybe you dropped them accidentally at the library. I’m sure they’ll turn up eventually.” There was no way I was going to be able to return them to her now.  
 
    “Maybe,” she acknowledged doubtfully. “I’m so embarrassed.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” I assured her. “Mrs. Kendricks says that this sort of thing happens all the time after initiation.” 
 
    “Oh, well, that’s good to know, I guess. At least I wasn’t turned into a permanently oversexed nymphomaniac,” she laughed. “That would be horrible, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed with a wistful sigh, “horrible.” 
 
    “Peter!” 
 
    “I’m just kidding. Are you feeling better now?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” I could hear the smile in her voice now. “So are we meeting up on Lorecraft after church?” 
 
    “Oh, ah, no, sorry. Something came up.”  
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No, no, everything’s fine,” I lied unconvincingly and then I realized that Melissa was officially a witch now. There was no reason to keep secrets from her anymore, at least not these kind of secrets. “Hang on a second.” I muted my phone. “Mrs. Kendricks?” She looked up with a questioning glance. “Can I tell Melissa about what happened? I mean, Dara’s her friend, sort of.” 
 
    She looked like she was about to tell me no but then she tilted her head thoughtfully. “Yes, please do,” she said. “In fact, ask her if she can join us here. We could use her help.” 
 
    “Melissa?” I asked doubtfully. “She’s only been a witch for half a day. What good can she do?” 
 
    “We’re going to need more than just Anastasia and myself for what I have in mind but I can’t ask the rest of the coven to help a demon.” 
 
    “They haven’t minded her so far.” 
 
    “Because she’s been human all this time,” she reminded me, “but that’s no longer true. Melissa’s new but she’s a quick learner and, as you rightly point out, she and Dara are friends.” 
 
    “If you say so.” I unmuted. “Melissa? Are you still there?” 
 
    “I’m here, Peter,” she said uneasily. “What’s going on?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Something happened to Dara last night.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” she gasped in dismay. “Is she hurt?” 
 
    “No, but she needs our help. Special help.” I wasn’t sure why I was being so coy about it. I was the only non-magical person here. “We’re at Mrs. Kendricks’ house now. Can you come over?” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely! I’ll just have to make some excuse to Daddy. I’ll be right there! This is so exciting!” She squealed in my ear. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks’ waving hand caught my attention. “See if she can bring Susie as well.” 
 
    “Okay. Melissa? Can you pick up Susie on the way?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she said breathlessly. She sounded like she was starting to hyperventilate. “What should I bring?” I relayed the question. 
 
    “Her paraphernalia and her Book of Shadows,” Mrs. Kendricks decided. “I’m not quite sure exactly what the ritual will look like so it’s best to have everything on hand.” I passed that information back to Melissa. 
 
    “Do I need my gown,” she asked doubtfully, “or are we going skyclad for this?”  
 
    The image she conjured in my mind was very NSFW but I managed to pose the question. Mrs. Kendricks chuckled. 
 
    “Whatever she’s wearing will be fine,” she said. “This won’t be a formal ritual.” 
 
    “Just come as you are,” I told Melissa and then I remembered how I’d left her last night. “Um, you are wearing something, right?” 
 
     “Peter!” she chided me with a giggle. “Of course I am! I was getting ready for church.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” I tried not to sound too disappointed. “Make sure Susie wears something before she leaves the house. She doesn’t always.” 
 
    “Oh my God, tell me about it,” Melissa groaned. “It was so hard not to stare when she was helping me practice.” 
 
    “You get used to it,” I assured her, “eventually. I’ll see you when you get here.” 
 
    “Okay. I love you!” I was still fumbling for an appropriate response when she shouted “Daddy!” in my ear and hung up. “She’s on her way,” I reported. 
 
    “Very good.” Mrs. Kendricks placed the casserole in the oven. “This will take about twenty minutes. Go and get our other guests out of bed. We can run a few tests before Melissa and Susie get here.” 
 
    I wanted to ask what kind of tests she had in mind but I doubted I’d understand her answer. Instead, I went down the hall and quietly opened the guest room door. 
 
    The two sisters were still sound asleep, although they’d shifted positions. Now Daraxandriel’s back was spooned against Lilith and Lilith’s arm was draped over Daraxandriel’s side. They looked so peaceful I almost didn’t want to wake them but I didn’t know how much time we had left before the hunter figured out how to get around Mrs. Kendricks’ spell. 
 
    “Dara,” I called softly. “Dara, wake up!” She didn’t stir. I touched her shoulder and shook it gently. “Dara!” Still nothing. I tried again, harder this time. “Dara!” 
 
    She finally stirred, drawing in a deep breath and smacking her lips once or twice. Her ruddy eyes blinked a few times and searched around, settling on my face, and she smiled. “Good morrow, Peter Simon Collins,” she told me dreamily. “Didst thou sleep well?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. How about you?” 
 
    “Well enough,” she grumbled sleepily, “despite thy clumsy fumblings in the night.” She stretched her arms up over her head and closed her eyes again. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I barely touched her at all, as far as I knew.  
 
    She made a scoffing noise. “The fabled Marco Polo did not travel as far as thy hands upon my body. Even now thou dost persist.” She reached down without looking and shifted Lilith’s hand off her stomach. 
 
    “Uh, Dara, that’s not me.” 
 
    “Dost thou truly think me so credulous?” she pouted. “Who else would make so free with my person?” She looked up at me standing at the side of the bed, frowned in puzzlement, and then turned her head to look at Lilith. A fraction of a second later, she was standing behind me peering over my shoulder with her tail wrapped tightly around my waist. “Protect me from her, Peter Simon Collins!” she demanded urgently. “She seeks to do me harm!” 
 
    “She’s not trying to hurt you,” I sighed, “she’s asleep.” Lilith rolled onto her back, murmuring something inaudible. “You did the same thing to her last night.” 
 
    “Nay, I would never willingly lay my hands upon her,” Daraxandriel protested, “lest it were to strangle her! She did betray me, Peter Simon Collins, as she has always done!” 
 
    “I know but we’re going to do something about that. Go on and get dressed.” I reached over to poke Lilith on the shoulder and then hesitated, unsure how she’d react. “You should wake her up.” 
 
    “Nay, do not disturb her!” Daraxandriel argued peevishly as she picked up her jersey from the floor and shook it out. “Even she cannot wreak more havoc whilst in slumber.” She wrestled the shirt over her horns and tugged it into place. 
 
    “No, we need her too. Besides, she can’t do anything while she’s human, right?” I eyed Lilith doubtfully. 
 
    “Thou dost not comprehend the depths of her cunning,” Daraxandriel grumbled. “Were she not a mere succubus, she would rule in Hell.” She retrieved her panties and looked them over doubtfully, casting a sideways glance at her tail. Panties and tails did not get along.  
 
    “Well, she’s not in Hell now.” I held out my hand for her panties and stuffed them into my pocket along with Melissa’s. “Mrs. Kendricks and Stacy are making breakfast. Go talk to them while I get Lilith up.” 
 
    “Smother her whilst thou still hast the chance,” she warned me direly. “The world would thank thee for thy service.” 
 
    “Go!” I pointed to the door and she left with ill grace. 
 
    “Don’t mind her.” I turned and found Lilith lying on her side smiling at me, her head resting on her outstretched arm. “She’s just jealous.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “Of me, of course. I’m smarter, prettier, and better than she is. It’s not her fault,” she conceded with a shrug. “It’s just how she was spawned.” 
 
    “You said humans are ugly,” I reminded her, irked at her snide insults at Daraxandriel. “Aren’t you human now?” 
 
    “Ugly compared to demons,” she countered smoothly, “but I’m a very pretty human, don’t you agree?” She sat up on the bed and ran her hand slowly down her side, watching me the entire time with a teasing smile. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Get dressed,” I told her. “Everyone’s going to be here soon.” 
 
    She faked a pout and slid off the bed, bending over to pick up her blouse in a way that gave me a very good look at her bare legs and backside. She shrugged it on, glancing slyly over her shoulder to make sure I was paying attention, and repeated the process for her skirt. She did a little wiggle dance to get it up over her hips and then fiddled with the zipper in the back. 
 
    “Oh dear, it seems to be stuck,” she said in the least convincing display of acting ever. “Help me, Peter.” Her blatant attempt at seducing me wasn’t half so troubling as the fact that I knew she was doing it and it was still working. Little Peter was starting to take an interest in the proceedings, despite my reminder him that Lilith was an evil manipulative bitch. The problem was, she was a beautiful evil manipulative bitch. “Peter,” she cajoled me, bending over to give me a good look at the problem. 
 
     I didn’t want Lilith to think she was winning by complying but I also didn’t trust her out of my sight. She waited expectantly and I heaved a sigh, crossing over to her to grab the zipper and yank it up. She stymied me by holding the gap open too wide, exposing a wedge of smooth white skin and forcing me to grab the fabric with my other hand and pull the fastener up slowly.  
 
    I finally got it all the way up and stepped back as she buttoned the waistband and then adjusted the sleeves of her blouse, pretending to forget that she hadn’t done up the front yet. She shared Daraxandriel’s disdain for undergarments, although to be fair, she’d had a tail until last night. 
 
    “You should, ah, cover those up,” I told her. “Mrs. Kendricks doesn’t need any distractions.” Lilith saw through that excuse immediately but she just smiled and obeyed, sort of. She took the lower corners of her blouse and knotted them under her breasts, converting it into a halter top that exposed her toned midriff while failing to adequately corral her assets. 
 
    “Am I presentable now?” she asked teasingly, holding out her arms for my approval. I didn’t trust my voice at the moment so I just waved her out the door. She slipped her toes into her high-heeled shoes, raising her eyes level with mine, and then walked out of the room with way more hip rotation than was strictly necessary. Not that I was paying any particular attention to that portion of her anatomy, mind you, it was just too obvious to ignore. 
 
    My phone rang before I could follow her out and I dug it out of my pocket. It was Melissa again. “Hello?” 
 
    “Peter,” she asked tersely, “where’s my car?” 
 
    “Your car?” 
 
    “It’s not in the garage and it’s not in the driveway. Where is it?” 
 
    “Oh, right.” I’d completely forgotten about it. “It’s still back at the restaurant. You weren’t, um, in any condition to drive last night so I brought you home.” 
 
    “Oh my God, are you kidding me? How am I supposed to get over there without my car?” 
 
    “Well, I guess I could come pick you up,” I suggested doubtfully. I wasn’t sure Daraxandriel would let me leave, though. 
 
    “No, don’t do that,” she sighed. “There’s no point in you coming all the way over here. I’ll get Daddy to drop me off downtown. God, how am I going to explain why I left it there?” 
 
    “You could say you had too much to drink last night and decided not to drive. I’m sure he’ll appreciate your maturity.” 
 
    “That’s not funny, Peter! He’s already nervous about me moving out on my own. I don’t need him thinking I’m out getting drunk whenever he’s not around! And don’t you dare say anything about prom!” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” I protested, although I was absolutely going to. “I’m sure he’ll feel better about everything once you find a good roommate.” 
 
    “Yes, exactly! I need someone who’s mature and responsible and respectable, someone Daddy can trust.” 
 
    “Uh, right.” Something in her voice made me uneasy. “Do you know anyone like that?” 
 
    “Peter, we talked about this! It’s you!” 
 
    “Wait a minute –” 
 
    “It’s perfect! You’re already eighteen and you’ll be a senior next semester and you have your own car and you’re even going to be a police officer!” 
 
    “Just an intern, actually –” 
 
    “And your father is the Chief of Police! If he can’t trust you, who can he trust?” 
 
    “I don’t think this is –” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of everything. Gotta go, I have to catch Daddy before he heads off to church. I’ll see you in a little bit. Love you!” She hung up before I could stop her. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I muttered, shoving my phone back into my pocket. There was no way this was going to turn out well. 
 
    I returned to the kitchen and found Mrs. Kendricks, Stacy, and Daraxandriel seated on stools along the counter. The fourth stool was unoccupied. “Where’s Lilith?” I asked. 
 
    “I thought she was with you,” Mrs. Kendricks replied, sipping her tea. 
 
    “I sent her in here. I was talking to Melissa.” I checked the front room in case she’d gone in there for some reason but it was empty. “She didn’t leave, did she?”  
 
    The front door was unlocked but I remembered Mrs. Kendricks saying she never bothered to lock it. I opened it to look outside just as something hummed and crackled like a high-voltage circuit and somebody yipped in pain. A moment later, Lilith limped up the walkway from the street, rubbing her wrists. She paused when she saw me standing there and then passed me with as much dignity as she could muster. I followed her back into the kitchen. 
 
    “I see the wards are working properly,” Mrs. Kendricks smiled. Lilith hmpfed as she took the stool beside Daraxandriel and stole her glass of orange juice. I sat at the kitchen table. 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” I asked. Out of the four women in front of me, only Mrs. Kendricks looked at ease. Stacy was frowning into her tea, Daraxandriel had her arms crossed in resentment, and Lilith eyed the back door surreptitiously. 
 
    “Peter and I were talking last night,” Mrs. Kendricks explained, “after everyone else was asleep.” 
 
    “Just talking?” Stacy asked pointedly. 
 
    “Of course,” her mother replied blandly. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About his Philosopher’s Stone, among other things. Peter, would you mind taking it out?” 
 
    I fished the chain out from under my shirt and held the Stone up in the light. Stacy and Lilith both leaned forward to get a closer look while Daraxandriel looked uneasy for some reason. 
 
    “Is that really a Philosopher’s Stone?” Stacy breathed in amazement. “I remember seeing Peter wearing it that night after we all woke up but I thought it was just another wardstone.” She slipped off her stool and held her hand close to it, not quite touching it. “It’s potent,” she marveled. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” Lilith asked suspiciously. “You don’t just find Philosopher’s Stones lying around on the ground.” 
 
    “I did gift it to him,” Daraxandriel informed her stiffly, “that he might defeat Parathraxas.” 
 
    “And where did you get it?” 
 
    “Parathraxas demanded a Stone as a condition for ceding his soul to me.” Daraxandriel started tracing circles on the countertop with her finger. “I reclaimed it when he sought to break our contract.” 
 
    “That doesn’t explain where you got it.” 
 
    “Don’t badger her,” I snapped irritably. “She made it, okay?” 
 
    “Her?” Lilith scoffed. “She couldn’t make gravel out of a rock.” 
 
    “Look, I know you don’t like her but give her some credit. If she says she made it, she made it.” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s tail tucked its head under her arm as she hunched her shoulders. “Nay, Peter Simon Collins,” she said in a small voice, “I did not make the Stone. I lack such skill and power. I acquired it.” 
 
    “From where?” I asked carefully. Something was clearly fishy here. 
 
    “From ... another,” she hedged. 
 
    “Who?” Lilith asked sharply. Daraxandriel did that look-everywhere-except-at-the-person-she’s-talking-to thing that she did when she knew someone wasn’t going to like her answer. “Who?” Lilith persisted. Daraxandriel mumbled something I couldn’t make out but Lilith’s eyes flew open wide. “You can’t be serious!” she gasped, appalled. 
 
    “What?” I asked anxiously. “What did she say?” 
 
    “Take these off!” Lilith begged Mrs. Kendricks, holding her wrists out to her. “We have to get as far away from her as possible!” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Mrs. Kendricks frowned. “What’s going on, Dara?” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this!” Lilith was practically beside herself with panic. “He could be on His way already!” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks ignored her. “Dara,” she asked firmly, “whose Stone is this?” 
 
    Daraxandriel shook her head, huddled into a ball on her stool. Lilith buried her face in her hands, as if she hoped the whole problem would go away if she couldn’t see it. 
 
    “Our Dread Lord,” she told the floor woefully. “She stole it from our Dread Lord.” 
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    Like all MMOs, Legends of Lorecraft has a thriving in-game economy. Players can buy and sell just about any object in the game through the trading houses, making it easy to acquire that one piece of armor you need to complete the set or pick up a hundred revive scrolls to keep your fairy alive, for the right price, of course. Just like real life, the rarer or more valuable something is, the more expensive it is. Without a good source of income or some incredible luck, most players have to make do with whatever they can scrounge up, which is also just like real life. 
 
    There’s also a meta-economy running the background, by which I mean the ability to buy things that benefit you, the game player, as opposed to you, the game character. These things take real money, sometimes exorbitant amounts of it, and yet a lot of people freely throw their hard-earned dollars at the company for stuff that, to me, really ought to be free. These may be things as trivial as character renames or extra slots or server moves all the way up to character makeovers to gender changes to complete respecs. 
 
    Some people claim the company charges so much for these perks because they want to discourage the users from continually altering their characters but I find that hard to believe. Why would the company care if you want to change your character’s name from Fred to George or want his hair color to be blue instead of black? The only person it affects is the player, who hopefully ends up with someone he or she likes better. So why should they have to pay all that money because they made a mistake during character creation or changed their mind later on? It’s obviously just a money-making ploy, albeit a very lucrative one. 
 
    Of course, we can respec in real life too but it costs a whole lot more. I can pay the county clerk to legally change my name. I can go to college or hire an expert to teach me new skills for a hefty price tag and a lot of effort. I can even pay a plastic surgeon a whole ton of money to alter my appearance, within limits. Wouldn’t it be cool if all that could happen with just a few clicks of a mouse or the wave of a magic wand? I wonder what people would do with that kind of power. 
 
      
 
    Daraxandriel’s explanation about how she got her hands on the Philosopher’s Stone was an epic fantasy adventure in its own right. Lilith fled halfway through, as if even hearing about it was enough to turn her into an accomplice. She hid in the front room with Stacy standing guard while the rest of us sat at the kitchen counter and tried to come up with a plan. 
 
    “Maybe we could just give it back?” I asked hopefully. Mrs. Kendricks, Daraxandriel, and I contemplated the Stone lying on the counter. Now that it wasn’t hanging around my neck, its reddish glow seemed dimmer, but that may have been a trick of the light. 
 
    “It’s bound to your blood, Peter,” Mrs. Kendricks reminded me. “No one else can use it now.” 
 
    “Maybe He won’t notice the difference.” 
 
    “That glow is a bit of a giveaway.” 
 
    “Can we destroy it?” That seemed a bit drastic but we didn’t seem to have a lot of options. 
 
    “I don’t know of anyone powerful enough to do that,” Mrs. Kendricks said, shaking her head. “A Philosopher’s Stone is virtually indestructible.” 
 
    “Let’s just toss it into the middle of the ocean, then. He’ll never find it there and even if He did, we wouldn’t be anywhere near it.” 
 
    “It matters not, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel told me glumly. “An He discovers it absent from his trove, He will seek vengeance on all involved. In my heedless rush to claim Parathraxas’s soul, I have doomed us all.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that, Dara. We’ll figure something out. Can we get another one to replace it?” I asked Mrs. Kendricks. 
 
    “They’re extremely difficult to make, Peter, and literally priceless. I only know of two others in the world and they’re all different. You could never mistake one for the other. No,” she said heavily, “I’m afraid we’re just going to have to pray that He doesn’t check His inventory very often.” She picked the Stone up by its chain and held it out to me. “Until then, we can still try to use this to help Dara.” 
 
    “How?” I looped the Stone over my head and let it rest against my chest outside my shirt. 
 
    “Beyond its normal function as a Source, the Stone is a very powerful magical artifact in and of itself. I believe we can use it to hijack the hunter’s bond with Olivia’s soul. If not, we should at least be able to weaken it enough to where he can’t use it to track Dara.” 
 
    “But she’ll still be a demon, won’t she?” 
 
    “One step at a time, Peter,” she sighed. “We’ll begin as soon as Melissa and Susie get here.” The kitchen timer dinged. “Breakfast is ready, assuming anyone still has an appetite,” she announced dryly as she slipped off her stool. “I’ll get some plates.” 
 
    “I am sorry, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel told me disconsolately.  
 
    “Don’t be, it’s not your fault. Well, I guess it is, actually,” I mused, “but nobody blames you. Well, Lilith does,” I corrected myself, “and Stacy’s not too happy about things either.” 
 
    Daraxandriel slumped forward until her horns clunked on the counter. “Thine efforts to cheer me have fallen short of the mark, Peter Simon Collins,” she groaned. “I am filled with remorse and despair.” 
 
    “Come on, it’s not that bad. What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
    “A bleak and ravaging darkness upon the land that drives all men to madness and leaves them welcoming their slaughter with glad and open arms.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s pretty bad,” I admitted, “but it’s not likely. I mean, you stole the Stone over four hundred years ago and He still hasn’t noticed, right?” She lifted her head and looked at me doubtfully. “With any luck, we’ll all be dead of old age long before any ravaging happens.” 
 
    “Demons do not age, Peter Simon Collins.” Her head dropped back to the counter with a loud clonk. 
 
    “Okay, how about this? He already knows you helped rescue Metra – Metrakh – that other demon from Dr. Bellowes, right? You could just say that you needed the Stone to do it. That’s even almost true.” I nodded encouragingly as Daraxandriel rolled her head to the side to look at me. 
 
    “I took the Stone long before Metraxion’s imprisonment,” she argued. 
 
    “Yes, but He doesn’t know that. Just lie if He asks. You can do that, can’t you? Demons are supposed to be good at lying.” 
 
    She considered that and then sat up. “Mayhap,” she allowed reluctantly. 
 
    “That’s the spirit. Come on, cheer up. We’ll figure this out and get you back the way you were.” Mrs. Kendricks’ back was turned so I leaned in for a kiss but she turned her head away. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “The way I was afore was human, Peter Simon Collins,” she said glumly. “Thou dost find my current form repugnant.” 
 
    “No, I don’t!” I protested. “You’re beautiful either way!” 
 
    “Thou never didst kiss me as a demon,” she pouted. “Thou didst avert thine eyes from me.” 
 
    “Well, you were trying to get my soul back then,” I reminded her. “I was avoiding temptation.” 
 
    “Truly?” she asked hesitantly. “My horns and my tail do not disgust thee?” 
 
    “Well, your horns are fine,” I told her, “and your eyes are incredible. I have issues with your tail,” I confessed, “but that’s because it doesn’t like me. The rest of you is perfect.” 
 
    “Thou dost declaim such words merely to soothe me,” she murmured, snagging her lower lip with her unbroken fang as she lightly ran her fingers down my arm. “Thou dost not truly mean them in thy heart.” 
 
    “Actions speak louder than words, right? I’ll show you.” I pulled her close and she tilted her head up for me, closing her eyes. Our lips failed to connect, though, as my forehead collided with something hard and rough. “Ow.” I rubbed the spot, eyeing her horns doubtfully. “That’s going to take some getting used to. How do demons kiss without getting their horns tangled together?” 
 
    “Thy frail body would suffer greatly were thee to attempt intercourse in the manner of demons,” she told me tartly, “but I shall be gentle with thee.” She turned her head to the side and pressed her warm lips against mine. Something wrapped itself around my thigh to hold me in place and I was pretty sure it wasn’t her hand. The scent of snuffed-out candles tickled my nose as I held her tightly against me, feeling her body heat radiate through my shirt. It was like hugging a furnace, albeit one that was firmly rounded in all the right places. 
 
    Somebody made a loud gagging sound and we turned our heads to see Lilith standing a short distance away with an expression of distaste on her face. “How can you bear to touch something so ugly and deformed?” she grimaced. “It turns my stomach!” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins is not ugly!” Daraxandriel retorted. 
 
    “I’m talking to him!” she sneered. “How can you ignore that garish hair of hers, Peter? That must be why you close your eyes when you kiss her.” 
 
    I felt Daraxandriel stiffen in outrage and I squeezed her hand in the hopes of stifling her response. The last thing we needed now was a knock-down-drag-out catfight in the middle of Mrs. Kendricks’ kitchen.  
 
    “Ignore her, Dara,” I told her. “She’s just trying to get your goat.” I winced as my eyes lifted up to her horns but fortunately she didn’t make the connection. 
 
    The doorbell rang then and Lilith literally jumped, clutching her heart. “It’s our Dread Lord!” she whispered, looking around fearfully for an escape route. 
 
    “I sincerely doubt He’d ring the bell first,” I told her. “It’s probably Melissa and Susie.” 
 
    Stacy got the door and Melissa stepped in, looking around anxiously. Her eyes fell on Lilith and I heard her shocked gasp all the way in the kitchen.  
 
    “Oh my God, Dara!” she exclaimed. “What happened to your hair?” She dropped her backpack on the floor and ran over to sweep Lilith up in a hug. “I’m so sorry!” 
 
    Lilith tried to pry herself loose. “Who is this person,” she demanded coldly, “and why is she touching me?” 
 
    “Oh my God!” Melissa breathed, holding Lilith at arm’s length as she looked her over in concern. “You lost your memory too?” 
 
    “That’s not Dara, Melissa,” I informed her, trying to keep the amusement out of my voice. “That’s her sister Lilith.” 
 
    “Dara has a sister? Oh my God!” 
 
    “If she says Oh my God one more time, can I turn her into a newt?” Susie stood with Stacy in the foyer hugging her leather book bag in both arms. She looked irked, although it wasn’t clear whether that was because Melissa dragged her all the way out here or because she made her put on a dress. My guess was a combination of the two. 
 
    “No transmogrifications, Susie,” Mrs. Kendricks told her mildly. She set the casserole on top of a folded towel on the table. Whatever she put in the dish smelled really good. “Thank you for coming, both of you.” Susie shrugged indifferently and Melissa flashed her a nervous smile. 
 
    “So what do we have to do?” she asked. “And where’s Dara?” She spotted her standing beside me and she gasped in dismay. “Oh my –” She caught herself in time and cleared her throat. “You’re English again?” 
 
    “English?” Lilith asked incredulously. 
 
    “Er, that’s what we thought she was,” she explained, “when she looked like that back in school.” 
 
    “English? Really?” Lilith rolled her eyes. “That’s the best you could come up with, Dara?” 
 
    Daraxandriel took a breath to retort but I clapped my hand over her mouth to stifle their argument before it started. “Lilith swapped Dara’s curse for the soul she took from a dying girl,” I told Melissa. “So now Lilith’s human, Dara’s a demon again, and a demon hunter is after her. We need to find a way to release the soul from Dara before he finds her.” 
 
    Daraxandriel pulled my hand away. “And afore our Dread Lord wreaks vengeance upon us for taking his Philosopher’s Stone.” 
 
    “Oh,” Melissa said weakly, looking a little wild-eyed. 
 
    “Cool,” said Susie. “Where do we start?” 
 
    “Let’s eat first,” Mrs. Kendricks said firmly. “We’re going to need all our strength for this.” 
 
    Breakfast was a largely silent affair, broken only by the clink of silverware on porcelain and a few refills of drinks. The casserole was delicious and filling but I barely remembered eating any of it when we finally cleared everything away and reconvened in the back yard. My stomach felt like it was tied into a dozen knots and Daraxandriel didn’t look much better. 
 
    “Dara, I’ll need you in the center of the pentagram again,” Mrs. Kendricks instructed briskly. Daraxandriel stood on the flagstone, looking nervous as the four witches put their heads together and whispered among themselves.  
 
    Lilith gave up trying to walk in the grass in her heels and kicked them off, slumping into one of the patio chairs while I kept an eye out for the demon hunter, even though I didn’t know what he looked like or what direction he’d be coming from. The foursome broke apart and spaced themselves around Daraxandriel, peering intently at her. Three of them turned to face the house but Melissa shook her head doubtfully.  
 
    “I can’t see anything,” she apologized. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve taught you that spell,” Mrs. Kendricks said. “Do you remember the sigil for True Sight?” Melissa hesitated and then nodded. “Use your wand to trace it on your forehead.” 
 
    “Okay.” Melissa dug into her backpack and extracted her wand, the same one she used last night. She stood up, straightened her shoulders, took a deep breath, closed her eyes, opened them again, and then murmured something under her breath as she drew a complicated symbol on her forehead. 
 
    “Did it work?” I asked hesitantly. She didn’t look any different. 
 
    Melissa blinked a few times and then peered at Daraxandriel. She sucked in her breath as she turned to look towards the house as well. “I see it!” 
 
    “Very good,” Mrs. Kendricks nodded in approval. “He moved since last night,” she said to Stacy. Her daughter nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Is he getting close?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “I can’t tell. I don’t think he’s moving but with the trace spread out so much it’s hard to be sure.” She tapped her lips thoughtfully for a moment and then waved me forward. “Come over here, Peter. Let’s see if the Stone interacts with the trace.” I stood on the spot she indicated on the grass. “Now lift the Stone by its chain and keep it steady. Higher. Higher. Just a bit more. There! Don’t move.” She looked back and forth between Daraxandriel, me, and the house as my arm started to ache from the awkward position. “How does that look to you?” she asked Stacy. 
 
    Stacy leaned in close and Susie stood close beside her. “I’m not sure,” Stacy said. “The sun’s too bright.” 
 
    “Move it that way two inches,” Susie told me, pointing to her right. I shot a glance at Mrs. Kendricks and she nodded. I shifted the Stone over and then back a little at Susie’s gesture. “There. I see the pulse.” 
 
    The other two stared intently at the stone and nodded and Melissa peeked in between them. “Oh!” she gasped. “That’s amazing!” 
 
    “What is?” All I could see with the faint ruby glow of the Stone, which looked perfectly normal to me. 
 
    “The Stone is absorbing the trace where it touches it,” Mrs. Kendricks explained. 
 
    “And that’s good?” 
 
    “Very good. It means this should work after all. You can let go now.” I dropped the Stone and shook out my arm. “All right, we’re going to have to go very quickly and we’re probably only going to have one chance at it. Anastasia and I will release the scattering spell. As soon as it’s down, Susie, you’ll have to cast the binding spell. I’ll come help but you’ll need to get it started.” 
 
    Susie frowned. “I haven’t done a binding spell before.” 
 
    “You know the theory, though, right?” Susie nodded. “It’s similar to charging a wardstone and I know you can do that,” Mrs. Kendricks smiled. “I’ll walk you through it before we get started. Melissa, you’re sure you can see the trace clearly?” Melissa nodded eagerly. “I’ll need you to guide Peter’s hand so that the Stone blocks the trace the entire time. If it slips at all, we’re not going to be able to capture it properly.” Melissa gulped but nodded again. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I protested. “If you drop the scattering spell, won’t the hunter be able to follow Dara again?” 
 
    “Yes, hence the need to hurry. If he’s close, we may only have a couple of minutes. Susie, did you bring your Book of Shadows? Let’s see what you have on binding.” They sat at the patio table as Susie extracted the leather-bound notebook from her bag, ignoring Lilith, who looked bored to death.  
 
    Melissa sidled up to me. “Isn’t this exciting?” she gushed. “I get to help with a real spellworking!” 
 
    “Exciting’s not the word I’d use,” I told her. “Nerve-wracking might be better. If we mess up, Dara’s in a lot of trouble.” Daraxandriel stayed where she was on the flagstone, looking unhappy. 
 
    “Well, we still have to try, Peter,” Melissa rebuked me. “She’s our friend.” 
 
    “I know, I know. So what did you actually see?” I asked curiously. I cupped the Stone in my hands and peered at it through my fingers but all I saw was its normal reddish glow. 
 
    “It’s hard to explain,” she said with a grimace, “because it’s not really seeing. It’s more like ... like feeling, except with your eyes.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said carefully, “so what does it feel like, then?” 
 
    “Don’t make fun of me!” she retorted, slapping my arm lightly. “There aren’t any words that describe it. Just think of it as,” she waved her hands aimlessly as she searched for the right phrase, “well, imagine moonlight on a lake, you know, when it gets all sparkly. That’s what I see, except the light is golden and there’s no water.” 
 
    “That’s surprisingly descriptive,” I admitted, “but I’ll have to take your word for it. Uh-oh, looks like they’re ready.” Mrs. Kendricks rose from the table and pulled her wands from her hair, letting her strawberry-blond locks flow down her back, while Susie took her own wand and her athame from her bag. Stacy’s wand appeared from somewhere but Melissa tucked hers back into her backpack. “Don’t you need your wand too?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m not casting anything, I’m just Seeing.” I actually heard the capital S in her voice. 
 
    “All right, places everyone,” Mrs. Kendricks said firmly. I almost expected her to clap her hands like the director of a high school play. “Stay focused and call out if you need help.” Everyone nodded silently. “Dara, you’ll need to stand extremely still. The trace moves with you and even an inch either way can make a difference.” Daraxandriel nodded, hugging herself tightly. “You too, Peter. You can’t touch the Stone while we’re trying to bond to it, so keep that chain absolutely still.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” She cocked an eyebrow at me as the corner of her mouth twitched but she turned away to take up her position facing Daraxandriel. Stacy stood across from her as Susie approached me with a sour look. 
 
    “Don’t screw up,” she told me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I told her dryly. “You too.” She just snorted. Even if she believed she was capable of making a mistake, she’d never admit it. 
 
    “Ready, everyone?” We gave Mrs. Kendricks an atonal chorus of yesses. “All right, here we go.” She nodded to Stacy and raised her wands. 
 
    Releasing the scattering spell was a lot like setting up in the first place, except that they went clockwise around Daraxandriel and the phrases they intoned were different from what I remembered. Melissa, Susie, and I watched them intently, holding our breaths until Mrs. Kendricks and Stacy finally lowered their arms. 
 
    “Now!” Mrs. Kendricks ordered. “Intercept the trace and start the binding spell.” 
 
    I lifted the Stone on the end of its chain, looking questioningly at Melissa. She peered at something invisible just a few inches from my hand. 
 
    “Move over a couple of inches, Peter,” she ordered. “No, the other way! Up a bit. More. More. Oh, screw this.” She grabbed my hand and pulled it into position, touching the chain just above the Stone to stop its swinging. “Now!” 
 
    Susie leaned in with her wand in one hand and her athame in the other, the tips of both just a fraction of an inch from the surface of the Stone. “Tangere anima,” she murmured, and the Philosopher’s Stone grew noticeably brighter. “Hold it still, Peter!” she snapped. 
 
    “I am still!” My shoulder was starting to cramp up. 
 
    “The trace is moving!” exclaimed Melissa worriedly. She shifted my hand over slightly. “Don’t move, Dara!” 
 
    “I am as a statue!” Daraxandriel responded tensely. I didn’t dare look over there to see if it was true, for fear of shifting the Stone out of line. 
 
    “Dara’s not the problem,” Mrs. Kendricks said, appearing at Susie’s side. “The hunter is moving. Susie?” 
 
    “I almost have it,” Susie said through gritted teeth. “Center it up!” Melissa nudged my hand over and we all winced when the Stone tinked against the tip of Susie’s athame. “Lapis iste ceperunt animam.” The Stone flared even brighter in response and then faded. Susie shook her head in frustration. “It’s not holding.” 
 
    “The Stone is resisting the bond,” Mrs. Kendricks said tersely. “We’ll have to force it in. Anastasia! Come in from below.” She positioned her wands on either side of Susie’s and Stacy knelt in the grass at my feet, pointing her wand straight up at the tip of the Stone. “Keep it steady, Melissa. On three. One. Two. Three.” 
 
    “Lapis iste ceperunt animam!” the three witches chanted in unison and the Stone flashed like a piece of the Sun, blinding me. I jerked away automatically and gasped in horror as I pulled my hand out of Melissa’s. 
 
    “Peter!” Susie yelled. “I told you not to screw up!” 
 
    “Did I ruin it?” I asked in dismay. The Stone glimmered with a reddish-gold light so something was different but I couldn’t tell if that was good or bad. 
 
    “Hold it still!” Melissa grabbed my hand in both of hers and peered at it, her nose almost touching it. “Oh,” she breathed. 
 
    “What? What?” 
 
    She carefully moved my hand left and right and up and down. “The trace is following it!” she announced triumphantly. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks shoulders sagged in relief as she dropped her hands. Stacy slumped on the ground but Susie jabbed me in the side with her wand. 
 
    “Ow! What was that for?” I demanded, rubbing the spot. 
 
    “For screwing up,” she said sourly. 
 
    “But it worked, didn’t it?” 
 
    “You still screwed up, it just didn’t matter.” 
 
    “Then how is it screwing up?” 
 
    “It just is.” 
 
    “That’s enough, you two,” Mrs. Kendricks said with a sigh. She looked tired. “It worked and that’s all that matters. Well done, all of you. You can let go now, Peter,” she added with a smile. 
 
    “Oh, right.” I let the Stone drop and rubbed my shoulder with a grimace, sucking in my breath when Melissa hung on to my arm. 
 
    “That was so neat!” she beamed. “Being a witch is awesome!” 
 
    “It can be,” Mrs. Kendricks smiled. “All right, everyone, let’s go back inside. We have one more thing to take care of.” 
 
    “You mean freeing Olivia’s soul?” I frowned. 
 
    “Once we figure out how to do that, yes, but our first priority needs to be dealing with that hunter.” 
 
    “Why? He can’t follow Dara anymore.” 
 
    “No, but the trail led him to Hellburn yesterday until we scattered it and then he picked it up again just now for a few minutes. He’s going to believe that whatever Lilith is doing to block him isn’t permanent and he’s going to keep searching for her. Sooner or later, he’s going to run across Dara and that will be the end of that.” Mrs. Kendricks glanced over at Daraxandriel with a sympathetic smile and then frowned. “Dara, you don’t need to keep standing there. We’re done.” 
 
    “Oh, thank thee!” Daraxandriel sighed, shaking out her hands and rolling her neck. “I did think I was turning to stone!” 
 
    “So what are we going to do?” I asked. “We can’t just hide her for the rest of her life. Well, his life,” I corrected myself. “That’ll be shorter.” 
 
    “It’ll be a lot shorter if we just eliminate him,” Susie suggested. I couldn’t tell if she was being serious but Mrs. Kendricks pretended she didn’t hear anything. 
 
    “For the moment, we’ll have to disguise her. I can cast a glamour on her so that she’ll look human.” She eyed Daraxandriel appraisingly. “I can use Lilith as a model. That’ll make it easier.” 
 
    “Nay, Dame Collins,” said Daraxandriel, shaking her head, “thy glamour is unneeded.” 
 
    “You can’t stay like this, Dara,” Mrs. Kendricks told her firmly. “You might be able to sway ordinary folk to think you’re perfectly normal but that won’t fool a witch.” 
 
    “Susie didn’t know she was a demon before,” I pointed out. Susie glared at me but didn’t deny it. 
 
    “Susie wasn’t warded then. You can be sure the hunter is.” 
 
    “It matters not,” Daraxandriel told us. “Lilith took my curse upon herself. I am a succubus once again and can guise myself at need.”  
 
    She frowned in concentration. For a long moment, nothing seemed to change, and then all of a sudden, her horns and tail faded from view. A moment later, her skin lightened to the same hue as Lilith’s and, between one blink and the next, her glowing eyes turned into the deep brown human eyes I remembered. Daraxandriel and Lilith were now exact twins except for their hair color.  
 
    “Wow,” I said. “Why didn’t you do that before? Why all that nonsense about being English?” 
 
    “I told thee, Peter Simon Collins, thou needs must enter into the contract with full recognition of the consequences. To guise myself to thee and pretend to be human would void it and render it worthless.” She turned her hands over, inspecting them with a dissatisfied grimace. “I do not like this. I miss my beauty.” 
 
    “You’re beautiful either way,” I insisted. “Right, guys?” Susie just rolled her eyes, Melissa nodded doubtfully, Stacy shrugged, and Mrs. Kendricks looked at me with an unreadable expression. I glanced over at the patio to check Lilith’s reaction to all this but her chair was empty. I looked around quickly but she was nowhere in sight, although her heels were still lying in the grass. “Uh-oh. Where did Lilith disappear to?” 
 
    There was another electrical crackle from somewhere and another yip of pain, followed by an impressive string of vituperatives. A few seconds later, Lilith came around the corner of the house, limping again. She stopped when she saw all of us looking at her and then visibly composed herself. 
 
    “I was admiring the flowers,” she stated haughtily. 
 
    “Of course,” Mrs. Kendricks said blandly. “All right, I think we’ve done all we can for the moment. Let’s head back inside.” 
 
    Susie and Melissa retrieved their bags and followed Mrs. Kendricks and Stacy into the house. Lilith wiggled her toes back into her shoes as she looked Daraxandriel over with a disgusted grimace. “It was bad enough when it was just your hair,” she complained. “Now you’re human too.” 
 
    “So are you,” I reminded her. She choose to ignore me and strutted back into the house. “Are you okay?” I asked Daraxandriel softly. 
 
    “Nay, I am discontent,” she told me, hugging herself. Without her horns and tail, she looked a lot smaller and more vulnerable.  
 
    “I’m sorry. We’ll get this sorted out as fast as we can, I promise.” I pulled her into a hug and bent to kiss her but I stopped before our lips touched and patted her forehead. Daraxandriel looked up at my hand cross-eyed. 
 
    “Art thine actions meant to be soothing, Peter Simon Collins?” she asked scornfully. “An that is so, thou hast failed.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t want to bump into your horns again.” I swept my hand over her head but my searching fingers encountered nothing but air. “They’re actually gone?” I asked in surprise. “They’re not just invisible?” 
 
    “Certes,” she huffed in annoyance. “I could not walk unheeded among humans were someone to brush against me.” 
 
    “So you were a demon but we didn’t realize it, then you got cursed so you were human, then you were uncursed so you’re a demon again, but now you look exactly like a human?” 
 
    “Aye, thou hast the right of it.” 
 
    “Why is everything so complicated?” I sighed. “I can’t keep up with all this.” 
 
    “All was well ere Lilith walked through thy door,” she grumbled. “She is the root of all our woes.” 
 
    “Peter!” Susie leaned out through the back door. “Hurry up! I need to get home.” 
 
    “Do you have somewhere you need to be?” I asked sourly. I sincerely doubted it. She probably just wanted to get back to her room and shed the clothes Melissa made her wear. 
 
    “None of your business,” she told me. “Come on.” 
 
    Daraxandriel and I followed her into the kitchen where the others were gathered. Lilith stood by herself, scowling resentfully at the rest of us. 
 
    “There you are,” Mrs. Hendricks said. “I was just saying that I’ll see if I can track down someone who can help with Dara’s, ah, problem.” She didn’t sound all that hopeful. “I’ll let you know as soon as I find out anything, Peter, but it will probably be a few days. In the meantime, do your best to keep these two out of sight.” 
 
    “I don’t see why I can’t just leave,” Lilith complained. “You’re not going to be able to lift my curse anyway.” 
 
    “You’re not going to stay and help your sister?” Melissa asked in surprise. 
 
    “I neither need nor want her aid,” Daraxandriel sniffed dismissively. “She would gladly twist all to her advantage and leave me with yet more troubles to mend.” 
 
    “Your troubles started the day you were spawned,” Lilith sneered. “You’d think you’d be used to them by now.” 
 
    “My troubles began the moment thy shadow darkened Peter Simon Collins’ threshold!” Daraxandriel retorted sharply. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “Are you sure they can’t just stay here with you?” I begged Mrs. Kendricks.  
 
    She laughed and shook her head. “I wouldn’t get any sleep with these two harping at each other.” 
 
    “What about my sleep?” 
 
    “You’ll figure something out, I’m sure. Goodbye, everyone,” she announced, ushering us towards the front door like a hostess trying to get rid of the last few party guests. “I’ll call you when I learn anything.” 
 
    Susie opened the door and marched right out, more than ready to be gone, and Melissa followed her out reluctantly. I pushed Daraxandriel and Lilith after her and then paused on the threshold. 
 
    “So, um, thanks for everything,” I told Mrs. Kendricks. “I’m sorry about all this.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Peter,” she said. A crackle and a yip from outside was immediately followed by Lilith’s angry cursing. “Oops,” she said, although she didn’t sound in the least bit surprised or remorseful. She traced a symbol in the air. “She should be fine now. Don’t worry, Peter, we’ll get this sorted out.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I sighed. She just looked at me with her head tilted a bit and Stacy looked back and forth between us, her eyes narrowing again. “Well, we’d better get going,” I said hastily before Stacy decided there was really something going on between her mother and me.   
 
    “Goodbye, Peter,” Mrs. Kendricks said with a little smile that hinted she knew exactly what I was thinking. “Drive carefully.” 
 
    “Um, yes, I will. Goodbye, Stacy.” She nearly hit me with the door as she closed it firmly behind me.  
 
    Melissa’s Thunderbird was parked behind the Mustang and all four women stood on the sidewalk watching me. “What’s the holdup?” I asked. 
 
    “Your car’s locked,” Susie reported, as if that should have been obvious. 
 
    “Oh, right.” I dug into my pocket for the fob. The doors clicked but nobody moved. “Now what?” 
 
    “Thou needs must determine who shall ride in the fore,” Daraxandriel reminded me. Her expression made it clear that it had better be her but Susie and Lilith were looking at me in exactly the same way. 
 
    “Great,” I muttered. 
 
    “I can take two of them,” Melissa offered. “It’s on my way anyway.” 
 
    “Could you?” I asked, relieved. “Okay, who’s going with Melissa?” Susie immediately moved to her side while Daraxandriel and Lilith eyed each other. 
 
    “I would stay with thee, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel stated. 
 
    “Then I’ll go with my new friends,” Lilith announced archly. “I far prefer their company anyway.” Both Susie and Melissa rolled their eyes at that but said nothing. 
 
    “”That’s fine, let’s just get home and – well, I have no idea what happens next,” I admitted. “We’ll figure it out when we get there.”  
 
    At least I hope we will, I thought morosely as I got in and started the engine. I glanced over at Daraxandriel as she slipped into the passenger seat beside me and gave me a glum smile. I don’t see how she’s going to get out of this in one piece.  
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    Fame is a fickle thing. Someone can work for years honing their craft to perfection and never get any recognition for it, while someone else can wake up one morning and find themselves on the cover of every magazine on the newsstand, only to disappear again without a trace. There doesn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to it.  
 
    If you sit down and list the names of all the famous historical figures you can think of, they’ll probably end up grouped into three categories: scientists and philosophers, religious leaders, and conquerors. Sir Isaac Newton? A scientist. Buddha? A religious figure. Genghis Khan? A conqueror. Marco Polo? Well, okay, an explorer, but you get my point. These are all people who changed the world in some way, for better or worse. 
 
    Now do the same thing with contemporary celebrities. What do you end up with? Movie and TV stars, sports figures, and politicians. That’s a pretty sad indictment of our modern society, frankly. 
 
    There’s a question that pops up in social media every now and then: Would you rather have beauty, fame, or wealth? The answer is supposed to tell you something about yourself but the reality is, it doesn’t matter as long as you have at least one of them. You can leverage your beauty into fame, which then allows you to rake in the bucks. If you’re famous, people will tell you you’re beautiful and hand you as much money as you want. If you’re rich, you can simply buy fame and beauty. If you don’t have any of them, though, you’re pretty much out of luck. If you have all three, well, that’s just unfair. 
 
      
 
    Melissa’s Thunderbird disappeared long before I got to the end of Hyacinth Lane but I wasn’t in any particular hurry. It was still relatively early on Sunday and Mom and Dad wouldn’t be back from church for a couple of hours. 
 
    There’s nothing I can do to help Dara except keep her busy until Mrs. Kendricks finds someone who can remove a soul from a demon without killing the demon, I thought morosely. The problem is, why would any witch have bothered to figure out how to do that? They’re supposed to banish demons or kill them outright. They’ve never run across a friendly demon before. 
 
    I stopped at the intersection and glanced over at Daraxandriel, who sat with her head leaning on her hand as she stared out at the nearby houses through the window. Is she actually a friendly demon? I wondered uneasily. She helped me against Dr. Bellowes but that could just have been enlightened self-interest, since he was going to kill her after he got the Philosopher’s Stone from her. Then after her Dread Lord cursed her, she didn’t have any powers so she’s just been stuck here with me. Now that she’s a demon again, maybe she’ll try to get another soul now. Can she carry two souls at once? What does it feel like to have someone else’s soul in your body? Daraxandriel hadn’t mentioned anything odd happening to her but we’d be running around almost non-stop since it happened. 
 
    “Is aught amiss, Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel frowned. 
 
    “Huh? No! No, of course not,” I stammered. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Our progress is stalled.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Sorry.” I made to pull out but I paused as a black SUV sped by. There was nothing particularly special about it, except that it was the only other vehicle in sight and it had Louisiana plates. That wasn’t all that unusual, even here in the almost-literal heart of Texas, but I felt a small twinge of anxiety anyway. If I was a professional demon hunter chasing after an elusive demon, that’s the sort of thing I would drive, I thought. I firmly reminded myself that soccer moms and bankers drove them too but it didn’t help. I didn’t mention my qualms to Daraxandriel. 
 
    The rest of our drive home was uneventful and I pulled up to the curb in front of our house behind the Thunderbird. Melissa was waiting for us but Susie and Lilith were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked her as I got out. “Or did you just dump the bodies somewhere?” 
 
    Melissa laughed. “They were fine. Well, Susie was doing her usual broody silent thing but Lilith was very charming.” 
 
    “She seeks to sway thee to her side,” Daraxandriel warned her darkly. “Do not heed her blandishments.” 
 
    “She was just being nice,” Melissa insisted. 
 
    “That word is beyond her ken.” 
 
    “I’m sure you two would get along fine if you just gave it a chance.” 
 
    “The Trumpets of Judgement will sound ere Lilixandriel and I make our peace with one another,” Daraxandriel declared heatedly. “Thou dost not comprehend the depths of the gulf that divides us.” With that, she stomped off into the house. 
 
    “Wow,” Melissa mused. “I’m sort of glad I’m an only child. Did you and Susie ever fight like that?” 
 
    “Not after I finally figured out that she was never going to change and that arguing with her a waste of breath,” I told her wryly. She eyed me dubiously, obviously wondering if I was joking. “Anyway, thanks for helping out. I’m sure Dara appreciates it.” 
 
    “I didn’t do much,” she said with a modest shrug. “I just hope Mrs. Kendricks can figure out a way to get that girl’s soul out of her.” She made a face. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing, I just realized that that was a sentence I never imagined saying.” 
 
    “Welcome to my world,” I sighed. “A day doesn’t go by when I don’t think the same thing.” 
 
    “Well, it keeps things from being boring, I suppose.” 
 
    “I miss boring.” 
 
    “Oh?” she smiled. “Is this boring?” She draped her arms around my neck and kissed me. 
 
    “No, definitely not boring,” I assured her when I could speak again. 
 
    “Good. So have you asked your parents yet?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About the apartment. You know, moving in with me,” she said with a look somewhere between hopeful and winsome. 
 
    “Oh, that. Well, things have been kind of hectic,” I hedged. I didn’t really think moving in with Melissa would be a good idea, even in the unlikely event that Mom and Dad went along with it. If nothing else, it would leave Daraxandriel and Lilith alone in the house, which would be a disaster waiting to happen. 
 
    “Well, ask them!” Melissa insisted, poking me in the chest. “The movers are coming on Saturday and we’ll have to get the lease paperwork updated.” 
 
    “Sure, as soon as I can,” I promised, rubbing the spot where she jabbed me. She had strong fingers. “Well, I’d better get inside and see what trouble they’ve gotten into. I’ll talk to you later, okay?” 
 
    “Oh.” She looked startled and then embarrassed. “Actually, Peter.” she asked hesitantly, “would it be okay if I hung around here for a while?” 
 
    “Why?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “I told Daddy I had to go help out a friend and that I’d probably be gone most of the day. If I go back too early, he’s going to think I was skipping out on church for no reason. Please,” she begged. “Just for a couple of hours so it doesn’t look bad.” 
 
    “Sure, no problem,” I told her with a sigh. “It’s going to be pretty cozy in here, though.” 
 
    “That’s okay, I don’t mind.” She thanked me with a peck on the cheek and then pulled me towards the house. “How many computers do you have? We can get on Lorecraft with Dara.” 
 
    “Just mine and hers,” I informed her. “Mom and Dad’s is off-limits for games.” 
 
    “Doesn’t Susie have one?” 
 
    “She uses mine when she needs one. She’s sort of anti-technology.” I opened the front door and waved her in ahead of me. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “She’s against electronics on general principle unless it’s inconvenient for her. It’s not much of a philosophy, frankly,” I admitted, “but I’ve learned not to question it.” 
 
    I listened carefully as I closed the door behind us but there were no sounds of screaming or breaking glass. I wasn’t entirely certain whether that was a good thing. 
 
    We found Daraxandriel and Lilith in my room, pointedly ignoring each other. Daraxandriel was playing Lorecraft with her headphones on while Lilith was lying on my bed reading one of my mangas. 
 
    “See?” Melissa nudged me in the side. “I told you they’d work it out.” 
 
    “I don’t think giving each other the silent treatment constitutes working it out,” I argued. “Here, you can get on my laptop if you want to play with Dara.” I worked my way through my password and pointed at the game icon. 
 
    “But what about you?” she protested. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I need to mow the lawn before it gets too hot. I have to shower and change anyway,” I added with a grimace, plucking at my shirt. 
 
    “Well, okay, if you’re sure.” Her reluctance evaporated as soon as she sat in my chair and started up the game. “Wow, this thing is really slow. You should buy yourself a better system.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on that,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Who needs college anyway?” 
 
    “Oh, go on. They don’t cost all that much, just two or three thousand.” 
 
    “Said the future covergirl for Forbes magazine. I won’t be long,” I promised. 
 
    Lilith looked up from her book as I dug a t-shirt, shorts, and socks out of my dresser. “Suburban life is so exciting, don’t you think?” she asked with an exaggerated sigh. 
 
    “Mine certainly is, thanks to you. What are you reading?” She tilted the book up to let me see the cover. It was the first volume of the Sapphire Crown series. “Wow, that’s a coincidence.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “That’s –” I caught myself in time. Telling Lilith that Daraxandriel loved Sapphire Crown too would probably end up with the book flying across the room. “That’s one of my favorite series.” 
 
    “Hm. Well, it seems amusing,” Lilith allowed loftily. “It’s not like there’s anything else to do here.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you can play Lorecraft after Melissa leaves.” 
 
    “As if I’d want to play that silly game,” she sniffed. “I don’t know why Dara’s wasting her time with it. She’s a succubus again, she should be out gathering souls.” 
 
    “Isn’t the one you foisted on her enough?” I asked pointedly. She chose to ignore my jab and went back to her reading. 
 
    I changed in the bathroom and tossed my old clothes on my bed to be dealt with later. None of the women paid any attention to my passage. I paused on my way to the garage to tap on Susie’s door. 
 
    There was a clinking of glass objects and a slam of a drawer inside. “Don’t come in!” Susie insisted. That was a bit unusual. Her normal response to a knock was either “Go away!” or dead silence.  
 
    “I’m going to mow the lawn,” I called through the door. “Can you keep an ear out and listen for any yelling from my room? Make sure Dara and Lilith don’t murder each other before I get back.” 
 
    “Okay.” I didn’t hear any resigned sighs or complaints from her, which was also unusual and a little concerning. She was obviously trying to get rid of me. I tried her door but it was locked. 
 
    “What are you doing in there?” 
 
    “Nothing! Go away!” 
 
    I debated whether or not to jimmy her door open but the odds of her doing anything actually illegal or dangerous in her room were relatively low. “All right, but if Mom and Dad get mad at you for whatever it is you’re not doing, I want plausible deniability.” 
 
    “Deal. Go away.” 
 
    I continued on to the garage and dragged the mower out to the front yard. I fired it up and began my weekly trek back and forth across the lawn. It was mindless work and actually kind of relaxing, if you ignored the roaring engine of spinning dismemberment just a few inches in front of my toes. 
 
    Mowing wasn’t a particularly difficult task but this was Texas in late June, after all, and my shirt was a sodden rag by the time I finished up in the front. I hauled the mower around to the back to repeat the exercise and was surprised to discover I now had an audience. 
 
    Lilith sat in one of the patio loungers, still reading Sapphire Crown. She’d traded out her blouse and skirt for a white bikini that fit her like body paint. I remembered Mom buying it for Daraxandriel last month, although she hadn’t had occasion to wear it yet. 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” I asked uneasily. Nothing good could possibly come from Lilith spending time with me. 
 
    “Working on my tan.” She held out an arm and inspected it with a dissatisfied expression. “If I’m going to be stuck being human for a while, I might as well be a healthier-looking one.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said carefully. If this was some ploy to cause trouble for me, I couldn’t discern what it was. “Does Dara know you’re wearing her swimsuit?” 
 
    “Oh, is this hers?” she asked with feigned surprise. “I’d better give it back then.” She reached behind her back for the bra clasp and I waved my hands frantically at her to stop. 
 
    “No, don’t do that!” I begged her, checking the back door to make sure no one else was there. “I’m sure she won’t mind.” 
 
    “If you insist,” she smiled. She set the back of the lounger down and rolled onto her stomach, propping herself up on her elbows. “Shouldn’t you be doing something with that?” she asked, indicating the lawnmower with a jerk of her chin as she opened the book. 
 
    I eyed her uncertainly and started making the rounds of the back yard, checking on her on every loop, but she ignored me or at least pretended to. At some point along the way, she set the book aside and laid down with her head resting on her arms, watching me silently. She’d undone her top and her back was a smooth expanse of flawless skin, not that she interested me in that way. Little Peter’s opinion on the matter didn’t count. 
 
    I heard Dad’s Jeep pull into the driveway as I was finishing up and Mom’s voice called out from the kitchen a minute later. “Hello! We’re back! Is anybody home?” 
 
    “We’re out here, Mrs. Collins!” Lilith called cheerily. She sat up as Mom opened the back door. I shot her a horrified look but she had her bikini top back in place.  
 
    “Lilith, I’m so glad to see you again!” Mom gushed with a broad smile. “I was afraid you’d left without saying goodbye.” 
 
    “No, I’ve had to change my plans, unfortunately,” Lilith told her with a sly glance in my direction. “I’ll be here for a while longer, if that’s all right.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s wonderful! Of course you can stay. I’m sure Dara is thrilled as well.” 
 
    “Thrilled to pieces,” I muttered. “Where’s she going to sleep, Mom?” 
 
    “Why, with Dara, of course.” She looked at me like I just asked her what color the sky was.  
 
    “So where am I going to sleep, then?” 
 
    “With Dara, of course.” Now she had a puzzled frown, as if she couldn’t imagine why I was asking all these stupid questions. 
 
    “That’s three of us in one bed, Mom,” I reminded her pointedly. 
 
    “Well, you’ll sort it out, I’m sure. Come inside, Lilith! Did you change your hair or something? You look different.” 
 
    “Yes, actually. Do you like it?” Lilith followed her inside, but not before giving me a triumphant look over her shoulder. 
 
    “Great,” I grumbled to myself. By the time I got everything squared away in the garage, Lilith was seated at the kitchen table while Mom populated a plate with homemade cookies and Dad made a fresh pot of coffee. 
 
    “So what brings you to Texas, Lilith?” Dad asked, fetching three mugs from the cabinet. 
 
    “I had some business in New Orleans,” Lilith smiled, “and I thought I’d take advantage of the opportunity to visit my dear sister. I haven’t seen her in ages.” Mom set the cookies in front of Lilith and her eyes lit up. “Are these chocolate chip?” she gasped, slowly taking one from the plate and lifting it up like the Holy Grail. “I love chocolate.” She took a slow, sensuous bite and closed her eyes in ecstasy. “Perfection,” she breathed. 
 
    “I’m glad you like them,” Mom smiled, sitting across from her. “So what sort of business are you in? I would have thought you’d still be in school, like Dara.” 
 
    Lilith brushed that away with a wave of her hand before taking another cookie. “Dara takes a little more time to get through things,” she said like she was sharing a confidence. “You understand, I’m sure.” Mom nodded with a concerned look while I bit my tongue to stay silent. “As for me, I help people with their problems.” 
 
    “What sort of problems?” 
 
    By the time the coffee was ready, Lilith painted herself as some sort of consultant for celebrities and politicians, someone who took care of any difficulties they might encounter in their careers. I recognized a lot of the names she dropped, many of whom had skyrocketed out of obscurity. If she was actually telling the truth about them, the Grim Reaper was going to be very busy collecting souls in a few years. 
 
    “That’s amazing!” Mom enthused. “Is Dara going to help you once she’s out of school?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve been encouraging her to follow in my footsteps,” Lilith said smoothly, taking the last chocolate chip cookie from the plate. The snickerdoodles remained untouched. “I’m not sure her heart’s in it, though. Thank you, Mr. Collins.” She accepted the mug Dad handed her and proceeded to dump half of the sugar bowl into it, stirring it into a dark brown sludge. Dad shared a dubious look with Mom as he handed her a mug and took a seat beside her. 
 
    “You should give her a chance,” he said. “I’m sure she’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “I actually presented her with an exciting new opportunity last night,” Lilith said with a careless shrug. “We’ll see what happens.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll do just fine,” Mom said encouragingly. “Peter will help her, won’t you, Peter?” 
 
    What I actually wanted to do was take Lilith by her shapely shoulders and shake her until her eyes rattled in their sockets but I just smiled tightly. “Sure.” 
 
    “So how did your sleepover go?” Mom asked me. “Did you have a good time?” 
 
    “Sleepover?” I blinked. For a long, uncertain moment, I had no idea what she was talking about. Then I remembered the lie I told her on the phone last night. “Uh, yeah, sure,” I stammered. “It was great. The whole gang was there,” I added, just so she wouldn’t think I was the only guy there. 
 
    “I’m glad. So where’s Dara? Why isn’t she spending time with her sister?” 
 
    Because she’d rather jump into a vat of acid filled with broken glass and ravenous sharks than spend one more minute than she has to with Lilith. “She’s on her computer.” 
 
    “Oh, that game,” Mom groused. “You two are going to turn into hunchbacked hermits if you keep playing it so much. You need to find something more productive to do with your time, like Lilith.” Lilith smiled at me from behind her mug. 
 
    “I need to take a shower,” I announced before I did something Lilith would regret. 
 
    “Put your clothes in the basket!” Mom called after me. “I’ll be doing the laundry later.”  
 
    I raised my hand to acknowledge her request and returned to my room. Melissa and Dara were engrossed in some quest and didn’t even look up as I dug out another outfit and left. They were still at it twenty minutes later when I returned, damp but refreshed. I tossed my discarded clothes into the hamper and leaned over Melissa’s shoulder to see what they were up to. She saw of me out of the corner of her eye and jumped with a yeep! 
 
    “Peter!” she admonished me, slipping off her headphones. “Don’t scare me like that!” 
 
    “Sorry. What are you guys doing?” I didn’t recognize the town on the screen. 
 
    “Dara told me about the whole Blind Worm thing,” she explained. “Apparently Sigfreund managed to kill it last night after it wiped out most of eastern Veridian. Then all sorts of monsters started coming out of the woodwork and taking over the towns where all the NPCs were killed, so we’re helping to clear them out.” 
 
    “’Twas not my fault,” Dara insisted, concentrating on her screen. 
 
    Melissa rolled her eyes. “There’s a bounty out for anyone who identifies the culprit who released the Worm. A lot of players are pissed off about it, especially the ones who died and couldn’t get revived. We could make a lot of money if we turn her in,” she suggested hopefully. 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “How much?” Dara turned to glare at me and I raised my hands in surrender. “Kidding.” 
 
    A lot, Melissa mouthed, and then she frowned at my bed. Lilith’s clothes lay in a heap on the blankets. “Where’s Lilith?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
    “She’s schmoozing with my parents,” I grumbled. “She has them convinced she’s a high-powered Hollywood fixer or something.” Dara made a rude noise. “I know, but we’re stuck with her. Let’s make the best of it.” She made another noise. “That’s the spirit. I knew I could count on you to help us through this difficult time.” This time she ignored me. 
 
    “Peter!” Mom walked into the room with Lilith a step behind her. “Why didn’t you tell me her luggage was lost? Oh, hello, Melissa! I didn’t know you were here. Happy belated birthday!” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Collins,” Melissa replied with a smile. 
 
    “Were you at the sleepover as well?” 
 
    “Sleepover?” Melissa looked at me quizzically and I shook my head firmly, hoping she’d get the message. “Ah, no, I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s too bad. Well, I hope your party turned out well. Peter never got a chance to tell me about it before he took off again.” Mom favored me with an accusing look. 
 
    “Oh, yes, it was wonderful,” Melissa tucked another invisible strand of hair behind her ear, avoiding any eye contact. 
 
    “Hang on,” I interrupted. “What’s this about missing luggage?” 
 
    “Lilith says the airline misplaced her luggage,” Mom explained in exasperation. “Can you imagine that in this day and age?” 
 
    “You had luggage?” I asked Lilith doubtfully. 
 
    “Of course,” Lilith smiled. “Why else would I show up at your door with just the clothes on my back? It’s not like I can just appear out of thin air.” 
 
    “Certainly not,” Mom snorted. “You and Dara are the same size. I’m sure she won’t mind if you borrow some of her clothes until you get your bags back.” Dara opened her mouth with an angry flash in her eyes but I shook my head quickly. She subsided with a sullen glare as Mom opened the closet. 
 
    “These are all Dara’s things,” she said. “She hasn’t even worn most of them,” she added, eyeing the Cowboys jersey Dara still wore. “She seems to prefer wearing Peter’s clothes for some reason.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Melissa asked, giving me a look. “Why is that?” 
 
    “She just likes loose clothing, that’s all,” I insisted. 
 
    “When she wears anything at all,” Mom sighed, shaking her head dolefully. “The English are so strange. No offense,” she told Lilith hastily. 
 
    “None taken,” Lilith assured her smoothly. “I’m sure I’ll find something suitable.” 
 
    “I’ll just get these dirty things out of the way.” Mom picked up my laundry basket and collected the discarded clothing from my bed. “This really should be dry-cleaned,” she mused, holding up Lilith’s blouse. 
 
    “There’s no rush, I’m not going anywhere for a while.” Lilith picked out a short-sleeved blouse and a pair of capris with a deprecating twist to her lips and then reached for the fastener on her bikini top. Melissa gasped and grabbed my head, nearly twisting it off my shoulders as she tried to keep me from seeing what Lilith was doing. 
 
    “Ow!” I tried to free myself but Melissa had my ears in a death grip. Her eyes widened as she looked past me and then wrenched my head back around as I tried to turn. “Stop doing that!” 
 
    “Don’t you dare look!” she hissed and then she gasped again. 
 
    “What? What’s going on?” 
 
    “None of your business!” 
 
    “Lilith,” Mom said uneasily, “you should probably wear, ah, something under that.” 
 
    “Oh?” Lilith asked mildly. “Hmm, I suppose you’re right.” I heard a few drawers open and close followed by the rustle of cloth. “There we are.” 
 
    “Much better,” Mom said, relieved. “I’ll just get these started.”  
 
    She left with the basket and Melissa finally released me. I rubbed the circulation back into my ears and cautiously turned around. Lilith was fully covered, although her bra showed through the thin fabric of the blouse and the capris were very snug. 
 
    “Do I meet with your approval, Peter?” she smiled, turning around like a fashion model. I was all too aware of the other two sets of eyes boring into me, awaiting my response. I assessed my options and punted. 
 
    “No comment,” I said.  
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    Games, especially RPG MMOs like Legends of Lorecraft, are microcosms of real life. Everyone starts out exactly the same, goes through the same quests, and has the same chances to succeed and advance as anyone else. Anyone who’s so inclined can learn crafting skills and gather materials and make weapons and armor and spells that they can sell in the trading house. Money, fame, and glory can be yours with just a bit of time and effort. 
 
    That’s complete bull, of course. Your success in Lorecraft is directly correlated to your own success in real life. People with better computers and faster Internet connections don’t have to suffer through the lag spikes that plague lesser mortals. People with large disposable incomes can buy what they need from the store without having to go through the hassle of actually working for it in-game. People with quicker reflexes tend to die less often and don’t have to replace broken swords or buy revive scrolls as often. People who are jerks will steal your kills and gank you and loot your corpse without reviving you. If you’re poor and polite and wimpy outside the game, there’s a pretty good chance you’re going to be poor and polite and low-level in the game. 
 
    The only exception to this rule is your appearance. It doesn’t matter what you look like in the mirror. Your character can be as beautiful or as ugly or as normal as the whim strikes you. For a few hours, you can be the person you always wished you were in real life. For some people, that’s all that matters. 
 
      
 
    Things remained relatively quiet for the rest of the morning. Daraxandriel and Melissa continued their efforts to vanquish the minions of evil from eastern Veridian while Lilith worked on winning Mom over while she did the weekend chores. Dad press-ganged me into helping him straighten up his side of the garage, and, as usual, Susie remained out of sight in her room the entire time. 
 
    We paused in our labors for a casual lunch of soup and sandwiches around the kitchen table, dominated by Lilith’s extravagant descriptions of all the places she’d been around the world. Daraxandriel maintained a sullen silence throughout. 
 
    Halfway through, my cellphone pinged with a message from Susie: Bring me something to eat.  
 
    Come into the kitchen and get it yourself, I texted back. 
 
    No. 
 
    “What’s going on, Peter?” Mom asked. 
 
    “Susie’s being Susie,” I sighed, getting to my feet. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I collected a BLT sandwich without the B for her, a handful of multigrain chips, and a cup of tomato soup and brought it all down to Susie’s room. I was out of hands so I kicked her door lightly to alert her to my presence. It opened a couple of inches and Susie’s left eye inspected me through the gap. “You’re being particularly anti-social today,” I observed. 
 
    “Lilith gives me the creeps.” She was forced to open the door wider to let the plate through and I saw that she was actually wearing a nice top and a skirt for a change. 
 
    “You and me both,” I assured her. Susie closed the door on me. “You’re welcome.” After a pause, it opened again, although she remained out of sight.  
 
    “Thanks.” The door closed and opened again. “When the doorbell rings in twenty minutes, don’t let anyone open it.” 
 
    I checked my watch. That would put the time at one o’clock. “What happens then?” 
 
    “None of your business.” She closed her door again, this time in a way that made it clear it wasn’t going to reopen anytime soon. 
 
    “Okay then.” I returned to the kitchen just in time to hear Lilith regale Mom and Dad with the story of her last trip to Paris. Daraxandriel sat slumped in her chair, staring gloomily at her plate as she binged on potato chips. 
 
    Things broke up a little while later when Melissa decided she’d stalled long enough and it was time to head home. I walked her out to her car while the others cleared the table. 
 
    “Lilith’s had an amazing life, hasn’t she?” Melissa asked wistfully. “I wish I could travel all around the world like her.” 
 
    “You do realize that she’s just going around bargaining for people’s souls, right?” I reminded her dryly. “She’s a demon, not a tourist.” 
 
    “Oh, well, yes, of course,” she stammered. “I only meant it would be fun to travel, that’s all. I’ve been stuck in Texas my whole life. Well, except for that trip to Hawaii for my sixteenth birthday,” she added thoughtfully. “And Disney World when I was twelve. Oh, and that cruise –” 
 
    “Okay, stop, you’re making me jealous. I haven’t even been to Houston.” 
 
    “Mother’s supposed to take me to Europe as a graduation gift next year,” she said, toying with the collar of my shirt. “Maybe you could come with us.” She looked up at me hopefully through her long, dark lashes. 
 
    “That would be nice,” I agreed, “but I don’t think I could afford it.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be silly! Mother would pay for everything. Just make sure your passport is up-to-date.” 
 
    “I don’t have a passport.” She leaned back to stare at me like I just admitted to lacking kidneys. “I’ve never been out of the country,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Well, get one! Really, Peter, you’re really sweet and I love you but sometimes I don’t know where your head is.” She cupped my face with her hands. “Oh, never mind, I found it,” she smiled, and she planted a wet kiss on my lips. “Okay, I need to go. Remember to ask your parents about the apartment. Bye!” She jumped into the Thunderbird, fired it up, and squealed off down the road before I could do more than raise my hand in farewell. 
 
    The sound of another car engine turned me around as a nondescript sedan I didn’t recognize pulled up to the curb in front of the house. I couldn’t see who was driving but the passenger door opened and a teenaged boy stepped out. He was a good-looking kid with smile dimples, bright blue eyes, and blond hair parted to one side. He wore a neatly-pressed white shirt and beige chinos with a razor-sharp crease and I wondered if he just came from church. 
 
    “Hello!” he called cheerfully. “Is this Susie’s house?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” It took my startled brain cells a minute to dredge up the appropriate memory. “You’re Cameron, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. You must be Peter. Susie pointed you out at school.” Cameron stepped forward with his hand outstretched and I shook it automatically. He had a firm but friendly grip. “Is Susie ready?” he asked, glancing at the front door. 
 
    The pieces fell into place one after the other. “You’re here for Susie.” I checked my watch. It was exactly one o’clock. “She’s expecting you. You’re going out together. This is a date, isn’t it?” 
 
    Cameron’s smile faltered a bit. “Ah, yes?” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “It’s a sign of the coming Apocalypse.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” He looked concerned now. 
 
    “No, sorry, ignore that, just a random thought. I’ll, uh, go get her.” I opened the gate in our picket fence and then stopped. This was the culmination of all of Mom’s hopes and dreams for the last fifteen years. If she caught wind of it, there’d be no telling what might happen. At the very least, Susie would never forgive me for ruining the occasion. “On second thought, I’ll just text her.” I pulled out my phone and sent Susie just two words: Cameron’s here. 
 
    Five seconds later, Susie appeared outside the door. I didn’t even see it open and close. She smoothed her blouse, checked the clasp holding her hair at the back of her neck, settled her purse on her shoulder, and turned on her smile before walking towards us. 
 
    “Hi, Cameron!” she said shyly, like any other nervous fifteen-year-old, although the double death ray shooting from her eyes through my forehead spoiled the effect somewhat. “Let’s go!” She grabbed Cameron’s hand and pulled him towards his car. 
 
    “What’s the hurry?” he protested. “Mom wanted to say hello to your parents first.” I squinted through glare on the windshield and caught a glimpse of a middle-aged woman with curly hair in the driver’s seat. I returned her wave. 
 
    “No, there’s no time for that,” Susie insisted. “We don’t want to be late for the movie.” She opened the rear door and practically threw him into the back seat. “Do not say anything to Mom,” she warned me, her tone making it clear that the punishment for any violation of this policy would be especially dire. “Hello, Mrs. Jacoby.” 
 
    “Hello, dear –” The rest was cut off when Susie slammed the door. A moment later, they drove off, leaving me by the side of the road wondering what other miracles were going to happen today. 
 
    I went back inside and found Mom standing by the kitchen sink with a dishcloth in her hand and a puzzled look on her face. “Peter, was that Susie who just ran out the door?” 
 
    “Um, yes.” Maybe Susie’s getaway hadn’t been as clean as she hoped. 
 
    “Where did she go? She was wearing clothes, wasn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes, she’s perfectly presentable,” I assured her. “She, ah, went somewhere with some friends.” I figured keeping things vague would be the safest approach. 
 
    “She has friends?” Mom asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Sure she does.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Well –” I had to think fast to come up with a plausible answer. “There’s the girls in her library club.” 
 
    “That’s only on Wednesdays.” 
 
    “That’s when the meetings are. They’re friends the rest of the week too.” At least I assumed they were. Susie never actually talked about them at home. 
 
    “Oh, well, I guess that’s all right,” Mom sighed. “I just wish she was friends with boys, too.” She looked so despondent that I almost cracked and told her the truth, but it wasn’t worth my continued health. “At least you and Dara will give us grandchildren someday.” 
 
    “Um, let’s not rush that.” I knew that she thought Daraxandriel and I were lovers but I didn’t realize she hoped we’d actually get married. Considering that Daraxandriel couldn’t legally sign the paperwork – even setting aside the fact that she was a completely different species – that seemed unlikely at this point, regardless of my feelings for her. “Where is she? Is Lilith with her?” The house was quiet but they could have strangled each another while I was outside. 
 
    “They’re in your room, I imagine. Your father’s in the back yard trying to fix that leaky sprinkler head,” she added, rolling her eyes. “You might want to help him before we end up with a fountain in the garden.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” Dad was a great Chief of Police but an indifferent, albeit determined, plumber. At least it would be an opportunity to pick up some new cuss words. “I’ll just check on Dara first.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll see if Susie has any laundry,” Mom said hopefully. Now that school was out, Susie rarely wore anything long enough to get it dirty, but Mom was nothing if not optimistic. I followed her down the hall and turned right when she went left. 
 
    Daraxandriel was back on her laptop playing Lorecraft. To my astonishment, Lilith was doing the same thing on mine. “What are you doing?” I demanded, aghast. “You didn’t delete anything, did you?” I tried to grab the mouse but she casually moved it out of reach. 
 
    “No, of course not,” she assured me. “This is my own account.” 
 
    “Your account? I thought you said it was a silly game.” 
 
    “I thought I’d give it a try. I mean, if Dara can do it, how hard can it be?” Daraxandriel pretended not to hear but her shoulders stiffened. 
 
    “But you need an email to set up an account,” I protested. 
 
    “I’ve had email for years, Peter,” she told me with an amused smirk. 
 
    “And a credit card?” 
 
    “Four of them. I live in the modern world, Peter,” she said smugly, “unlike certain other demons I know.” I could practically see the steam come out of Daraxandriel’s nostrils but she focused her glare on the screen. “I don’t play games all that often – well, not computer games, anyway – so maybe you could help me get started?” she asked with a coquettish tilt of her head. “Please?” She batted her eyes at me. 
 
    I saw Daraxandriel flash me a don’t-you-dare look out of the corner of my eye but I didn’t really have much of a choice. At least Lilith wouldn’t be able to cause trouble while she was playing. I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Well, first you have to decide your race.” 
 
    “Can I be a demon?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed, feeling an overwhelming sense of déjà vu. “If that’s a paid account, you have nine different races to pick from plus the undead versions.” I showed her how to cycle through them and she dutifully inspected each one before selecting, to no one’s surprise, a human female. “Okay, you can use one of these presets to change her appearance or you can customize everything with these controls.” 
 
    “My character must be as unique as me, of course,” Lilith pronounced haughtily. “I shall create the most beautiful woman ever to grace a digital world.” 
 
    “All right, well, knock yourself out,” I told her. “I’ll be back later to see if you’re done.” She dismissed me with a wave. 
 
    I was about to go over and check on Daraxandriel when I heard a loud gasp from Susie’s room. I ran over there to find Mom standing by Susie’s desk holding her wastebasket with a shocked expression on her face. “Mom! What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” she whispered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Look!” She thrust the wastebasket at me and I peered inside gingerly, half-expecting a toad to jump out at me. Instead, all I saw was a small pile of cotton balls daubed with something pink. 
 
    “Is that – female stuff?” I grimaced. 
 
    “Yes!” Mom shoved the wastebasket into my hands and starting going through the desk drawers. She let out another gasp when she reached the bottom drawer and plucked out a small glass bottle. “Look!” she demanded, almost hitting me in the nose with it. “Nail polish!” I took the vial from her and I was relieved to see it was the same color as the substance on the discarded cotton. “And lipstick!” Mom held up a glittery cylinder. “Susie’s wearing makeup!” 
 
    “So?” I frowned. All girls wore makeup, except maybe Daraxandriel, and even she wore some at prom last month. 
 
    “Have you ever seen Susie in makeup before?” Mom looked like she was about to hyperventilate. 
 
    “Well –” To be honest, I’d never paid that much attention to Susie’s skin. I regularly saw way too much of it to worry about those kinds of details. 
 
    “She must be seeing a boy,” she whispered to herself, her entire face lighting up with hope. “Peter, you were outside when she left. Was there a boy there?” She grabbed my arms in a vice grip, staring eagerly into my eyes like a starving woman asking if I had a piece of stale bread. 
 
    “Um –” I was never going to win it big in at poker. I was a terrible liar and I couldn’t bluff to save my life. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Oh my goodness.” Mom released me and turned around in a complete circle, as if she didn’t know what to do with herself. “I need to tell your father about this. No, he’ll just tell me to leave her alone but this is far too important to ignore. She’s new to all this, she’s dealing with feelings she never had before. Peter!” She seized me again and shook me. “What if she has sex with that boy? She’s too young!” 
 
    “They just went to the movies,” I told her uneasily, trying to extricate myself. 
 
    “That’s even worse! Sitting there in the dark holding hands, who knows what might happen?” 
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen. Cameron doesn’t seem like that kind of –” 
 
    “Cameron?” She pounced on that like a shark. “Is that his name? Cameron?” 
 
    Crap. “Susie won’t let anything happen, Mom,” I reassured her. “She can take care of herself. If he tries anything, he’ll just end up with a broken arm.” 
 
    “That’s true,” she acknowledged sadly. “But –” 
 
    “Let her figure this out on her own, Mom.” I took the lipstick from her hand and tucked it and the nail polish back in the drawer. “Just act normally when she gets home, okay? She’ll talk to you when she’s ready.” Probably sometime after her thirtieth birthday. 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “You don’t want to scare her off, do you? You know how she gets when you try to tell her what to do.” 
 
    Mom sagged in resignation. “Yes, you’re right. I’ll guess I’ll just do the rest of the laundry, then.” She picked up a small bundle of Susie’s clothes from the floor and wandered out of the room, mumbling to herself. It was pretty sad to see, actually, but I told myself it was better this way. 
 
    I checked on Lilith’s progress but she was still working on her character’s face, comparing them to her own features in a small cosmetics mirror. I almost suggested that she just copy Dara Alexander’s character file and change the hair color, since she was obviously intending to reproduce herself digitally and Daraxandriel had already done the work, but the exercise was keeping her busy and out of trouble so I left her there and went outside to see what Dad was up to. 
 
    He’d been talking about replacing one of the tall sprinkler heads by the fence for a few weeks now, since it had a tendency to drip for a couple of hours after the cycle was done and he bemoaned the waste, despite the fact that it was at most a cup of water. I figured that all he needed to do was tighten the head a little but I found him using a spade to dig a hole all around the coupling like he was searching for buried treasure. The fact that the hole was filled to the brim with muddy water implied that something had gone terribly wrong somewhere along the way. 
 
    “Peter,” he told me tersely, wiping his hand across his brow and leaving a brown smudge behind, “see if you can find the shutoff valve. There’s a crack in the line somewhere.” 
 
    “You think?” I was willing to bet that the crack was spade-shaped. “You really shouldn’t start projects like this on Sundays. The hardware store closes early tonight.” 
 
    “This won’t take long,” he asserted confidently. “We’ll just patch it up and it’ll be as good as new.” I held my tongue and went to shut off the water. 
 
    All in all, it took us over two hours to bail out the hole, find the leak, cut out the faulty section, run down to the store for a coupling and PVC glue, wrestle the pieces into place, wait for the glue to dry, and then cautiously turn the water on again. We knelt with our heads almost touching as we stared down at our handiwork, searching for any leaks. After a couple of minutes, Dad nodded his head in satisfaction. 
 
    “Perfect,” he declared. I silently pointed at the sprinkler head, where a bead of water formed at the top and slid down the pipe. “Son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Let me try something.” I grabbed a pair of pliers from the garage and used them to twist the head a few degrees. Dad’s skeptical expression turned to chagrin when the dripping stopped. He looked from the sprinkler to me to the pile of mud at the edge of the hole. 
 
    “Don’t tell your mother,” he said finally, grabbing the spade to scoop the dirt back into place. 
 
    We were already pretty soggy so we just rinsed off the worst of the mud from our arms and legs with the garden hose and left our shoes on the patio to dry. We restored the tools to their rightful places in the garages and went inside to shower and change, passing Mom in the laundry room as she sorted through the last load. 
 
    “All done?” she asked suspiciously. “That didn’t take you very long.” She meant relative to Dad’s other plumbing projects, of course. 
 
    “All done,” he assured her. “No problems at all.” Mom was looking at him so my eyeroll went unnoticed. 
 
    “Well, good. Bring those clothes in here after you clean up,” she ordered. “They can go in with the last load.” She picked up the slacks I’d worn last night and patted the pockets. “Peter, look at this,” she chided me, extracting my wallet. “I nearly washed this!” 
 
    “Sorry, I got distracted this morning.” I accepted my wallet, my keys, and a small collection of coins from her. 
 
    “It doesn’t take any time to empty your pockets,” she grumbled. “And how many handkerchiefs do you need to carry anyway?” She pulled out a wad of multicolored cloth from the last pocket and then paused with a confused look as my heart jumped into my throat and then dropped with a splash into my stomach. I watched in horror as she peeled the bundle apart and discovered my handkerchief and two pairs of women’s panties, one polka-dotted and the other white lace. 
 
    “I can explain!” I stammered. Mom and Dad both turned to look at me, waiting for my perfectly reasonable excuse for why I had Daraxandriel’s and Melissa’s underwear in my pocket, and my brain just shorted out. I had nothing. “No, never mind, I can’t.” 
 
    “Well,” Mom said finally, clearing her throat, “I’ll just put these with your things after they’re, ah, dry.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said dully. I trudged off to take my shower, but not before overhearing Mom tell Dad, “Sleepovers sure have changed from when I was his age.” 
 
    To my surprise, Daraxandriel and Lilith were actually talking when I entered the bedroom, although no one would mistake it for friendly banter. 
 
    “Thou needs must attack from the flank!” Daraxandriel told Lilith in exasperation. “Thou art a rogue, not a knight!” 
 
    “It’s too fast!” Lilith protested, stabbing at the keyboard. “I can’t get behind it!” 
 
    “Then avoid its claws! Tap thy movement keys twice in succession, that thou might dodge its strike.” 
 
    I stole a glance over Lilith’s shoulder. Her white-haired, leather-clad clone danced around a snarling werecat, slashing its fur with a pair of wicked knives. They were both at half-health and it wasn’t clear which one of them was going to come out on top in this battle. “So how’s it going?” I asked. 
 
    “Great!” Lilith snapped. 
 
    “Poorly,” countered Daraxandriel. “She lacks patience in battle.” 
 
    “This would go a lot faster if I had better weapons,” her sister grumbled. 
 
    “Thou needs must earn them. Now! Cut its throat as it rears at thee!”  
 
    The werecat rose up on its hind legs to slash at Lilith’s character, but she rolled forward, ducked beneath its paws, and jabbed both blades into its neck. The cat howled in pain and knocked the rogue aside, but the damage was done. It slumped to the ground and expired in a spreading pool of its own blood. A moment later, its spirit drifted up from its corpse, glaring resentfully at its slayer. 
 
    “There! Thou hast the right of it now!” The two women grinned at each other in triumph and then remembered they were supposed to be mad at each other. They both averted their  eyes. 
 
    “Well, that was mildly entertaining,” Lilith noted, smoothing an imaginary wrinkle on her sleeve. “I might continue on for a bit.” 
 
    “Thou hast improved,” Daraxandriel admitted reluctantly, returning to her chair. “Do not forget thy loot.” 
 
    “So you went rogue, did you?” I observed. “I would have thought you’d be a sorcerer like Dara.” 
 
    “Hardly,” Lilith scoffed. “That’s not my style at all.” 
 
    “But sneaking around and stabbing people in the back is?” 
 
    “You make it sound like a bad thing, Peter,” she pouted. “I’m all about subtlety.” 
 
    “Subtle like a brick to the head,” I muttered to myself. “So what’s your character’s name?” I peered at the character display in the corner of the screen. “Lilith Alexander?” 
 
    “Dara suggested it,” she said off-handedly. “I thought it would be amusing.” 
 
    “Her character is akin to mine in appearance,” Daraxandriel muttered, looking embarrassed. “By rights she should be styled likewise.” 
 
    “I can hardly wait until you two meet up in the game,” I said dryly. Lilith Alexander was only level 4 so it would be a while before that happened, unless Dara decided to return to the low-level areas. “Don’t try to rush things,” I cautioned her as I grabbed another change of clothes from the dresser. “Things just get harder from here.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Lilith smiled, “I intend to press forward. My rise to power begins now.” Something about the way she said that sent chills down my spine. 
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    I sometimes wonder how anybody gets along with anyone else. We all have our own opinions and quirks and habits that we don’t even realize we have, until someone insists on doing things differently. Their way may be just as valid as yours or maybe even better but it just doesn’t feel right. 
 
    I imagine it’s a lot easier if you’re madly in love with the other person, so that little things like leaving the toilet seat up or taking the last brownie don’t even impinge on your consciousness. On the other end of the spectrum, casual friends can just walk away from one another if they start getting on each other’s nerves, until tempers cool down and they can pick up where they left off. 
 
    Married people and anyone else forced by circumstances to be stuck with someone for an extended period of time – prisoners and shipwrecked castaways, for example – have to come up with some way to deal with each other’s foibles without giving in to the urge to strangle the other person. You can put up with a lot if you can see the light at the end of the tunnel but if there’s nothing but darkness ahead, any little thing – not replacing the empty toilet roll, folding the towels wrong, or, God forbid, snoring – can test the patience of a saint.  
 
    Somehow, couples have to learn to let things slide and remind themselves every day that whatever it is that’s bothering them, it’s really not that important in the grander scheme of things. Compromise isn’t easy. Frankly, it’s a wonder any relationship lasts longer than a month. 
 
      
 
    I warned Dad about Susie and, after he got over his incredulous surprise, he made Mom promise to leave Susie alone unless she approached her on her own. Mom needed an outlet for her excitement, though, so she started cleaning the house like we were about to have guests over. She mopped the kitchen floor, scrubbed the counters, polished the appliances, and vacuumed all the carpets, humming to herself the entire time and glancing eagerly at the front door every time she passed. I tried to bet Dad that she’d break her promise within five minutes of Susie’s return but he wouldn’t take me up on it. 
 
    I spent most of that time watching Lilith work her way through all the starter quests in Glenhollow and finally head out into the countryside to make her virtual fame and fortune. I would have offered my advice but Daraxandriel beat me to it, pulling her chair up besides Lilith’s to point out the traps and pitfalls she’d encountered in the same area. There was none of their earlier sniping at each other and they even laughed at something I couldn’t catch. Their budding friendship should have been good news but it just made me feel vaguely uneasy. 
 
    Mom appeared at one point with my neatly-folded laundry and a request to put it all away before it got wrinkled. I discovered the two articles of unexplained underwear discretely tucked into the middle of the stack and I just stuffed them both into one of Daraxandriel’s drawers, figuring that the odds of Melissa ever seeing her wearing her panties were vanishingly small. At least, I sincerely hoped they were. 
 
    Susie still hadn’t returned home by the time we sat down for spaghetti dinner and Mom was starting to get antsy. I excused myself to go to the bathroom and pulled out my phone as soon as I closed the door. 
 
    Mom knows about Cameron, I texted Susie. 
 
    Her response came back mere seconds after I hit Send. I told you not to tell anyone! There was a long string of angry emoticons at the end. 
 
    It wasn’t my fault. She figured it out on her own. Mostly. When will you be home? 
 
    Never. I’m moving in with Cameron. Bring my stuff to his house. 
 
    Does he know about this? 
 
    I’ll tell him when dessert gets here. 
 
    You’re having dinner with him? 
 
    We’re at the Sizzler. 
 
    Nice. He must really like you. 
 
    Yeah. That one syllable immediately conjured up an image of Susie blushing, except that Susie never blushed. Weird. 
 
    I’m glad you’re having a good time but you still need to come home tonight. 
 
    Not if Mom’s going to be crazy about it. 
 
    Dad made her promise to leave you alone. That earned me an eyeroll emoticon. I know but it’s the best we can do. Just throw Mom a bone and she’ll die a happy woman. 
 
    What do you mean? 
 
    Ask her for some motherly advice.  
 
    Gagging emoticon.  
 
    It doesn’t have to be about anything important. Ask her how long you should wait before you call Cameron. 
 
    Why do I need to call him? 
 
    To thank him for taking you out. 
 
    Aren’t I supposed do that when he drops me off? 
 
    Of course. 
 
    Then why do I need to call him later? 
 
    To let him know that you really appreciated him taking you out. 
 
    Aren’t I supposed do that when he drops me off? 
 
    I needed an emoticon for heaving a sigh. Yes, but a follow-up call shows that you thought the date went well and you’re still interested in him. 
 
    Oh. Before I could respond to that, she followed it up with, Dating is too complicated. 
 
    Yes, it is. So you’ll be home soon? 
 
    Maybe. Dessert is here. Stop bothering me. 
 
    “Peter?” Dad knocked on the bathroom door. “Everything okay in there?” 
 
    “Yes, fine!” I flushed the toilet and rinsed my hands in the sink for good measure. He looked me over suspiciously when I came out. 
 
    “Your mother was concerned about how long you were taking,” he said. 
 
    “I wasn’t gone that long,” I argued. “She’s just all wound up about Susie.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” he noted dryly. “Any idea when she’s planning to be home?” 
 
    “She’s having dinner with her, um, friend. She should be back after that.” 
 
    “Ah. And you discovered that vital piece of information while contemplating life in the bathroom?” he smiled. 
 
    “Yes, through that mystical bond brothers and sisters have,” I informed him, heading back to the kitchen. 
 
    “Otherwise known as a cellphone.” I pretended not to hear him. 
 
    Our dessert was neopolitan ice cream. Lilith took three scoops of chocolate, Daraxandriel matched her in vanilla, and I settled for one scoop of strawberry. Mom and Dad were more egalitarian in their choices, each getting a sampler of all three flavors. The two sisters raced each other to the bottom of their bowls, with Lilith declaring Daraxandriel the victor by a single spoonful and rewarding her with another scoop. Daraxandriel looked ridiculously pleased by her triumph. 
 
    They returned to Lorecraft after the dishes were cleared away, leaving me with nothing to do except watch over their shoulders and wait for Susie to get home. After an hour, though, I was starting to wonder if she’d made good on her threat to move in with Cameron. It shouldn’t have taken them this long to share a sundae or whatever and then drive here from the Sizzler. The sun hadn’t set yet but there wasn’t a lot for a young couple to do on a Sunday evening in Hellburn, especially if they were being driven around by a parent. 
 
     My phone pinged, eliminating the need to speculate any further. I’m outside, read Susie’s text. Where’s Mom? 
 
    I don’t know. I had a vague recollection of seeing her walk past my bedroom door but that was it. 
 
    Find her! I need to know if the coast is clear. 
 
    She’ll find you no matter what. 
 
    It won’t matter if I lock my door. Hurry! 
 
    I dutifully checked the hall and the kitchen but neither parent was in sight. I started to text my report to Susie and then decided it would be easier just to tell her. I opened the front door and found her standing there on the welcome mat, looking around as if she expected Mom to jump out of the bushes. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she hissed. “She’ll see you!” 
 
    “She’s probably in her bedroom.” I looked Susie over curiously. She really was wearing makeup and nail polish, including a hint of eye shadow, and I wondered how she managed to acquire the supplies without Mom finding out. Maybe one of the girls in the coven? I mused. I’d have to ask Melissa if she knew anything about it. “So how was it?” 
 
    “It was fine. Move!” She shoved me aside and crept to the hallway, pausing to slip off her sandals so she could tiptoe silently. She peered down the hall and then hurried to her room, keeping her eyes fixed on Mom’s bedroom door for any sign of movement. She let out a sigh of relief as she opened her door and stepped in, before immediately jumping back out. “Mom! What are you doing in my room?” 
 
    “Oh, hello, dear.” I ran down and looked over Susie’s shoulder. Mom sat in the middle of her floor with one of her romance novels open in her lap. “I was just straightening up a bit and got distracted with this book. So,” she asked eagerly, “did you have fun with your friend?” 
 
    “Dad!” Susie yelled. “Mom’s bothering me!” 
 
    “June, you promised!” Dad’s voice was muffled by his study door on the other side of the house. 
 
    “I wasn’t doing anything!” Mom protested. “I was just asking how her date went.” 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    Dad emerged from his study and joined us, clearly peeved at having to intervene directly. “June, leave her alone.” 
 
    “But I just wanted to –” 
 
    “Out.” He waved her into the hall and she obeyed reluctantly, like a toddler told to get ready for bed. I caught Susie’s attention and inclined my head in Mom’s direction but she just shook her head irritably and went into her room. 
 
    “You look nice!” Mom blurted out. Both Dad and I rolled our eyes but Susie paused in the act of closing her door. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said finally and closed her door without slamming it.  
 
    Mom pumped her fist in victory and turned to Dad. “This calls for a celebration,” she declared. “Do we have any champagne?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. How about a glass of chardonnay instead?” he offered. 
 
    “Close enough.” 
 
    They went off to toast Susie’s coming-of-age and I went back into my bedroom to find Lilith looking intrigued. “What’s with that look?” I asked her suspiciously. 
 
    “What look?” she smiled. She swirled the mouse around casually, sending the game camera spinning like a runaway carousel. “It just seems to me that she could use some sisterly advice, that’s all.” 
 
    “You’re not her sister,” I reminded her tersely, “and she doesn’t need your help.” 
 
    “This can be a very confusing time for a young woman,” she persisted. “I may not be her actual sister but I’m closer to her age than her mother.” 
 
    “You are not. You’re older than Dara and she’s over four hundred years old!” 
 
    “Well, I seem closer to her age,” Lilith allowed with a smile. “I can help her sort through all those conflicting desires she’s feeling.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” 
 
    Lilith sighed dramatically. “What did I tell you, Dara? He doesn’t trust us.” 
 
    “I don’t trust you.” 
 
    “Oh? So you think Dara is harmless?” 
 
    “What? No! I mean –” Daraxandriel scowled at me resentfully as I tried to figure out what just happened. “Dara’s not the issue here! I want you to leave Susie alone!” 
 
     “Lilith is human now, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel told me sharply, “or hast thou already forgotten? She is no threat to thee or thy kin. The waif can protect herself, can she not?” 
 
    “What?” I couldn’t believe she was taking Lilith’s side on this. “You wanted me to smother her this morning!” 
 
    Lilith quirked a shapely eyebrow. “Did you now?” 
 
    Daraxandriel looked away. “I was muddled from sleep and forgot thou had taken my curse upon thyself. Forgive my impetuous words.” 
 
    “Already forgotten,” Lilith assured her, dismissing them with a wave. “What’s done is done.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked Daraxandriel, aghast. “She’s evil!” 
 
    “As am I!” she snapped back. “I am a succubus, or hast thou forgotten that as well? Does my current mien confuse thy thoughts? Let me amend that!” She stood abruptly, almost knocking her chair over, and raised her hands with her fingers curved like talons. Her skin turned darker and her eyes burned with a ruddy fire as her horns swept back from her forehead and her tail snaked out from under her jersey. “This is my true nature, Peter Simon Collins, not that ugly, pale flesh thou dost desire!” I almost expected her to burst into flames.  
 
    “No, don’t change back!” I begged her. “What about the demon hunter? What if he sees you?” 
 
    “Let him!” she snarled. “He is no match for such as I!” 
 
    “Then why did Lilith have to trick you into taking that soul?” 
 
    “Because –” Daraxandriel blinked and frowned. “Whyfor, Lilith?” 
 
    Lilith spread her hands apologetically. “He caught me by surprise. I didn’t have time to come up with a better plan.” 
 
    “There! Do not impugn her character again!” 
 
    “She told us up front that she wanted him to kill you!” I shouted back. 
 
    Lilith laughed. “That was a joke. Don’t tell me you took that seriously?” 
 
    “A joke? Are you kidding me? Dara, don’t listen to her! She’s just getting inside your head!” 
 
    “Nay, Peter Simon Collins, thou art mistaken,” Daraxandriel insisted, shaking her head firmly. “She is my clutch-mate and would not betray me so. Is it not so, Lilith?” 
 
    “Of course,” Lilith grinned. “I would never want to hurt you.” 
 
    “This is why you wanted to play Lorecraft with her,” I accused her, “so you could convince her you were on her side.” 
 
    “What nonsense,” she scoffed lightly. “It was just an amusing way to while away the hours. You can have your computer back, if you want.” She reached for the mouse but Daraxandriel stopped her. 
 
    “Nay, Lilith!” she said, her eyes glowing even brighter as she fixed me with a warning look. “Thee and I shall continue our questing. Let him consort with witches, an he so chooses.”  She resumed her seat and deliberately turned her back on me. 
 
    “Dara!” I protested in shock. “Don’t listen to her! It’s just some sort of trick!” I took a step towards her but her tail reared up in a threatening pose. “What did you do to her?” I asked Lilith in dismay. 
 
    “I was kind and attentive to her,” she shrugged. “What have you done for her recently?” 
 
    “I –” I didn’t have a good answer for that. I knew Daraxandriel was bored ever since she became human but there really wasn’t anything I could have done to change that. Except you didn’t want her to change, my treacherous mind whispered. You liked her better as a human. “Dara,” I pleaded. She just hunched her shoulders resentfully. 
 
    “You should go,” Lilith told me with a smug little smile. 
 
    “This is my room!” 
 
    “I’ll talk to her. I’m sure we’ll be able to work something out.” She made a shooing motion towards the door. 
 
    I swallowed my angry retort with difficulty. “You’re just setting her up to take the fall when that demon hunter shows up.” 
 
    “Why would I do that? She’s my sister. Don’t you love your sister, Peter? Wouldn’t you do anything to keep her safe?” 
 
    “Of course,” I gritted through my teeth. 
 
    “Well, then.” Lilith spread her hands as if that answered all my concerns. Her toothy grin told me she knew she’d won this round.  
 
    I wanted to slap that smile from her face but that would just make things worse. Instead, I stalked out of the room and tried Susie’s door. It was locked. 
 
    “Susie, let me in!” I called through the door. 
 
    “Go away.” 
 
    “It’s important!” 
 
    “Not to me.” 
 
    “You don’t even know what it’s about!” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Oh, for God’s sake, just open the damned door!” 
 
    Something in the exasperated and frustrated tone of my voice must have convinced her of the gravity of the situation. The lock clicked but the door stayed closed. I twisted the knob and let myself in, sparing a moment to glance back into my room. Lilith was watching me through narrowed eyes but she turned away as if she didn’t have a care in the world. I shut the door on her and locked it myself. 
 
    Susie had swapped out her date clothes for her pink-and-white satin robe and she sat on her chair with the sleeves rolled up and one bare foot braced against the edge of the table as she carefully applied polish to her big toe. “What?” she asked flatly, concentrating on her task. 
 
    “I need you to change Lilith into a frog.” 
 
    “Gladly.” She wiggled her toes and then dipped her brush into the bottle. “Once I learn how.” 
 
    “She’s corrupting Dara. She’s turning her back into a demon.” 
 
    “Dara was already a demon.” Two toes down, three to go. 
 
    “Yes, but now she’s starting to act like one again. If she keeps this up, that demon hunter is going to find her.” 
 
    “And that would be bad because –?” 
 
    “Because he’ll kill her!” 
 
    “And that would be bad because –?” 
 
    “Because I love her!” 
 
    Susie paused with her brush hovering over her fourth toe to give me a look, followed by a snort and a shake of her head. “Right.” 
 
    “I do!” I protested. 
 
    “She’s a succubus, Peter. You’re in lust with her, that’s all.” 
 
    “I am not!” That didn’t come out nearly as forcefully as I meant it to and she ignored me. I tried another tactic. “If she’s just another demon to you, why did you help her this morning?” 
 
    Susie shrugged. “I was bored and it was a neat spell.” She twisted around to squint at my chest. “It’s still working, too. Cool.” She finished toe number four and started on the last one. 
 
    “Oh my God. So you’re not going to help me?” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Stop Lilith!” 
 
    “She’s human now, remember? Mrs. Kendricks says there’s some rule or something about harming humans.” She looked annoyed at the restriction. 
 
    “What if she goes after Cameron?” I was grasping at straws now. 
 
    “Then I’d have to kill her.” She studied the results of her primping and then capped the bottle. “And you too for suggesting it.” 
 
    “It might be worth it,” I sighed. “So you’re not going to do anything about her?” 
 
    “Not tonight.” 
 
    A tiny glimmer of hope blossomed inside me. “How about tomorrow?” 
 
    “Ask me tomorrow. Go away.”  
 
    She pointed imperiously at her door and I left. Lilith watched me with that secret smile again, as if she knew exactly how my conversation with Susie had gone, but I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of seeing me lose my temper. Instead, I just turned away and headed to the kitchen. 
 
    Mom and Dad were seated at the table with an open bottle of white wine and two half-filled glasses. I plopped myself down between them and eyed the bottle, wondering if Dad would let me have some if I asked. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Peter?” Dad asked after a moment. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Were you and Dara fighting?” Mom guessed. “We heard voices.” 
 
    “No. Well, yes,” I admitted grudgingly. “Sort of.” 
 
    “What about? Maybe we can help.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand,” I sighed. 
 
    Mom rolled her eyes and exchanged a look with Dad. “I know you think we’re both dinosaurs, Peter, but we were young and in love once, too.” 
 
    “Once?” Dad echoed with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “And still are, of course,” Mom assured him, faking a slap at his hand. “Was it something you said?” 
 
    I rubbed the spot on my temple where my headache was starting to throb. “Why are you assuming it’s my fault?” 
 
    “Oh, well, I guess because Dara’s such a sweet girl,” Mom said, looking a bit embarrassed. “She’s never complained about anything the entire time she’s been here.” 
 
    I was sorely tempted to list off all the times Daraxandriel bent my ear since she popped out of that geode, mostly about not surrendering my soul to her, but we’d be up all night and Mom wouldn’t believe me anyway. “It’s not Dara, it’s Lilith. She’s a bad influence on Dara.” And everyone else she meets. “She can’t stay here.” 
 
    “Where else can she go?” Mom chided me. “She just got here and they haven’t found her luggage yet.” I almost blurted out that they’d never find it since it didn’t exist. “Besides, she and Dara are getting along famously, aren’t they, dear?” she asked Dad. 
 
    “As thick as thieves,” he confirmed. “What’s this really about, Peter?” 
 
    I shook my head. I really shouldn’t have opened my mouth. Now I was stuck having a conversation that wasn’t going to do anything except frustrate me even more. “My bed isn’t big enough.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Dad frowned. 
 
    “I mean that it’s impossible for three people to sleep in it. If Lilith is going to stay here, we need to do something about the sleeping arrangements.” 
 
    “Oh.” Dad and Mom frowned doubtfully at each other. “I wish you’d mentioned this earlier. We might have been able to pick up a larger bed before the stores closed.” 
 
    “I did mention it,” I pointed out tersely, “when Dara first showed up last month. You told me to work it out.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose we could put a cot in the den,” Dad mused. 
 
    “I can’t watch my shows with a cot in the way,” Mom protested. 
 
    “You wouldn’t be watching them while Peter’s sleeping in there,” Dad pointed out. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be watching them because Peter’s sleeping in there!” 
 
    “Excuse me,” I interrupted irritably. “Why am I the one sleeping in the den? Why wouldn’t Lilith sleep there?” 
 
    “Peter!” Mom gasped. “She’s our guest! We can’t ask her to sleep on a cot!” 
 
    “No, of course not,” I muttered. “Silly me.” I wondered if Mrs. Kendricks would let me use her guest room for a while. She actually might, I thought ruefully, except Stacy would probably murder me in my sleep to keep me from having sex with her mom. Then I realized I already had the answer in my back pocket.  
 
    “Actually,” I said carefully, “that reminds me. I meant to ask you about this earlier but things got kind of hectic when Lilith showed up. I might have the perfect solution to our problem.” 
 
    “Oh?” Dad asked. “What’s that?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “A friend of mine is getting an apartment and asked me if I wanted to share it.” 
 
    Mom sat back in her chair with a startled look. “You mean Justin?” 
 
    “Um, no, it’s not him.” 
 
    “Steven?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That boy who works at the grocery store? Allen?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed. 
 
    “Maybe you should just tell us who it is without making your mother play Twenty Questions,” Dad suggested dryly. 
 
    “Well –” My mouth was suddenly dry and I had trouble swallowing. “It’s, uh, Melissa,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Miles?” Mom asked with a frown. “Have we met him?” 
 
    “No, not Miles.” I took a deep breath. “Melissa. Melissa Andrews. She was here this morning, remember? Her father owns the Ford dealership,” I added helpfully. 
 
    Mom blinked at me liked she was sending a desperate message in Morse code. “A girl?” she asked incredulously. “You want to live with a girl?” 
 
    “It’s not what you’re thinking! We’re just friends.” I left off the part where Melissa was trying her very best to be much more than just friends. That would just confuse things. 
 
    Mom looked at Dad worriedly. “Oh, Peter, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Why not?” She shook her head wordlessly. “Look, I’m already eighteen and I’ll be moving out in a year anyway to go to college. This will be good practice for living on my own.” 
 
    “There’s a big difference between living on your own and living with someone else, Peter,” Dad said. “Especially living with someone of the opposite sex.” 
 
    “How is it different from what’s happening now with me and Dara?” I countered. “That hasn’t bothered you at all.” 
 
    “Well –” He stopped with a confused expression, unable to reconcile his normal attitudes about cohabitation with the spell or whatever it was Daraxandriel put on them that made it okay for us to sleep in the same bed. 
 
    “Well, what about Dara?” Mom jumped in. “What’s going to happen with her, then?” 
 
    “She and Lilith can stay in my room, if that’s what they want to do,” I said tightly. “They’ve taken it over anyway.” 
 
    “Peter, just because you two have had a little spat is no reason to run off,” she argued. “Once you cool off –” 
 
    “It’s not that, Mom,” I said, shaking my head with a sigh. “I just think it’s time for me to get out on my own. I’m starting a new job next week, I’ll be a senior in a couple of months, and I can’t just sit around in my room playing Lorecraft all day. I’m an adult now, I should start acting like one.” 
 
    Mom looked for help from Dad but he frowned down into his wine glass, twirling it between his fingers. 
 
    “This is a big decision, Peter,” he said finally, “for you and Melissa. What do her parents think about this?” 
 
    “Her father’s the one paying for the apartment,” I said. I had no idea if Melissa had broached the question to him yet. “We just need to cover the other expenses.” 
 
    “That’s great but I wasn’t talking about finances. How do you know you’ll get along? A lot of friendships fall apart over whose turn it is to clean the bathroom.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be like that.” 
 
    “Oh? How well do you know Melissa?” 
 
    “Well –” I became aware of her existence a couple of years ago but I only actually started talking to her after Daraxandriel showed up. Of course, in the aftermaths of prom and her witchcraft initiation, I’d discovered a whole lot about her that I never imagined I would. To Dad’s point, though, mostly I just knew her from playing Lorecraft with her.  
 
    “Not well enough,” I admitted reluctantly, “but we like each other and we get along. I think we’ll be fine but she was originally planning to live by herself anyway. If it doesn’t work out, I can just move back here.” 
 
    Dad drummed his fingers on the table and then let his breath out with a sigh. “This is a lot to think about, Peter. Give your mother and me some time to talk it over, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” I was just grateful he didn’t reject the idea out of hand. I got to my feet. “Thanks, Dad. Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can handle any more surprises today,” Mom said. “First Susie and now this? What next?” 
 
    A demon hunter kicks down our door and kills Daraxandriel at her computer to free Olivia’s soul, I thought morosely, but I kept that to myself. Dad just reached over and poured another inch of chardonnay into her glass. I wished my problems could be solved that easily.  
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    I don’t believe in ghosts. I’ve never seen a ghost and I don’t know anyone who has. People certainly talk about them a lot, though, from campfire stories to the movies to those paranormal investigation shows on TV. Ghosts seem to fall into the same category as UFOs: things that most people are skeptical about, some people are obsessed with, and no one has a good definition or explanation for. 
 
    There isn’t just one kind of ghost, either. Spooks are only sensed out of the corner of your eye. Haunts hang around graveyards and old houses moaning and rattle invisible chains. Poltergeists knock stuff off tables and slam doors. Wraiths look like translucent long-dead corpses, while apparitions look like translucent living people. The list goes on. Phantoms, shades, specters, you name it, they’ll all part of our collective consciousness and yet there’s no scientific evidence that they actually exist. 
 
    Supposedly, ghosts are the lingering souls of the dead, doomed to walk the earth – or float above it, as the case may be – until they atone for whatever evil they’ve done or complete some unfinished task or exact retribution on whoever disturbed their graves or who knows what. As a church-going member of the Christian faith, I’m supposed to believe in souls, so presumably I should believe in ghosts as well. On the other hand, there’s no scientific evidence that souls exist either, although I suppose that’s why they call it faith. 
 
    Of course, now that I’ve encountered actual witches and demons and was nearly cheated out of my own soul, I may have to rethink my position on ghosts as well. 
 
      
 
    The rest of my evening didn’t improve at all. Susie stayed completely out of sight, Mom and Dad looked at me speculatively every time I passed by, and Daraxandriel pretended I didn’t exist. The only person to actually talk to me was Lilith, which didn’t do anything for my mood. 
 
    “You look so gloomy, Peter,” she observed slyly when I walked into my bedroom to replace Volume 7 of the Sapphire Crown series with Volume 8. “Is something bothering you?” 
 
    “No,” I told her curtly. 
 
    “It’s Dara, isn’t it?” Daraxandriel was pretending not to listen but I saw her glowing eyes reflected in her laptop screen. “Demons can seem a bit abrupt unless they’re trying to win your soul,” she explained with a hint of regret in her voice. “I’m sure if she had her sights set on yours, she’d be a lot friendlier.” 
 
    “She already tried that once,” I reminded her. “That didn’t work out so well for her.” 
 
    “A minor setback, that’s all,” Lilith smiled. “Demons are also very persistent. If she truly wanted your soul, she’d have it already.” Now Daraxandriel’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully and I realized what Lilith was trying to do. 
 
    “She doesn’t want my soul!” I protested. “She just needs to get rid of the one you foisted on her!” 
 
    “Do not presume to know my desires, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel growled, stabbing at her keyboard. “Thy soul is still a prize worth claiming.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to her,” Lilith assured me. “She really shouldn’t be distracted at a time like this, bless her heart. After all, I’m in no position to help her.” She spread her hands to indicate her cursed humanity. 
 
    Now Daraxandriel did turn around, glaring at her sister. “I do not require thine aid to acquire his soul!” she retorted. “It is mine the moment I choose to claim it!” 
 
    “Of course it is,” Lilith assured her soothingly, all the while sounding like she didn’t believe it for an instant. “As soon as we get this silly curse lifted, he’s all yours for as long as it takes.” 
 
    Daraxandriel subsided doubtfully, as if she wasn’t entirely sure Lilith was actually agreeing with her, and I bristled on her behalf. “You wouldn’t have done any better if you were stuck inside a rock for four hundred years!” 
 
    “Probably not,” she agreed amiably, “but then I was never careless enough to be trapped inside one in the first place. None of that matters now, though,” she stated dismissively. “We’re here now and I’ll do everything in my power to help Dara claim her first soul.” 
 
    Daraxandriel ducked her head in shy gratitude. “Thou art a true friend, Lilith,” she said softly. 
 
    “That’s what sisters do.” 
 
    They smiled at each other and my heart clenched in my chest. Lilith was clearly trying to goad Daraxandriel into claiming a new soul, preferably mine, which would only make her even more of a target for the demon hunter. I needed to stop her somehow but no one was going to believe me. They all figured Lilith was harmless now that she was human but she was more formidable than ever for that very reason. She could lie and scheme and manipulate everyone around her to her heart’s content and no one would realize the danger until it was too late.  
 
    Lilith looked me over with a languid smile. She knew I knew what she was up to and she didn’t care. I was sorely tempted to tear into her but whatever I said would just bring Daraxandriel to her defense. I had to beat Lilith at her own game and win Daraxandriel back somehow. The problem was, Lilith was infinitely better at this than I was. 
 
    On the other hand, I knew Daraxandriel better than she did. At the very least, I had more recent experience with her. It was worth a try, anyway.  
 
    “So is anyone still hungry?” I asked casually. “I was thinking of going out for some fries.” 
 
    “Fries?” Daraxandriel perked up considerably. “Thou hast not offered me fries for an eternity!” 
 
    “Well, it’s a special occasion, what with Lilith being here and all. Get some proper clothes on and let’s go.” 
 
    Daraxandriel jumped up and stripped off her Cowboys jersey, heedless of the fact that she wasn’t wearing anything underneath it, and flung open the closet. Lilith eyed me with displeasure, her smile long gone. 
 
    “Well,” she said, “you two have fun.” 
 
    Daraxandriel paused in the act of removing a yellow sundress from its hanger. “Wilt thou not accompany us, Lilith?” she asked in dismay. 
 
    “No, not this time.” She ran her hand down her perfectly flat stomach. “I’m human now, I have to watch my weight. You go ahead, don’t worry about me. I’ll just keep myself busy until you get back,” she sighed, casting a forlorn look around the bedroom. “Somehow.” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s face dropped and she slowly hung her dress back in the closet. “Nay, I shall keep thee company, Lilith,” she said glumly, resuming her seat. 
 
    “You’re so sweet,” Lilith said with apparent sincerity but she was looking at me when she said it, her eyes glittering in triumph.  
 
    I hadn’t expected to win our first skirmish but I still had a few shots to fire. “I’ll bring back some fries for you,” I told Daraxandriel. “I won’t be long.” 
 
    She flashed me a smile like she used to. “Thank thee, Peter Simon Collins! Thou hast a kindly soul.” 
 
    “Not for long,” Lilith muttered under her breath. We stared each other down for a moment before I left to fetch my bribe to win back Daraxandriel’s affections. 
 
    She preferred Whataburger fries but DQ was closer. I weighed the options and decided that the quality of the offering was more important than its timeliness, although I still made the round trip in record time. I ran into the house with an extra-large order still warm from the fryer, only to discover that Lilith made her counter-move in my absence. My bedroom door was closed and locked and there was no light showing underneath. I rattled the knob and knocked.  
 
    “Dara?” I called. “Are you in there?” 
 
    “Shh!” That had to be Lilith. Daraxandriel would have told me Hush or possibly Cease thy unwelcome disturbance. “Don’t wake her up.” 
 
    “You’re sleeping?” I asked incredulously. It was barely nine o’clock. 
 
    “She’s very tired,” Lilith informed me smugly. “She’s had a trying day.” 
 
    “That makes two of us,” I grumbled to myself. “I have her fries,” I said in a louder voice. 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll express her appreciation for your efforts in the morning. Good night!” 
 
    The first round was over and Lilith clearly won, but at least I made her work for it. I just had to keep trying until I pried Daraxandriel away from her evil influences. I retreated to the kitchen and munched on the fries as I considered my next step. I needed some sort of angle that Daraxandriel would respond to but, as I mentioned to Mrs. Kendricks last night, the only things we had really in common were french fries and Lorecraft and Lilith had already usurped that second option. There’s always my soul, I thought uneasily, but I wasn’t willing to give that up just yet. 
 
    Dad wandered into the kitchen frowning at his phone. He stole a couple of fries and chewed on them absently while he scrolled through some long message. 
 
    “Do you have anything planned for tomorrow morning, Peter?” he asked finally. 
 
    Other than plotting Lilith’s demise? I thought sourly. “No, not really,” I said aloud. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Rachel needs you to come down to the station and fill out some paperwork before you start your internship.” Rachel Burns was the police department’s administrative assistant, receptionist, and dispatcher. If she ever decided to retire, Hellburn would probably go to Hell within a day. 
 
    “I thought you had Mondays off.” 
 
    “I’ll wear a disguise so no one recognizes me,” he smiled. “We’ll head out around nine, okay?” 
 
    “Sure, sounds good.” Dad nodded and grabbed another trio of fries before turning away. “Dad?” He stopped with the fries halfway to his mouth. “Have you guys given any more thought to the apartment thing?” 
 
    “There’s a lot to consider, Peter,” he said honestly. “Give us some time to sleep on it.” 
 
    That wasn’t as positive a response as I’d hoped but at least it wasn’t no. Maybe the other half of the jury would be more sympathetic. “Where’s Mom?” 
 
    “Sleeping,” he said. “Between the wine and all the excitement today, she’s tapped out.” He finished off his fries and brushed the salt from his fingers. 
 
    “I know the feeling,” I sighed. “I might head to bed myself.” 
 
    “Do you need any help with the cot?” 
 
    “No, I’ll manage, thanks. Good night.” 
 
    “Night.” Dad headed off to his study while I sat there contemplating the half-empty carton of fries. I decided to leave it on the table in case Daraxandriel got up in the middle of the night looking for a snack and went to assess my new sleeping quarters. 
 
    The den was larger than my bedroom but it had more stuff in it, so it was a bit of a wash in terms of available floorspace. The long leather couch and flanking easy chairs set against one wall faced the wall-mounted TV and other electronics on the other, separated from each other by a glass-topped coffee table keeping our extensive collection of remotes and game controllers off the floor. Three tall racks of DVDs, arranged in an order that made sense only to Mom, graced the far wall beneath framed photos of the family in less-stressful times. 
 
    I surveyed the carpeted floor doubtfully. There was enough room to set up the camping cot if I moved the table all the way under the TV but I was unenthused about that option. The cot was a relic from Dad’s younger days in Missouri and it always felt like it was about to collapse under its own weight. An air mattress would probably be more comfortable but the electric pump was still broken and inflating one of those by hand would take half the night. 
 
    I sat on the couch and bounced experimentally. It had seen enough use over the years that the leather no longer creaked under my weight and it was long enough to almost let me stretch out but it wasn’t all that deep. One careless roll and I’d end up on the floor anyway. I decided to risk it and went in search of a blanket and pillow, since mine had been usurped by Lilith and Daraxandriel. 
 
    I dug out a quilted comforter from the winter stores in the garage that looked like it might do the trick and then took one of the throw pillows from the front room that seemed firm enough. I threw everything onto the couch and went off to complete my evening routine in the bathroom. I returned a few minutes later, spread out the comforter, stripped down to my boxers, and turned off the overhead light. 
 
    The room plunged into darkness and I had to stand there for a minute until my eyes adjusted, not wanting to dent my shins on the coffee table trying to find the couch. I finally made my way over cautiously and lay down, wiggling around to find a comfortable position that didn’t strain my neck or threaten to tumble me over the edge.  
 
    I finally settled down and gazed at the array of red and green indicator lights across from me. It felt kind of strange trying to go to sleep without Daraxandriel draped all over me, like something important was missing. I’d never had a favorite teddy bear or security blanket growing up but I was starting to appreciate why people got so attached to them. The house was quiet apart from the usual sort of noises it made at night and my eyes slowly drifted shut. 
 
    Something woke me an indeterminate amount of time later but I couldn’t quite sort out what it was. Maybe Daraxandriel had discovered the fries in the kitchen or maybe Dad was checking the doors before heading to bed. Whatever it was didn’t repeat so I rolled over and tried to remember what I’d been dreaming. Something about Melissa in a judge’s robe, Lilith as the defendant, and clones of Mom and Dad filling the jury box. 
 
    A sound at the very edge of my hearing kept me from drifting off again, too quiet to make out what it was and too loud to ignore. I peeled open one eye in annoyance and looked around. A hazy light was coming from the door, like someone had turned on the hall light outside. I turned my back on it with an irritated sigh, hoping whoever it was would go back to bed soon, and then I rolled back with a frown. The light wasn’t leaking under the door, it was inside the room with me. 
 
    I blinked both eyes, trying to figure out where it came from, but I was having trouble focusing on it. It drifted towards the TV and slowly resolved into a human shape. For a puzzled instant, I thought it was Susie, except that Susie’s hair was longer and straighter and she wouldn’t be caught dead in a frilly dress like that. She also wasn’t translucent but the power indicators on the TV and DVR gleamed dimly through the figure like tiny Christmas lights in a fog. 
 
    “Gah!” I jerked upright, feeling every hair on my head trying to jump from my scalp. The shape turned around, revealing a young woman with big eyes, completely white from head to toe. 
 
    “Oh, hello,” she whispered. “I didn’t see you there. Are you dead too?” 
 
    “Gah!” I tried to jump backwards and thudded into the back of the couch. I scrabbled up as high as I could, pulling the comforter with me like a protective shield, and pressed my back against the wall, staring goggle-eyed at the creature as my heart threatened to burst out of my chest. “Gh – gh – gh – ghost!” 
 
    “You mean me?” She looked down at her hands thoughtfully. “I suppose you’re right,” she sighed. She looked around the room doubtfully. “This isn’t at all like I expected.” 
 
    One part of my brain was babbling Ghosts aren’t real! Ghosts aren’t real! while the other part shouted back What the hell do you think that is, then? I took a shuddering breath and forced myself to blink. “Wh – what?” 
 
    “All this.” She gestured around her. “It seems very ... ordinary. I thought there’d be, you know, fire.” 
 
    “Fire?” This has to be a hallucination, I told myself. Maybe those fries were bad. 
 
    “Lava pits, pools of flaming brimstone, bonfires made from tormented souls. I saw Lily sleeping in the other room so I know there are demons here. Except her hair was a different color,” she frowned. 
 
    “Lily?” 
 
    “Lily Cantrell. Well, that’s not her actual name. I couldn’t pronounce it properly so I made one up.” 
 
    Lily Cantrell. Lilixandriel. “You mean Lilith?” I peered closer at her and sucked in my breath in surprise. “Wait a minute! You’re Olivia Benard!” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, looking surprised. “Have we met?” 
 
    “Lilith took your soul! You’re dead!” 
 
    “Yes, I know.” She sounded a bit irked. “And now I’m in Hell.” She took another look around. “Right?” she asked with an uncertain twist to her lips. 
 
    “No, you’re in my house.” I carefully climbed down from the couch. Olivia looked a lot better than she had in her video, other than the part about being a ghost. She had hair now, tumbling in deep waves around her shoulders, and her face was fuller. She wore a loose-fitting puffy-sleeved dress with a lot of ruffles, although her feet were bare. “How did you get out of Dara’s head?” 
 
    She looked at me askance. “Who’s Dara?” 
 
    “That demon you saw.” 
 
    “No, that’s Lily. Or Lilith, I guess.” 
 
    “No, that was Dara. Lilith was the other girl in bed with her.” 
 
    “No,” Olivia insisted, “Lilith has horns and a tail.” 
 
    “Not anymore. Look, it’s really complicated but your soul is trapped inside Dara, who’s Lilith’s sister, and Lilith is currently human. How did you get out?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just woke up in that bedroom. So I’m not in Hell?” She walked over to the DVD racks, although the motion looked a bit strange, as if her feet weren’t actually making contact with the floor. 
 
    “No, a demon hunter bound your soul so that Lilith couldn’t take it.” 
 
    “I thought you said Dara had my soul.” Olivia ran a ghostly finger along the titles. 
 
    “Lilith took it originally and then gave it to Dara. I said it was complicated. Do you remember what happened?” I asked cautiously. “Before you, um, died?” 
 
    “Hm. Lily – Lilith – came to visit me in the hospital. It was kind of weird, you know, seeing her like that with the horns and eyes and everything and no one else noticing. I thought maybe the drugs were doing something to my head. Oh!” 
 
    “What?” I looked around but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Other than her, of course. 
 
    “Can we watch this?” She tried to pull a DVD off the shelf but her insubstantial fingers just passed right through it. I sidled up beside her and checked the title. 
 
    “Captain America: The Winter Soldier?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yes! I was too sick to see it when it came out. Chris Evans is so hot! Please?” she begged. 
 
    “Um, maybe later,” I hedged. “So why would you sign your soul away like that? I mean, you were about to, well, die soon anyway and you’re a good person. At least you seemed like one from your videos. You would have gone straight to Heaven, right?” 
 
    “Well, maybe,” she agreed sadly, “but Momma and Poppa didn’t have enough insurance to cover everything, so they had to mortgage the house and cash in their retirement accounts and run up their credit cards to pay the doctors. I told them not to do it but –” She shrugged helplessly. “When Lily promised to pay for everything, I had to agree. I couldn’t let my family suffer because of me.” A wistful smile teased her lips. “They were so relieved when I told them.” 
 
    “You told them you sold your soul to a demon?” 
 
    “No, of course not! I just said that someone contributed a lot of money to the fund they set up.” Her brows drew together in a frown. “Except that man seemed to know about her.” 
 
    “What man?” 
 
    “Someone came to the house after I left the hospital to – to –” She waved her hands helplessly but I knew what she meant. To die. “I was pretty out of it by then but I remember him sitting beside my bed and touching me.” 
 
    “Touching you?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “Here.” She brushed her forehead with her fingertips. “I don’t remember much after that. I just slept until I woke up here.” 
 
    “That must have been the hunter. Do you remember his name or what he looked like? We think he’s still after Lilith.” 
 
    “No, not really. He was really good-looking,” she said shyly, “and he had dark hair. That’s all. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. So I guess you can just go, then.” She blinked at me. “To Heaven. Now that you’re free from Dara. Right?” I nodded encouragingly. 
 
    “How do I do that?” 
 
    “Well, you just ... go, I guess.” I mimed someone rising up into the sky.  
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to work,” Olivia said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Something’s keeping me here. I can feel it.” 
 
    “Damn,” I sighed. “It’s the hunter’s artifact. He bound your soul to it so Lilith couldn’t take you to Hell.” 
 
    “No, it’s that.” She pointed and I looked down at the Philosopher’s Stone gleaming in the darkness. “It’s pulling me.” 
 
    “Uh-oh. That’s not supposed to happen.” Mrs. Kendricks spell was meant to block the hunter’s trace, not take over the entire bond. I wondered if Susie had made a mistake somewhere. “We need to break the link and get you out of here!” 
 
    “Oh.” She didn’t seem too enthusiastic about that plan. “Now?” 
 
    “Don’t you want to go to Heaven?” 
 
    “Sure, except –” Her voice, still just a whispery breath, trailed off into nothing. 
 
    “Except what?” 
 
    “I was sick for a very long time,” she said, looking embarrassed. “I didn’t get to do anything. I couldn’t go out to the movies,” she waved her arm at the DVDs, “I couldn’t meet up with my friends, I never,” her eyes dropped as she awkwardly tucked her hair behind her ear in a gesture that mimicked Melissa’s nervous habit, “I never even had a boyfriend.” 
 
    I suddenly realized I was standing there wearing nothing but a pair of boxer shorts and a comforter. I fumbled around for my pants and pulled them on hastily, nearly catching Little Peter in the zipper. “So?” I asked, searching around in the dark for my shirt. “What difference does that make?” 
 
    “I want to do things before I go. It’s not fair to make me leave until I get to do all the stuff everyone else does!” 
 
    “Except you’re dead,” I pointed out. “You still can’t do those things.” 
 
    “I can do some of them!” she argued. “I can watch that movie if you put it on for me.” 
 
    “You’d rather do that than go to Heaven?” 
 
    “Yes!” Olivia’s jaw had that same stubborn, pugnacious set to it that I’d seen many times before on both Susie and Daraxandriel. I was starting to think it had something to do with me. “If you don’t let me stay, I’ll – I’ll haunt you!” 
 
    “How is haunting me different from what you’re doing now?” 
 
    “It just is!” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “I can’t deal with this. I need to call Mrs. Kendricks.” 
 
    “Who?” Olivia asked suspiciously. 
 
    “She’s one of the witches who bound you to the Stone.” I patted my pockets for my phone and then felt around on the floor for it, finally finding it under the coffee table. 
 
    Olivia snorted skeptically. “There’s no such things as witches,” she stated flatly. 
 
    “There’s no such things as demons and ghosts either,” I countered, “and yet here we are.” I checked the time on my phone. It was 12:44, in the middle of the witching hour but probably past Mrs. Kendricks’ bedtime. I just hoped she left her phone on. 
 
    I listened impatiently to the ringing as I kept an eye on Olivia, who stood there pouting at me with her arms crossed. The sound cut off abruptly and I thought the call was going to roll over to voicemail, but then I heard Mrs. Kendricks’ sleepy voice. 
 
    “The door’s unlocked, Peter,” she murmured. “Just come in and try not to wake Anastasia.” 
 
    “What? Oh, no, that’s not why I’m calling,” I stammered. “Sorry to wake you up but I have a little problem.” 
 
    “Then come in and I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “I’m not there. I’m at home with Olivia.” 
 
    “Olivia?” 
 
    “Olivia Benard. The dead girl.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said with a resigned sigh. “That kind of problem.”  
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    There’s a guild in Lorecraft called Virtual Reality with an unusual set of rules for its members. All characters have to be regular humans with regular names. They can’t be magic users and their weapons have to be something they could actually acquire here on Earth. They’re limited to just basic attacks in combat and they’re not allowed to use any scrolls or magical items, although other players can buff or heal them, within limits. All deaths are permanent, no revives allowed. If the character dies, it’s deleted and the player has to start again from scratch.  
 
    Basically, Virtual Reality is a group of ordinary people pretending to be a group of ordinary people trying to survive in a magical world. They’re almost completely useless when it comes to completing any quests above level 15 or so and they pretty much top out at around level 20 before they get killed. Most of them stay inside the major towns where it’s safer, focusing on crafting and trading and a few other mundane roles.   
 
    I never really understood the appeal of playing a character who has absolutely no special characteristics or skills. Real life is boring enough without having to play a game that acts just like it. I don’t want to grow cabbages and mine ore. I want to throw fireballs, slay dragons, and go on adventures with elves and fairies. I play Lorecraft to forget about my life for a while, not recreate it. 
 
    Of course, now that I’m up to my eyeballs with witches, demons, and ghosts, I could use a little more mundane in my life. I wonder if Virtual Reality is accepting any new members. 
 
      
 
    I paced back and forth on the sidewalk waiting anxiously for Mrs. Kendricks, keeping one eye on the house in case someone woke up and wondered what I was doing outside at this time of night. 
 
    Olivia sat on the hood of the Mustang with her arms wrapped around her knees, giving me the silent treatment as she watched me pace. She was almost incandescent under the light of the full moon and her outline seemed quite a bit sharper but every part of her was still just translucent white. 
 
    Finally, a pair of headlights appeared down the road and approached quickly, blinding me as the vehicle pulled over to the curb a short distance away. The lights and engine cut off and Mrs. Kendricks got out. It looked like she’d just pulled a pair of slacks over her sleep shirt but her hair was pinned up with her wands as usual. 
 
    “We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” she said dryly, coming closer. 
 
    “It’s not my fault,” I grumbled. 
 
    “She doesn’t look like a witch,” Olivia complained. “She’s too young and pretty.” 
 
    “Trust me, she’s a witch,” I told her. 
 
    “Who are you talking to, Peter?” Mrs. Kendricks asked, looking around with a frown.  
 
    “Olivia. Can’t you see her?” 
 
    “No. Are you sure she’s still here?” 
 
    “She’s sitting right here, bright as day.” I held my hand over Olivia’s head and she tried to swat it away. I thought I felt a faint tingle when her hand passed through my arm but it was probably just my imagination.  
 
    Mrs. Kendricks squinted right at Olivia but she shook her head. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    “Some witch,” Olivia snorted. 
 
    “She’s here, I swear!” I protested. “I’m not imagining things!” 
 
    “I believe you, Peter,” she assured me. “People respond to manifestations in different ways. What does she look like?” 
 
    “Well, like her video, except she doesn’t look sick. She has hair now.” Olivia fluffed it out with a disdainful sniff. 
 
    “An apparition, then,” Mrs. Kendricks nodded thoughtfully. “That’s good.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    “If she looked dead, she’d be a wraith and we’d have to, ah, deal with her very quickly. Apparitions tend to be less destructive.” She tapped her lips with her forefinger for a moment. “Does she know why she’s here?” 
 
    “I told her about Lilith.” 
 
    “No, I mean, does she know why she’s still on this plane? Ghosts usually have some unresolved issues.” 
 
    I looked at Olivia and she shrugged diffidently. “I want to watch The Winter Soldier,” she grumped. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s what she means,” I told her. “We need to figure out why you haven’t gone to Heaven.” 
 
    “I told you, your necklace is pulling me, but it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to go! I want to have some fun first. You can’t have fun in a hospital,” she muttered sullenly. 
 
    “You can’t stay here! You have to go to Heaven so that demon hunter leaves Dara alone!” 
 
    “That’s not my problem,” Olivia sniffed. 
 
    “It is your problem!” She turned her back on me and pretended not to hear. “Oh my God,” I breathed, rubbing my forehead. 
 
    “What did she say?” Mrs. Kendricks asked bemusedly. 
 
    “She doesn’t want to leave,” I told her heavily. “She says she wants to do all the things she couldn’t do while she was sick.” 
 
    “Well, that might be a bit difficult, considering her current condition.”  
 
    “I already told her that but she won’t listen.” Olivia made a hmph sound and scooted over to the far side of the car. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks shook her head. “The only thing I can think of is to somehow get hold of the artifact binding her soul and destroy it. Since she doesn’t seem to have any unfinished business here, she may just ascend on her own.” 
 
    “That’s not going to work,” I said glumly. 
 
    “I admit it’s not going to be easy –” 
 
    “No, that’s not it. Olivia’s says she’s bound to the Stone now.” I tapped my chest where it rested under my shirt. 
 
    “Oh? Oh.” Mrs. Kendricks looked concerned. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We talked about this earlier, Peter. We have no way to destroy a Philosopher’s Stone.” 
 
    “But we can undo the binding spell, right?” 
 
    “Possibly, but I’m not sure it would help.” 
 
    A knot started forming in my stomach. “Why not?” 
 
    “That spell wasn’t meant to keep Olivia here. That fact that it seems to be doing just that means that she’s probably drawing life energy from it through the bond. I think that’s why she’s able to manifest now and that’s probably why you’re the only one who can see her, since you’re connected to the same Stone.” Mrs. Kendricks nibbled the corner of her lip as she considered me in a way that absolutely didn’t give me a warm and fuzzy feeling. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” I asked nervously. 
 
    “The more energy she pulls from the Stone, the more substantial she’ll become. At some point, she’ll be able to interact with the physical world.” 
 
    “And that’s bad?” 
 
    “That depends on your opinion of poltergeists,” she smiled. “Other people may be able to see and hear her, too.” 
 
    “Really?” Olivia perked up hopefully. 
 
    “That’s not a good thing!” I told her. “What are we going to do?” I asked Mrs. Kendricks plaintively. “I don’t want to be haunted for the rest of my life!” 
 
    “It won’t come to that, I promise, Peter,” she said firmly. “We’ll figure something out. Somehow,” she sighed. “My friends are going to wonder why I keep asking them all these off-the-wall questions about demons and souls.” 
 
    “Could Dara do something?” I asked doubtfully. “She can capture souls, can’t she?” 
 
    “No!” Olivia gasped, waving her hands frantically. “I don’t want to go back in there! I just got out!” 
 
    “You don’t belong here!” I insisted. “It’s Lilith’s fault that you’re even here at all.” 
 
    “I don’t care, I want to stay out here with you! I’ll be good,” she promised, crawling across the Mustang’s hood to reach out to me. “I won’t haunt you and I’ll do anything you say! Please!” she begged. “Let me stay, just for a little while!” 
 
    “Where’s Dara now?” Mrs. Kendricks asked, oblivious to Olivia’s pleading. 
 
    “In my room sleeping, I guess,” I said. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m a bit surprised Olivia was able to break free from her in the first place,” she mused, “even with the Stone’s help. I’ve never heard of that happening before. I wonder if Dara’s demonic hold on her soul is weaker when she’s asleep.” 
 
    “So if we wake Dara up, Olivia might go back to wherever she was?” I eyed Olivia hopefully. 
 
    “No!” she recoiled in horror. “Don’t you dare!” 
 
    “Possibly,” Mrs. Kendricks acknowledged, “although not for much longer if she stays linked to the Stone. We’ll need to work quickly.” She shook her head with a sigh. “I hoped this would just take a quick banishment spell. I’m sorry, Peter.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I told her, raking my fingers through my hair. Between Lilith, Daraxandriel, Susie, Melissa, and now Olivia, I wondered if I was ever going to get a moment of quiet, let alone a decent night’s sleep. “Why does everything have to be so complicated?” I asked woefully. 
 
    “That’s life,” she said with a philosophic shrug. “It keeps things interesting.” 
 
    “Interesting is not the word I’d use. Frustrating, maybe.” 
 
    She laughed. “Good night, Peter. I’ll call you tomorrow if I learn anything.” 
 
    I followed her back to her BMW and opened the door for her. “Thanks for coming,” I told her as she slipped into the driver’s seat. “Sorry I keep waking you up.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to start charging you for house calls,” she said with a tired smile. “Good luck with Olivia.” She was seated on the end of the Mustang’s hood, watching us with a suspicious frown. 
 
    “Any advice on what to do with her?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “None, I’m afraid. I don’t have any experience with ghosts.” She started up the BMW. “We’ll figure it out, Peter, I promise.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I closed the door and stepped back as she waved at me through the window and drove off. I stood there in the street watching her taillights vanish in the distance. 
 
    “You were talking about me, weren’t you?” Olivia demanded. 
 
    “Of course we were,” I sighed. “We’re trying to figure out how to help you.” 
 
    “You just want to get rid of me,” she accused. 
 
    “We want you to go to Heaven where you belong!” I retorted. 
 
    “I don’t want to go.” She crossed her arms defiantly. “I’m not ready.” 
 
    “Look, it’s late and I’m tired and I don’t want to argue with you right now.” I opened our gate and walked towards the front door. Halfway there, I realized Olivia wasn’t following me. “Aren’t you coming?” 
 
    She made a frustrated noise and slid off the hood. She passed right through the gate as if it wasn’t there. “I want to watch The Winter Soldier.” 
 
    “And I want to get a good night’s sleep. One of us is going to be disappointed tonight.” 
 
    The house was still dark and quiet when I slipped inside and carefully closed the door. Olivia followed me back into the den and sat on the coffee table while I reassembled my makeshift bed. I started to pull my shirt over my head and paused. “Are you planning to just sit there all night? I’m just going to bed.” 
 
    “Where else can I go?” she argued. “It’s the middle of the night.” 
 
    “The Hellburn Cemetery is a couple of miles that way,” I said tersely, pointing in the general direction of the TV. “Maybe you can make some new friends.” She blinked at me and then huddled herself tightly, looking miserable. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    For a moment, it looked as though she was going to refuse, but then she shuddered. “I don’t want to be by myself,” she said in a tiny voice. “I’m scared.” 
 
    “Scared?” That was the last thing I expected a ghost to say. “Of what?” 
 
    “Of – of everything!” She shook her head. “I was okay with dying. I was there with my family and it was peaceful and loving and I didn’t hurt too much. Now I’m – I’m this,” she plucked at her dress, “and I don’t know what’s going to happen to me.” 
 
    I sat down on the couch and rubbed my forehead wearily. “I’m sorry it turned out this way. We were just trying to help Dara.” 
 
    “I know. It’s just – I don’t want to be alone.” She looked over at me with hopeful eyes that were a lot bigger than I remembered. 
 
    I shook my head resignedly. Sleep was overrated anyway. “Fine, you can stay.” Her whole body literally brightened with her tentative smile. “If I put the movie on and turn the volume down really low, can you stay quiet?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, absolutely!” She clapped her hands but they didn’t make any sound. 
 
    I retrieved the DVD and turned on the TV, setting the volume all the way down to 1. Olivia perched eagerly on the edge of the coffee table, her fists clenched in excitement, as I inserted the disc into the player and hunted around for the remote. Olivia was sitting on it but she shifted over obediently at my gesture.  
 
    The usual logos and warnings flashed on the screen, filling the den with light, and I heard the barest whisper of the opening fanfare. I was certain Olivia was going to ask me to turn it up but she just sighed resignedly and leaned closer. Turning off the overhead light didn’t help much – the TV lit up the whole room all by itself – and I gave serious thought to relocating to the front room. I figured Olivia would just follow me, though, and she wouldn’t have anything to occupy herself there, so I was pretty much stuck where I was. 
 
    I waited until I was sure she was focused on the movie and quickly doffed my clothes and rolled myself up in the comforter. Olivia didn’t seem to notice as Chris Evans, a.k.a. Captain America, appeared on the screen and a heartfelt sigh escaped her. I just rolled my eyes and turned my back on her, wishing I had earplugs and an eye mask as I pulled the covers over my head. 
 
    Even at the lowest setting, the soundtrack was just loud enough to prevent my brain from shutting down, especially when the gunfire and explosions started. I did my best to distract myself and think sleepy thoughts but it was starting to look like I was going to have to wait until either the movie ended or Olivia fell asleep. 
 
    Do ghosts sleep? I wondered muzzily. I’d never heard of a sleeping ghost but then I’d never been a big fan of ghost stories. I supposed The Ghost Who Snored would be more annoying than scary. The Ghost Who Loved Captain America certainly was. 
 
    My thoughts decided to take a turn onto Self-Pity Lane. Why do these things keep happening to me? I went eighteen years without anything interesting happening and now all of a sudden I’ve had to deal with demons and witches and sorcerers and ghosts. What’s next? Unicorns and aliens? I just want to live a normal life. 
 
    That was a lie, of course, and I knew it. I missed the excitement of battling for my life and saving others from evil. The problem was, I was useless again. Without the magical powers Daraxandriel gave me to defeat Dr. Bellowes, I was just plain Peter Collins, high school student. There was no super-soldier serum to turn me into the Hellburn equivalent of Captain America. The only thing I could do now when disaster struck was call Mrs. Kendricks and hope she could figure something out. That just plain sucked. 
 
    My thoughts slowly drifted away after that, punctuated occasionally by whatever was going on in the movie. I might have actually dozed off at some point but if I did, it was a restless and unsatisfying sleep. 
 
    When I resurfaced, everything seemed quiet but my hopes that the show was finally over were shattered a moment later by the rapid patter of bullets. I heaved a sigh and rolled over, pulling the covers down to squint at the TV. Near as I could recall from the scene playing out there, the movie was only about two-thirds done, which probably meant it had another forty or fifty minutes to go. 
 
    It was a bit disconcerting to see part of the action showing through Olivia’s body, like I was peeking through someone’s curtains. Steve Rogers and Bucky Barnes were in the middle of another over-the-top battle against the forces of evil, or maybe it was the forces of good this time. I had trouble keeping all the Avenger plots straight in my head.  
 
    Olivia sat cross-legged in the middle of the coffee table, staring at the screen in rapt attention. The table wasn’t designed to hold anything heavier than a plate of nachos and a few drinks but I supposed ghosts were basically weightless. I was frankly surprised she didn’t sink through it and I couldn’t help but wonder why horizontal surfaces held ghosts up but vertical ones couldn’t keep them out. Just one of life’s – or death’s – little mysteries, I mused. 
 
    I pulled the covers back up but the motion must have caught Olivia’s eye. 
 
    “Peter?” she called hesitantly. “That’s your name, isn’t it? Peter?” 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed. I uncovered my head again. “What do you need?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing, actually. I was just wondering if I woke you up. Sorry.” She ducked her head apologetically. 
 
    “No, you didn’t. Don’t worry about it. I’m a light sleeper,” I lied. There was no point in making her feel bad about the situation. 
 
    “Oh, good.” She looked me over doubtfully, chewing her lower lip. “This is your house, right? You live here?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Why don’t you have a proper bed, then?” 
 
    “I have a proper bed,” I sighed. “It’s infested with demons at the moment.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean the one with Lily – Lilith – and that other one? What was her name?” 
 
    “Dara.” 
 
    “Dara,” she echoed with a frown. “Why are there demons in your bed?” 
 
    “I ask myself that question a lot these days,” I told her sardonically. I sat up and leaned my head back against the back of the couch, wrapping the comforter around me. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “Tell me,” she insisted. “I’d like to know.” 
 
    “What about your movie?” I nodded to the screen and she looked at it doubtfully. Chris Evans was doing Captain America things again. 
 
    “You can turn it off,” she offered but I could tell her heart wasn’t in it. 
 
    “No, I might as well watch the ending.” I leaned over for the TV remote and bumped the volume up a couple of notches before patting the couch beside me. Olivia joined me there with a grateful smile, tucking her legs up under the hem of her dress. I thought about sharing the comforter with her but I realized that it would just fall through her, so we sat there in quiet companionship as the plot surged on towards the dramatic climax. 
 
    Somewhere along the way, Olivia shifted closer to me and rested her head on my shoulder. I couldn’t feel a thing, of course, and I was almost afraid to breathe in case that shifted something into her body space. She didn’t seem to have any problems, though, and we sat like that all the way through the end-credit scenes. Finally, the DVD menu came up again and I carefully reached over to turn off the TV. The room went completely dark except for the power indicators and Olivia. 
 
    “Thank you, Peter,” she smiled. “That was fun.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I really need to get some sleep now, though.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry, I’m being selfish.” She slipped off the couch and stood. “You go to sleep, I’ll just go for a walk or something.” 
 
    “You’re not tired?” 
 
    “No, not in the least. I guess ghosts don’t need to sleep,” she said ruefully. She hesitated and then leaned in suddenly and kissed me on the cheek. 
 
    “What’s that for?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    “For trying to help me,” she said shyly, “and for not being scared of me. I really appreciate it.” She moved towards the door and paused just in front of it. “Good night,” she said and then she walked through the door and vanished. 
 
    “Good night,” I said to the empty room. I sat there in the dark for the longest time, trying to sort through everything that happened to me over the last twenty-four hours, but it was a hopeless task. I finally lay down again and closed my eyes with a sigh. Everything will make sense tomorrow, I told myself optimistically, but I didn’t really believe it. 
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    We live in a legalistic world. Nothing ever happens without a lawyer’s blessing on a piece of paper. A man’s word is his bond is just an old-fashioned sentiment now and the days of sealing a deal with a handshake are long gone. Trust and cooperation have been replaced with treaties and contracts. 
 
    As a consequence, sadly, litigation has pretty much replaced common sense. If the world doesn’t explicitly protect me from my own stupidity, it owes me money. Your honor, the restaurant failed to warn me that the hot coffee I ordered would be hot. The ladder manufacturer didn’t include a statement in the user manual that their product would fall over unless both legs are placed on solid ground. It’s not my fault I got sick from taking pills that weren’t prescribed to me for a problem they weren’t intended to treat.  
 
    So now we’re stuck having to hire lawyers to protect us from the very thing we hired lawyers to create in the first place. At least half of every product package is covered in dense legalese basically saying, Use that bowl of mush inside your skull for once, you dumbass. Unfortunately, it’s actually cheaper to pay off those dumbasses than go through the hassle of a trial, which means that nothing is going to change. I fear for our future. 
 
      
 
    “Peter!” Something tickled my cheek and I brushed it away, pulling the covers over my head. “Peter, wake up!” 
 
    “Hm?” I reluctantly pried my eyes open and found a pale, translucent face inches from mine. “Gah!” I jerked back, thumping my head on the armrest of the couch, and tried not to die from the heart attack Olivia just gave me. “What are you doing?” I complained, rubbing the back of my skull. 
 
    “There’s a girl in your back yard and she’s naked!” Olivia sounded completely discombobulated by her discovery. 
 
    I had a pretty good idea who it was but, given how things were going this week, I decided to be sure. “What does she look like?” 
 
    “What does she look like? She’s naked!” 
 
    “I got that part. Does she have any other distinguishing characteristics?” 
 
    “How many naked girls do you know?” she asked in dismay. 
 
    “More than my fair share,” I admitted with a sigh. “So what does this one look like?” 
 
    “Well,” she eyed me doubtfully, “she’s really skinny and she has long hair.” 
 
    “That’s Susie.” 
 
    “Who’s Susie?” 
 
    “My sister.” 
 
    “What?” Even though Olivia’s voice was still faint, it had a shrill edge to it that stabbed right through my skull. “Why is your sister running around naked?” 
 
    “It’s just something she does. What time is it?” I squinted at the clock on the DVR but Olivia was in the way and I couldn’t quite make out the numbers through her ectoplasm or whatever she was made of. 
 
    “I don’t know. What difference does it make?” 
 
    “Is it early morning?” It was dark in here but that didn’t mean much. The room didn’t have any windows. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose. What are you going to do about her?” 
 
    “Nothing. She does this every morning. It’s a witch thing.” 
 
    “Your sister’s a witch?” 
 
    I winced and massaged my forehead with my fingertips, trying to rub out the knot of pain forming there. “You don’t need to yell. Yes, she’s a witch. Yes, she runs around naked a lot. Haven’t you ever seen a naked girl before?” 
 
    “No! Well, me, I guess, but people shouldn’t be naked unless they’re taking a bath!” 
 
    “Feel free to talk her out of it. That would make Mom happy.” If Susie was out greeting the dawn, it was way too early for me to be awake. The odds of me getting back to sleep were virtually nil now, though. I sat up and palmed my eyes. “What did you do all night?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said, looking dissatisfied. 
 
    “I thought you were going to go for a walk.” 
 
    “I tried. I could only get halfway down the block.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    She leaned over and tapped the Philosopher’s Stone. “This stupid thing kept pulling me back. It’s like being on a leash.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” I told her sincerely. “I didn’t know it would do that.” 
 
    “I’m not blaming you, I’m just frustrated. I can’t do anything!” 
 
    “Have you tried, you know, moving things? Mrs. Kendricks said you might be able to after a while.” 
 
    She flicked the Stone a couple of times with her finger but it stayed absolutely still. “Nothing,” she grumped.  
 
    “Well, keep trying. Once you can pick up a DVD, you can watch all the movies you want.” 
 
    She eyed me doubtfully. “Are you making fun of me?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed. “I’m just tired. Hopefully Mrs. Kendricks will figure something out soon.” Olivia made a face. “You don’t want her to?” 
 
    “It’s not that. It’s just, well, as soon as you figure out how to release me, I’m going straight to Hell. When I was really sick that didn’t sound so bad, but now that I’m actually dead, I don’t want to go.” 
 
    “You’re not going to Hell.” 
 
    “Yes, I am!” she insisted. “I signed Lily’s contract with my own blood! It’s unbreakable!” 
 
    I shook my head. “You wanted that money to help your family, not yourself. Selfless acts like that make the contract null and void. Lilith admitted that herself.” 
 
     “Really?” she gasped. “I’m not going to be tormented for all eternity?” 
 
    “Not in Hell, anyway,” I said dryly. 
 
    “That’s wonderful! Thank you!” She flung her arms around me and hugged me and I could have sworn I felt the slightest pressure, scarcely more than a feather’s touch. When she finally released me and sat back with a big smile, the her eyes seemed to be ever so slightly blue and the rest of her was faintly tinted, like very diluted watercolors. 
 
    “Olivia,” I asked hesitantly, “what color is your hair?” 
 
    “My hair?” she echoed, startled. “It used to be brown before it all fell out. Now everything’s just white.” She caught a strand of it between her finger and thumb and inspected it with a frown. 
 
    “It doesn’t look brown to you now?” 
 
    “Is it? I thought I was just seeing your couch through it.” She peered at the lock of hair as she twisted around, holding it in front of different objects. “Huh, that’s weird. It wasn’t like that before. Since when are ghosts in color?” 
 
    “Your eyes are definitely turning blue,” I told her, “and I think your dress is pink.” 
 
    “This isn’t a dress,” she said, looking down and flattening the front against her stomach. “It’s the nightgown I was wearing when I died. Am I going to be stuck wearing this forever?” she asked with a grimace. “That’s stupid.” 
 
    “I really don’t know how any of this works,” I admitted, “but my guess is that the colors are coming from the Stone. Maybe other people can see you now.” 
 
    “Oh, and maybe I can jump out at them and yell Boo!” She held up her hands with her fingers curled into claws. She saw the expression on my face and snorted a laugh. “I’m just kidding, I don’t want to scare anyone.” She sobered as she lowered her hands into her lap. “But I guess I will anyway. I’m a ghost.” 
 
    “You don’t scare me,” I assured her. “That’s not a challenge, by the way.” Her mouth quirked up in a smile. Her lips were beginning to turn pink as well. “I guess I might as well get up,” I sighed. “Dad and I have to run down to the police station in a couple of hours.” 
 
    “For a ticket, you mean?” she asked with a frown. 
 
    “No, just some paperwork. I start working there next week.” 
 
    “You’re a cop?” Her incredulous tone did nothing for my self-esteem. 
 
    “Just an intern for the summer,” I told her. I shrugged off the comforter and bent down to retrieve my clothes from the floor. Olivia gasped in shock and turned her back on me. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “You’re – you’re in your underwear!” she squeaked.  
 
    “So? Haven’t you seen boys in their underwear before?” 
 
    “No! Well, Timmy,” she admitted, “but he’s just a kid.” She glanced at me out of the corner of her eye and then resolutely turned away again. 
 
    “What about on the Internet?” I asked curiously. “I know you were posting videos from your computer.” 
 
    “That doesn’t count!” she insisted. “Those were just pictures, not real life!” 
 
    “They’re pictures of real life,” I pointed out. 
 
    “That still doesn’t count!” 
 
    “If you say so.” I gathered up my things and headed for the door.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Olivia asked. She was trying very hard not to look at me. 
 
    “I need to take a shower and get some breakfast,” I told her. “You can stay here, I guess. Almost no one comes in here before noon.” 
 
    I opened the door and the early morning light shining through the kitchen windows was almost blinding compared with the darkness of the room behind me. It took me a few moments to recognize Susie standing there, stirring hot water into a bowl of oatmeal. 
 
    “Don’t look!” Suddenly everything was washed out in a pale haze and I realized that Olivia was standing behind me with her hands over my eyes. “She’s still naked!” 
 
    “Stop that!” I tried to push her off but my hand just passed right through her. 
 
    “Stop what?” Susie asked with a scowl. “Making breakfast?” 
 
    “No, not you, I’m talking to –” I realized belatedly that Susie couldn’t see Olivia. She probably thought I was having a spastic attack of some sort, waving my arms around at something invisible. “Never mind.” 
 
    I dodged to the side, escaping from Olivia’s futile attempt at censorship, and stalked off down the hall. Olivia hurried after me. 
 
    “You shouldn’t look at naked people until you’re married!” she insisted. “Especially not your sister! It’s a sin!” 
 
    “I don’t have much control over that,” I retorted, “unless you want me to walk around with my eyes closed all day.” 
 
    “Well, you should tell her that you’re uncomfortable seeing her like that,” she suggested doubtfully. “Maybe she’ll stop.” 
 
    “It’s been fifteen years. I don’t think she’s going to change now.” I opened the bathroom door with Olivia right on my heels. “Were you planning to take a shower with me?” I asked pointedly. 
 
    “What?” She looked past me and gasped, backing up so quickly that she ended up halfway into the opposite wall before she corrected herself. “No, of course not! I was just – I thought you were – I would never –” 
 
    “Okay, stop, I believe you. Just go sit somewhere until I’m done.” She looked around uncertainly. In the brighter light of day, she was almost transparent and it was hard to make out any details now. “Wait for me in the kitchen, I won’t be long. No, on second thought, don’t. Mom might get up soon and I don’t need her thinking the house is haunted.” 
 
    Olivia looked hurt. “I wouldn’t do that, Peter.” 
 
    “I’m kidding,” I sighed, “sort of. We don’t know when other people are going to start seeing you. Mrs. Kendricks said everyone reacts differently.” Olivia nodded glumly. “All right, I’ll be quick. Oh, hang on, I need to get a change of clothes.” 
 
    I went back to my room but the door was still locked courtesy of Lilith. I knocked, loudly. “Hey, open up in there!” I called through the door. “I need to get in!” 
 
    “Peter, no!” Olivia said frantically, her voice a pleading whisper. “She’ll wake –”  
 
    She blinked out of existence like a popped soap bubble. I gaped at where she’d been standing, wondering what just happened, and the door knob rattled behind me. A moment later, it opened and Daraxandriel stuck her head out, stifling a yawn. 
 
    “Thou art less welcome than the cock that crows the breaking of the day,” she grumbled at me. She was still in succubus form and still stark naked. It was just as well that Olivia was inside Daraxandriel’s head again, although I felt bad about sending her back there without any warning. “Whyfor dost thou disturb our slumber?” 
 
    “I need to get some clean clothes.” She moved out of my way grudgingly and I surveyed my room to make sure it was still in habitable condition. The bed was a rumpled mess, although that was par for the course these days, and Lilith was sprawled across it, fast asleep. The only thing preserving her modesty, assuming she actually had any, was a fold of the sheet lying across her hips. I quickly averted my eyes before Little Peter got any ideas. “Do you feel any different?” I asked Daraxandriel curiously. 
 
    “Nay, but for muddleness from thine irksome intrusion.” She sat on the edge of the bed with her eyes closed and slowly leaned sideways until she was lying down beside Lilith. “Make haste and depart,” she murmured. 
 
    “So Olivia’s soul hasn’t changed?” I pressed. 
 
    She pried one glowing eye open. “Whyfor should it? Naught has transpired to alter its condition, has it?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” I assured her. “I was just curious.” I wondered if Olivia was aware of anything now or just asleep again. I’d have to ask her tonight after Daraxandriel went to bed. 
 
    I dumped my old clothes into the hamper, remembering to empty my pockets this time, and extracted a polo shirt and khakis from the closet. I didn’t officially start work for another week but it never hurt to make a good impression with the office staff.  
 
    “Dad and I need to run downtown this morning,” I told her. Her eyes were closed again and she and Lilith were lying back-to-back with Daraxandriel’s tail draped across both of them. “What are you planning to do today?” 
 
    “Lilith and I did speak on this,” she yawned, exposing her fang. “I needs must resume my duties for my Dread Lord. I have been idle too long.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, aghast. “You mean stealing souls?” 
 
    “We are not thieves, Peter Simon Collins,” she said testily, opening her eyes to glare at me. “We bargain for souls, we do not take them unbidden.” 
 
    “But you don’t have a contract for Olivia’s soul,” I reminded her. “Lilith’s was invalid.” 
 
    “Her soul is free to ascend,” she agreed irritably, “once it is unfettered from this troublesome hunter. I shall seek another’s.” 
 
    “Whose?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “I would have thine,” she told me matter-of-factly. “Thou and I did not consummate our original pact.” 
 
    “Yes, we did,” I protested. “You gave me magical powers to defeat Dr. Bellowes, remember?” 
 
    Her tail flicked dismissively. “Nay, afore then. Dost thou truly not recall? Thy soul in exchange for Melissa’s maidenhead.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? I don’t need your help for that. She’s all over me every time we’re alone!” 
 
    “But thou hast not yet had thy pleasure of her?” Daraxandriel asked slyly. 
 
    “Er, well, no.” 
 
    “And she is still innocent? No other has claimed her virginity?” 
 
    “Uh, no, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Then all is well. Thou shalt have her and thy soul shall be mine.” She rubbed her hands together like a B-movie villain. “The first of many.” 
 
    “Except I haven’t signed a contract,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Thou shalt,” she stated confidently. 
 
    “Why would I? Why don’t I just go spend the night with her now without you getting involved?” 
 
    Her eyes glowed brighter as they narrowed. “Wouldst thou cheat me of what is rightfully mine?” She sat up slowly and her tail rose menacingly over her shoulder. 
 
    “No! I’m just saying that I don’t need demonic help to, you know, have Melissa. She already wants me.” It felt weird to say that out loud, even though it was patently true. 
 
    “Prayhap.” Something about the way she said that sent a chill down my spine. “But it is within my power to prevent thy coupling with her, no matter how urgently thou begs for it.” 
 
    “Huh?” That didn’t make any sense at all. “You’re saying you’ll keep Melissa and me from, uh, consummating? Isn’t that the exact opposite of what you’re trying to do?” 
 
    “Nay.” She rose to her feet with a wicked grin. “Thou shalt desire her and she thee, yet thy lusts shall be thwarted at every turn. Thou shalt gladly surrender thy soul to be freed from thy constraints, that thee and she may have carnal knowledge of each other at long last.” 
 
    “Okay, one, I like Melissa but I don’t lust after her, so none of this applies. Two, even if it did, isn’t that against the demon rules or something? You said I had to sign the contract of my own free will. Making me want to have sex with Melissa is coercion.” 
 
    “If you sign the contract with full knowledge of the conditions and consequences,” Lilith said sleepily, rolling over on the bed to face me, “it’s not coercion. True, Daraxandriel can’t change your feelings for Melissa without voiding the contract, but she doesn’t have to, does she? Your attraction to her is obvious.” Her smile was an exact duplicate of Daraxandriel’s except for the number of fangs involved. 
 
    “As is hers for thee,” Daraxandriel added smugly, “and ‘twill not be her blood upon the parchment.” 
 
    The implications of that statement were blindingly clear. “You leave her alone!” I demanded. “If you mess with her feelings, I’ll – I’ll –” The problem was, I had no leverage whatsoever. Daraxandriel knew I’d never hurt her. “Just don’t touch her!” I turned on Lilith. “This is all your fault! You put her up to this!” 
 
    “Nonsense.” She sat up and stretched in the most distracting way possible. “I never said a word about your soul. She came up with this all on her own. I have to say I’m quite impressed,” she smiled.  
 
    “Thank thee, Lilith,” Daraxandriel beamed, delighted at the compliment. “We did but speak of the future, Peter Simon Collins, once the hunter no longer threatens us. Lilith did offer to advise me in my duties as a succubus.” 
 
    “It’s the least I could do,” Lilith said modestly. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. Lilith already won the second round before I even made a move. I had to act quickly before things got completely out of hand. “Look, I’m not going to have sex with Melissa just to keep you from trying to get my soul but I don’t want you nagging me about it for the rest of my life, either. How about we set a time limit? If I can go that long without signing a contract with you, you just drop this whole idea, okay?” 
 
    “How long an interval wouldst thou suggest, Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel frowned. 
 
    “Twenty-four hours. That should be long enough for you to twist fate or whatever it is you do.” No matter what she did, I was sure I could hold out for a day. 
 
    “You’re being unreasonable, Peter,” Lilith argued. “You could just skip out of town and hide until tomorrow. Let’s make it a year. That’s more than fair.” 
 
    “A year? You can’t be serious. I’ll give you three days, tops.” 
 
    “Thou art most stubborn,” Daraxandriel shook her head, “but that shall avail thee not. I will accede to a month from this day.” 
 
    “Forget that! One week and that’s it.” 
 
    Daraxandriel looked at Lilith, who shrugged noncommittally. “Very well, Peter Simon Collins, the deal is struck. An thou sign a contract with me ere seven days have passed, thy soul is mine. Elsewise, I release all claim to it.” 
 
    She held out her hand and I reached out to shake it, but I found myself grasping a cylinder of parchment instead. “What’s this?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “We needs must bind our words in blood,” she declared, “that neither may renege upon our bargain.” Suddenly, she held the same wavy dagger she used to draw my blood behind the library last month. “Give me thy hand.” 
 
    “Hold on a minute!” I protested. “How do I know this is the right contract?” I unrolled the stiff parchment and scanned the dense, angular characters. “I can’t even read this!” 
 
    “If it weren’t the right contract, it wouldn’t be valid,” Lilith assured me easily. “You know the rules. You have to go in knowing exactly what the deal entails.” 
 
    “I’m not signing anything I can’t read!” 
 
    Daraxandriel let out an impatient huff. “An thou insist.” She gestured and the symbols rearranged themselves into English words, albeit still written in dried goat’s blood. I read through it carefully but it basically echoed our deal: if I signed a contract with her within a week, my soul was hers upon my death. It even specified the exact date and time when the deal expired, changing every second as I watched. “Art thou now satisfied?” she asked. 
 
    “I guess.” A very tiny alarm bell was ringing in the back of my mind, warning me that something was wrong about all this, but I couldn’t pin down what it was. Daraxandriel’s face was unreadable but Lilith leaned forward ever so slightly, her eyes glinting in eager anticipation. She wanted me to sign the contract, even though it really didn’t change anything. I wasn’t going to sign another one of these no matter how hard they tried to get me and Melissa together. I blinked. Another one.  
 
    “Oh my God!” I threw the parchment across the room like it was on fire. It bounced off my bookcase and tumbled to the floor. “This contract gives you my soul as soon as I sign it!” 
 
    “I told thee he would discern our intent,” Daraxandriel grumbled. She snapped her fingers and the parchment and the dagger vanished. “Peter Simon Collins is not so foolish as he seems.” 
 
    “And we were so close too,” Lilith sighed. “Oh, well. He still has to resist Melissa’s charms and now there’s no time limit.” She smiled wickedly. “I doubt he makes it through Wednesday.” 
 
    “You tried to trick me!” I accused Daraxandriel. “That’s cheating!” 
 
    “Nay, thou didst know the full terms of the agreement,” she countered with a sniff. “I am not bound to protect thee from thyself.” 
 
     “So you’re actually serious about this?” I asked in dismay. “You’re really going to try to take my soul?” 
 
    “I needs must remain true to my nature, Simon Peter Collins,” she said, but she looked unhappy as she shot a look at Lilith. “It cannot be gainsaid.” 
 
    “What about that demon hunter, then? Why should I help you if you’re just going to drag me down to Hell afterwards?” 
 
    “He is no threat to such as I,” she insisted. 
 
    “Lilith thought he was,” I reminded her, “and besides, you’re stuck here no matter what until we free Olivia’s soul.” 
 
    “I have a suggestion.” Daraxandriel and I both looked at Lilith warily. “What if Dara promises not to offer anything for your soul until after we get rid of this bothersome hunter?” She held up her hands to forestall my protest. “I don’t mean kill him, just convince him to go away and take Olivia with him. If you help us, I’m sure Dara will be glad to leave you alone until things get back to normal. Isn’t that right, Dara?” she smiled. 
 
    Daraxandriel didn’t look at all certain about this new plan but she finally nodded. “I agree to this,” she said. “Dost thou, Peter Simon Collins?” 
 
    I eyed Lilith suspiciously. She had to know that I was going to help Daraxandriel and Olivia regardless, so her proposal didn’t really change anything. Lilith needs the hunter to kill Daraxandriel so that her curse will be lifted and she can get back to bargaining for celebrity souls. Leaving me alone just makes it easier for us to save Daraxandriel, or at least it doesn’t make it any harder. How does that benefit her?  
 
    She had to have some trick up her sleeve but I couldn’t figure out what it was. Still, not having to worry about my soul for a while would be worth it. “Okay,” I said carefully. “I’ll help you with the hunter if you forget about my soul until he’s gone.” 
 
    “Oh, I doubt she’ll be able to forget about it,” Lilith said with a dismissive shrug. “It’s such a beautiful soul. But at least she won’t hand you any more contracts for it.” Her smile broadened. “Unless you ask her to. Isn’t that right, Dara?” 
 
    “Certes,” Daraxandriel agreed reluctantly. 
 
    “Perfect!” she said, clapping her hands together. “Well, now that we’ve taken care of that, who wants some breakfast? Oh, good morning, Susie!” 
 
    I turned and saw Susie standing in front of her door, looking at us with a dubious frown. It was a good thing Olivia was asleep now. All this bare female skin surrounding me would have given her conniptions. 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked flatly. Her nails were still pink but she was otherwise makeup-free again. 
 
    “Nothing,” Lilith assured her with a smile. “I was just being friendly.” 
 
    “Well, stop it.” She went into her room and locked the door behind her. 
 
    “She’s going to be a challenge,” Lilith observed to no one in particular. Her smile was disturbing, though. 
 
    “Leave her alone,” I warned her. “She has nothing to do with any of this.” 
 
    “Oh?” She arched an eyebrow at me. “I seem to recall her figuring prominently in yesterday’s little adventure. Isn’t she the one who cast the spell keeping our favorite demon hunter at bay?” 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks told her what to do.” 
 
    “But it was still her casting. It seems to me that she’d be a handy friend to have,” she mused, “since I’m doomed to be a human for the rest of my life.” She heaved a forlorn sigh but I wasn’t buying it. This was obviously another scheme of some sort, for all the good it would do her. Susie wouldn’t help Lilith even if her life depended on it. Or mine, for that matter. 
 
    “Just stay away from her,” I ordered tersely. I stalked off to the bathroom for my shower, but I couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that round three was well underway and I was already losing. 
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    Dating has got to be the most awkward human interaction ever invented. It doesn’t really matter why you’re on the date or how well you know the other person or where you go or what you do. In the back of your mind, you’re always aware that the ultimate purpose of dating is to eventually have sex with the other participant. 
 
    Let’s face it, nobody goes out on a date with someone just for the movie or the dinner. They might call it a date, but if all they’re interested in is a meal and entertainment, it’s not a date, it’s an outing. A proper date absolutely requires the possibility of sex at some point in the future. It may not happen that night or the next week or a year later. It may never happen, if things don’t work out, but that doesn’t mean that sex isn’t the ultimate goal. 
 
    Dating is basically a sequence of compatibility tests, determining whether a potential partner likes the same sorts of things you do. As soon as you uncover some personal habit or quirk or attitude that sets off the alarm bells, that’s it, the date is over and any chance for sex goes out the window. The farther you get in the process, though, the larger the question looms in your mind: Am I going to have sex with this person tonight? At the same time, you’re aware that the other person is wondering exactly the same thing about you. It’s a miracle any couple can get through a dinner conversation with that in the back of their minds without blushing or stumbling over their words. 
 
    Of course, eventually, they’re both going to decide that the answer is yes, and then everything changes. 
 
      
 
    Mom and Dad appeared shortly after I finished my shower. Mom seemed a little worse for wear from over-indulging last night but that didn’t stop her from humming to herself as she assembled eggs, ham, and English muffins into breakfast sandwiches for everyone. She kept glancing at the hallway as if she expected Susie to walk in at any moment, but she wisely stayed ensconced in her room. Frankly, if I were Susie, I’d climb out through my bedroom window and hide somewhere until nighttime. 
 
    Mom redirected her motherly urges at Daraxandriel and Lilith, complimenting them on their matching tees and skirts and marveling at how she could hardly tell them apart, despite Lilith’s utter lack of horns and a tail. She suggested they drive over to the mall to replace any items Lilith lost with her luggage but both sisters declined. 
 
    “Well, we at least need to do a grocery run,” Mom declared, perusing the contents of the refrigerator. “I didn’t plan on having this many mouths to feed. Not that we mind,” she assured Lilith hastily, “we’re just running low on some things.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to be such a burden, Mrs. Collins,” Lilith smiled over the rim of her well-sugared coffee mug. 
 
    “Oh, you’re not, don’t be silly, Lilith.” Mom closed the refrigerator door and then ran her finger across the calendar hanging on the outside. “Oh, I forgot, we can’t go until later,” she said in dismay. “I promised to meet up with the Walking Club this morning.” 
 
    “I thought that was on Saturdays,” I said. 
 
    “We’re not walking today, it’s our turn to pick up trash along the highway. It’s part of this year’s Keep Hellburn Beautiful program.” 
 
    “Like it was ever beautiful to begin with,” I muttered. Fortunately, Mom didn’t hear me. 
 
    “You should come with me, Peter,” she went on. “You’ve just been sitting around all summer, you could use some fresh air and exercise.” 
 
    “Gee, I’d love to, Mom,” I told her, just barely managing not to roll my eyes, “but Dad and I need to go down to the station this morning.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “He just needs to sign some forms,” Dad explained. “It shouldn’t take long. I can probably drop him off to you on the way back.”  
 
    “Oh, that would be wonderful!” Mom enthused. “Just call me and I’ll let you know where we are.” 
 
    “Dad,” I gritted through my teeth. The last thing I wanted to do was spend my day dodging speeding cars under the blazing sun while picking up someone else’s discarded beer bottles and burger wrappers. He just smiled and drank his coffee. 
 
    My phone rang while I was trying to come up with a plausible reason why I couldn’t possibly help the Hellburn Ladies Walking Club with their civic duties and I was surprised to see Melissa’s name pop up. I excused myself from the table and took her call in the front room.  
 
    “Melissa? What’s up?” 
 
    “Hi, Peter.” Unlike her other early morning calls, she actually sounded alert and sober. “Is Lilith up? I need to talk to her.” 
 
    “Lilith?” 
 
    “Yes, Lilith. Could you hurry? I don’t have much time.” 
 
    “Uh, sure.” I returned to the kitchen and held out my phone to Lilith. “It’s for you,” I told her dubiously. 
 
    “Oh?” She didn’t look surprised as she took the phone and I wondered if she was already plotting something with Melissa or just good at hiding her reactions. “This is Lilith. Good morning, Melissa, how are you? Fine, thanks. Oh? Certainly, I’d be glad to. Go ahead.” 
 
    She took the phone away from her ear to look at the screen and I tried to peek over her shoulder. “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “Just girl stuff. You wouldn’t understand.” My phone pinged a couple of times and she tapped on it, holding it away from me so I couldn’t see anything. She scrolled back and forth a couple of times with her fingertip and then held the phone up to her ear again. “Definitely the first one. Yes, absolutely. No, my pleasure. Good luck! Talk to you later.” She hung up and returned my phone with a secretive smile. 
 
    “What did she want?” I asked. “What were you looking at?” 
 
    “Peter,” Mom chided me. “That’s none of your business. That was a private conversation.” 
 
    “It’s all right, Mrs. Collins,” Lilith assured her. “Melissa just wanted my opinion.” 
 
    “On what?” I pulled up my messaging app and saw that Melissa had sent two photos. They were both selfies of her holding a white blouse against her chest, one with a ruffled front and the other plain with a scooped neckline. In both pictures, her legs were bare, as if she’d been in the middle of getting dressed and couldn’t decide which top to wear. “Why would she ask you about this?” 
 
    “She wants to project the right image and she knows I have a lot of contacts in the corporate world.” Lilith smiled. “Why wouldn’t she ask me?” 
 
    “It’s just a blouse,” I protested, uneasy at the thought of Melissa and Lilith turning into BFFs. Doesn’t she realize Lilith’s nothing like Daraxandriel? 
 
    “That’s why she didn’t ask you,” she smirked. “Men are no good at this sort of thing.” 
 
    “You told her to wear the fancy one, didn’t you? I would have picked that one.” I actually thought it was a little too frilly but I had to stand up for my gender.  
 
    I zoomed in on the photo and realized I could see Melissa’s bedroom in the background. I recognized the corner of her bed and the mirror on the wall, along with a scattering of discarded clothing on the floor. Then I noticed the reflection in the mirror.  
 
    It showed Melissa’s backside, all the way from the top of her head down to her feet, and the only thing keeping her entire anatomy from being exposed was a pair of skimpy white panties. I suddenly had trouble swallowing. 
 
    “Peter?” Mom asked worriedly. “Are you all right? You look flushed all of a sudden.” 
 
    “What? No! I mean, yes, I’m fine, really.” I hastily locked my phone and stuck it into my back pocket. Lilith smirked to herself and I had no doubt at all that she knew exactly what I’d seen in Melissa’s pictures. “So, Dad, are you ready to go?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    Dad glanced at his watch. “There’s no rush, Peter. It’s my day off and I’d like to enjoy it for a while. We’ll head out in a little while.” 
 
    “Oh, okay, no problem. I’ll, uh, I’ll be in my room until you’re ready. Just, ah, let me know.” Lilith made some comment I couldn’t catch as I beat a hasty retreat, eliciting laughter from everyone else. Round three wasn’t going at all well for me. 
 
    I didn’t actually have a plan for what I’d do in my bedroom, I just needed a minute to collect my flustered thoughts. Despite Daraxandriel’s earlier threats, there was no way she could have manipulated Melissa into standing in that exact spot when she took those pictures. Besides, she promised to leave us alone until the hunter was dealt with. It was just a coincidence, that was all. 
 
    What I needed to do was come up with a way to get Daraxandriel away from Lilith so that she’d come to her senses and forget about claiming souls. Bribing her with french fries wasn’t going to do it. Come on, Peter, think! I berated myself. What does Daraxandriel like to do? The answer was, unfortunately, not much. She didn’t really understand modern society, since she’d spent most of her time on Earth back in Elizabethan England. Today’s world was just a big, confusing blur to her.  
 
    She figured computers out pretty quick, I mused, but that just keeps her sitting in my room. I need to get her out of the house, by herself and away from Lilith. She liked going out to the movies that once. Maybe I just need to take her out somewhere, just her and me. Like on a date.  
 
    I stopped and blinked. A date? Is it that simple? I thought back over the last few weeks. We spent virtually every minute of every day together, but I couldn’t recall any time where we’d gone out by ourselves. No wonder Lilith was able to move in and take over so quickly. I’d taken Daraxandriel for granted and she latched onto the first person who treated her nicely. 
 
    Now I just needed to figure out what sort of date she’d enjoy. Sadly, I didn’t have a lot of experience in this department. Melissa organized all the date-like events I’d been on so far and I sincerely doubted she’d appreciate me asking her for advice on showing another girl a good time. 
 
    Who else do I know that’s dating? Justin and Ashley were still together, much to everyone’s surprise, so he had to be doing something right. I pulled out my phone, told myself I should really delete Melissa’s photos before anyone else saw them, and texted Justin: I want to take Dara out on a special date tonight. Any ideas? 
 
    I wasn’t sure if he was even awake yet, so I tried to think of who else to ask in the meantime. Mrs. Kendricks? That would be awkward at best and potentially fatal, depending on how she took it. Stacy? She has a boyfriend. She also suspected I was sleeping with her mother, so her suggestions weren’t likely to be helpful. Mom? Maybe, but her concept of fun was a generation out of date. Susie? I snorted to myself and then reconsidered. 
 
    She and Cameron were gone for hours, I thought, and Susie doesn’t like to do anything. How did he keep her happy that whole time? I didn’t have Cameron’s number but Susie was literally right next door. Assuming she feels like talking to me. 
 
    I stepped out into the hallway and listened. A murmur of conversation told me that Daraxandriel and Lilith were still in the kitchen talking to Mom and Dad. That was worrisome but at least it kept Lilith busy. Hopefully she wouldn’t realize what I was doing until it was too late.  
 
    I tapped on Susie’s door and got no response. I knocked again, with the same results, and then tried the door knob. It was locked. 
 
    “Susie, are you in there?” I hoped she hadn’t actually snuck out to avoid Mom’s inevitable prying into her love life. “I need to ask you something.” 
 
    “Go away.” There was no emotion behind that admonition, which meant she was just saying it out of habit.  
 
    “It’s about you and Cameron.” 
 
    After a long silence, I heard the clack of her lock and the door eased open an inch, revealing Susie’s left eye. “What about him?” Now her voice had a dangerous edge to it. 
 
    “Do you really want to talk about him here? Mom could come by any moment.” 
 
    Her eye looked past me down the hall and then withdrew, which I took as an invitation to enter. Susie glowered at me with her arms crossed as I closed the door behind me. “What?” she demanded. 
 
    “What did you and Cameron do on your date?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Why?” 
 
    “I want to take someone out and I’m looking for ideas.” 
 
    Now she frowned. “Who?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Dara.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and shook her head in despair. “Give it up, Peter,” she told me. She sat at her desk and picked up a soldering iron and a pair of tweezers. “She’s a succubus. She only wants your soul.” 
 
    “Dara’s different.” That earned me a scoff. “Okay, maybe not, but this will mess up whatever plans Lilith has for her.” 
 
    Susie paused with the smoking tip of the soldering iron hovering over a length of chain. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Lilith’s human now because of that curse so she needs Dara to do her dirty work. If I can separate them and persuade Dara not to collect any more souls, Lilith will be powerless.” 
 
    She sat back in her chair with a thoughtful expression, heedless of the soldering iron mere inches from branding an intimate portion of her anatomy. “It would be simpler if we just told the demon hunter where Dara is.” 
 
    “Except that’s exactly what Lilith wants,” I reminded her. 
 
    “True.” For a heart-stopping moment, I thought she was going to tap her lips with the soldering iron as she considered the options, but she set it down on its stand, alarmingly close to a stack of papers. “All right, I’m in. What do you need to know?” 
 
    “Tell me what you and Cameron did. Not anything, ah, personal,” I added hastily, although I couldn’t imagine either of them doing more than maybe holding hands. “You went to a movie first, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    She thought that over. “It had robots in it,” she said finally. “Maybe. That could have been one of the previews.” 
 
     “You don’t remember?” I asked incredulously. “What were you doing in there the whole time?” 
 
    Now she did Melissa’s tucking-hair-behind-the-ear thing. “We ate popcorn.” 
 
    “For two hours?” 
 
    “It was a big bucket.” 
 
    “With a hole in the bottom?” I asked, exasperated. 
 
    “Wouldn’t the popcorn fall out?” 
 
    “Never mind,” I sighed. “What next?” 
 
    “We went to that midget club place with the tunnels and things.” 
 
    I had to blink my way through that one before a matching memory surfaced. “Mini-Golf Mountain?” 
 
    “Sure, I guess.” 
 
    “Who won?” 
 
    “I did,” she said, as if the answer should have been obvious. 
 
    “Was Cameron ahead most of the way?” 
 
    She eyed me suspiciously. “Maybe.” 
 
    “And did he suddenly forget how to putt on the last hole?” 
 
    “It had a windmill,” she asserted. “Those are hard.” 
 
    “And you won by one stroke?” 
 
    “Two. What are you saying?” 
 
    Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. “He let you win.” 
 
    “He did not!” I shook my head at the naiveté of the younger generation. “Did he?” I nodded. I thought she’d blow her stack but she surprised me. “Oh, how sweet,” she murmured with a tentative smile playing on her lips. 
 
    “Wow, you really have it bad,” I muttered. Her eyes instantly turned hard. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I assured her hastily, “I just meant – nothing. Then what did you do?” 
 
    “We went down to that picnic place by the bridge and walked along the river.” 
 
    “Just walking? No feeding the ducks or skinny-dipping or anything?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t let me. We just talked, mostly.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Things.” 
 
    I waited but no further clarifications were forthcoming. “And then?” I prompted. 
 
    “We went to dinner.” 
 
    “At the Sizzler, I remember. And then you came home. Or did you?” I frowned. “You didn’t actually show up for ages.” 
 
    “Dessert took a long time.” 
 
    “It’s doesn’t take an hour. Where did you go afterwards?” She developed a sudden fascination with her nail polish. “Susie –” 
 
    “Fine,” she huffed. “We went over to that little park at the end of the block. He wanted to see my –” She stopped abruptly and clamped her lips shut. 
 
    “What?” I asked, feeling a growing sense of alarm. “What did he want to see?” 
 
    “Nothing. You’re just going to get all weird about it.” 
 
    “Susie!” I was aghast. I could think of only one thing a teenaged boy would want to see and Susie had absolutely no sense of shame or modesty. “You can’t do that!” 
 
    “He’s going to see it after we’re married anyway,” she argued. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter! He – Wait, what? What do you mean, married? You just went out on one date!” 
 
    “I’m not going to do this all over again with some other boy. Dating is too much work. I’m marrying Cameron.” She crossed her arms and glared at me, daring me to disagree. 
 
    “You can’t get married, you’re only fifteen!” 
 
    “Does that matter?” 
 
    “Yes, it matters! Except it doesn’t right now! What matters is you showing – you know – to a boy you barely know!” 
 
    “He promised he wouldn’t tell anyone,” she frowned. 
 
    “Of course he did! That’s what boys do, they lie to get what they want! He probably told all his friends by now! Oh my God,” I breathed, rubbing my forehead. “Mom’s going to freak out.” 
 
    “She won’t if you don’t tell her,” Susie pointed out. “She doesn’t believe in magic anyway.” 
 
    “We have to tell her! She needs to –” The gears in my brain suddenly downshifted without a clutch. “Magic?” 
 
    “It was just a little spell,” she grumbled. “I knew you’d get all weird about it.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, let me make sure I have this right. You went to the park and showed him your magic?” 
 
    “Just some fairy sparkles and stuff like that,” she said, miming with her fingers. “He thought it was pretty,” she added. 
 
    “Oh my God.” If being a real parent was going to be anything like this, maybe it would be better if Stacy did remove my testicles with a scalpel. “So Cameron knows you’re a witch?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And he’s okay with that?” 
 
    “Sure. Why wouldn’t he be?” 
 
    “Because most people don’t think witches exist!” 
 
    “Cameron’s not like most people,” she sniffed. 
 
    “Obviously, since he actually likes you.” That earned me a glare but I was used to those. “You didn’t tell him about Mrs. Kendricks or the other witches, did you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And he doesn’t know about Dara or Lilith, right?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Thank God for that,” I sighed. “Look, until we get this demon hunter thing sorted out, it’s really important that we don’t call any attention to ourselves. No more showing Cameron anything for a while and I mean anything, okay? In fact, it’s probably best if you didn’t see him or talk to him at all.” Her hackles rose and I backed up a step. “Just think of it as incentive to help us get rid of the hunter. Without killing him,” I added hastily, just in case she wasn’t clear on that point. “The sooner Dara’s in the clear, the sooner you and Cameron can get back to planning your wedding.” 
 
    “Won’t he wonder why I stopped talking to him?” 
 
    “Tell him you were playing hard to get. That’s what ladies do in those romance novels you and Mom read, right?” 
 
    “I guess,” she grumbled. “So you’re going on a date with Dara now?” 
 
    “As soon as I figure out where to go and what to do,” I sighed. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    “Let me know what you end up doing,” she said, retrieving her soldering iron. “I need to plan our next date.” 
 
    “You’re taking turns?” 
 
    “He asked me where I wanted to go next time. That makes it my turn, right?” 
 
    “I think he just wanted your input. Whoever organizes it pays for it,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Oh. Well, never mind then.”  
 
    She turned her back on me and bent over her chain. I took the hint and left. My next step was to look up the schedule for the Movieplex but I was too late. Both laptops were already occupied by the demon sisters. 
 
    Lilith heard my frustrated sigh and smiled to herself. “Peter,” she said, not taking her eyes off the screen, “we were just talking about you.” 
 
    “You were?” That wasn’t good news. 
 
    “Dame Collins revealed that thou dost intend to take up residence with Melissa,” Daraxandriel said. She didn’t look at me either. “She was sorely perturbed.” 
 
    “It was just a suggestion,” I assured her hastily. I didn’t want her thinking I wanted to leave her. “Melissa was looking for a roommate and asked me if I was interested.” 
 
    “It’s not a bad idea,” Lilith said. “After all, we can’t keep banishing you to the other room every night.” 
 
    “That’s just temporary,” I reminded her tersely. “You’re not going to be staying long, remember?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that. I’m human now so I’m pretty much out of a job. I need a place to live now.” 
 
    “You can get another job!” 
 
    “Not without an ID and proof of citizenship. Left or right here?” 
 
    “Let us bear westwards,” Daraxandriel suggested. “I have not traveled that way afore.” 
 
    “How did you get all those credit cards then?” I demanded. 
 
    “Using skills I no longer have. Don’t worry, Peter, I’m sure you’ll enjoy living with Melissa, although you still might not get any sleep.” Her voice oozed with salacious amusement. 
 
    “I’m not moving in with her,” I told her. “Mom and Dad will never go for it.” 
 
    “Oh, we already convinced them it was a good idea.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “We did remind thy parents of thy maturity and courteous nature,” Daraxandriel explained absently, concentrating on the scene in front of her. “They were assured that no unseemly behavior would transpire.” 
 
    “And they believed you?” 
 
    “We can be very persuasive,” Lilith chuckled. “Do you think that trail leads anywhere interesting?” 
 
    “Let us venture forth and see,” Daraxandriel said, sending Dara Alexander through a narrow gap in the trees. 
 
    “Hold on a second! Dara, you want me to leave?” 
 
    Daraxandriel shot a glance at me and then hunched her shoulders. “It is for the good, Peter Simon Collins,” she said quietly. “No longer wilt thou need to avert thine eyes from my true self.” 
 
    “Dara, I love your true self! I love whatever form you’re in!” She shook her head stubbornly and I glared at Lilith. “You did this,” I gritted through my teeth. “This is your fault!” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Peter,” she said smugly. “I’m just a regular human now, just like you.” 
 
    “You’re nothing like me!” 
 
    “That’s not a bad thing,” she laughed quietly. “What’s that up ahead?” 
 
    “A castle, prayhap? Abide and I shall investigate.” 
 
    “No, let’s just walk in. Fortune favors the bold.” She looked at me when she said that and I wanted to knock that smirk off her face. 
 
    Instead, I sat myself on my bed and fumed in silence. I didn’t dare leave the two of them alone anymore. It was obvious that Lilith wanted me to move out so that she could do whatever she wanted with Daraxandriel, up to and including handing her over to the demon hunter.  
 
    Round three was clearly a lost cause so I had to make the first move in round four. Unfortunately, I couldn’t ask Daraxandriel anything about a potential date, not with Lilith sitting there. Instead, I pulled up the movie listings on my phone and tried to guess what sort of show she’d be interested in.  
 
    I doubted she’d relate to anything with robots in it but I wasn’t sure she’d understand all the pop culture references in a typical rom-com. I wondered if there were any Shakespeare remakes playing anywhere, which then got me thinking about theater productions.  
 
    My phone pinged while I was scanning the DFW arts pages, announcing a text from Justin. I pulled it up, hoping he had some decent date suggestions, and I was confronted with a long numbered list that spanned two entire screens. My mouth dropped open before I got even halfway through. I had a pretty active imagination but even I couldn’t conceive of how six-foot-six Justin and five-foot-nothing Ashley could possibly pull off most of these. Either he was making it all up or I had enough material to blackmail the two of them for the rest of their lives. 
 
    I texted him back. Please tell me you and Ashley aren’t doing all these. 
 
    Ping. Of course not. She’d have me arrested if I even showed her that list. 
 
    Then what is all this? 
 
    Things you should do with Dara. Make sure you take lots of pictures. 
 
    Are you kidding me? I don’t even think #4 is physically possible. 
 
    You’ll never know unless you try. 
 
    I’m not interested in your twisted fantasies. I wanted to know what you and Ashley actually do on dates. 
 
    Boring stuff, mostly. She’s not the adventurous type.  
 
    Like what? I prompted. It was pretty clear that Ashley’s idea of fun and Justin’s were miles apart. 
 
    The usual. Dinner, movies, Bible study, hiking. 
 
    You do Bible studies on your dates? I couldn’t find an emoticon that properly conveyed the concept of incredulous. 
 
     Only on Sundays. 
 
    I sincerely doubted that would interest Daraxandriel. What was that about hiking? Where do you go? 
 
    Mostly along the river. There’s a bunch of nature trails down towards Lake Whitney. Some pretty secluded spots. Perfect for picnics and other things. The leering eyes emoticon he included made it pretty clear what those other things entailed, although I strongly suspected Ashley wasn’t involved in any of them. 
 
    I’ll bear that in mind. So nothing special, then? 
 
    This is Hellburn, man. There’s nothing to do here. 
 
    I couldn’t really argue with that. Okay, thanks. 
 
    Let me know if you think of anything. Maybe I can talk Ashley into it too. 
 
    Good luck with that. Later. I set my phone aside with a frustrated sigh. This was going to be a lot harder than I imagined. 
 
    “Peter?” Dad poked his head in the room. “Ready to head out?” 
 
    “Oh, um.” I glanced worriedly at Daraxandriel. The longer she was out of my sight, the deeper Lilith would sink her claws into her. “I’m kind of in the middle of something right now. Can we do this tomorrow?” 
 
    “Rule number one in the department, Peter: if Rachel asks you to do something, you drop everything and do it. Come on, this won’t take long.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Are you serious about this or not, Peter?” he asked sternly. “Being a policeman isn’t like working at the Dairy Queen. There are policies and procedures that have to be followed, whether it’s convenient or not. If you’re not going to be able to handle that, let’s not waste everyone’s time.” 
 
    “No, you’re right. Sorry.” I got to my feet and followed him out. Daraxandriel and Lilith watched me go, one looking uncertain and the other pleased. I could only hope that round four wouldn’t be over by the time I got back. 
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    Think about all the uniformed service personnel in your town or the surrounding area. Police, firefighters, and paramedics probably come to mind first. Next up would be the Armed Forces, especially if there’s a base nearby, plus the National Guard. Depending on where you live, you might run across state troopers or the border patrol. You could even toss in the Postal Service and the Boy Scouts, if you’re so inclined. 
 
    Now, which of these groups makes you nervous when you encounter them on the street? Odds are, the only one that makes your heart skip a beat if they make eye contact with you is the police. Why is that? What is it about the police that makes us fearful, even though we’re not doing anything remotely criminal? 
 
    I have to believe it has to do with the fact that police officers are authorized to kill you. The key difference between the police and the military is that a soldier has to be ordered to shoot you, while a policeman can decide to do it entirely on his own. There are consequences to the use of deadly force, of course, but by then it’s too late. 
 
    The police have a thankless job. They’re there to protect and to serve, as the motto says, but every time they step outside, they’re potential targets. Anyone they meet, no matter how young or innocent-looking, could be carrying a weapon and a grudge. They have to make literal life-and-death decisions in a split second. If they make a mistake, someone could die and that someone could be them. 
 
    Ask yourself why any sane individual would want to be a policeman. It’s not because the uniform looks good on them or the paycheck has a lot of zeros on it. It’s certainly not because of all the respect and admiration they receive from the people they meet. It’s out of a genuine desire to do good. So give the next policeman you see a smile and a nod by way of thanks. It won’t kill you. Probably. 
 
      
 
    Dad drove and I stared out of the side window, feeling overwhelmed. How did everything get so complicated all of a sudden? Dara’s a demon again, Lilith is corrupting her, someone’s out there looking for them, Olivia’s haunting me at night, Melissa wants me to move in with her, Mrs. Kendricks just wants me, and Susie’s dating an actual boy. Dad cleared his throat and I sighed. I recognized that sound. And now Dad wants to have a father-son chat. Great. 
 
    “Peter,” he said carefully, “your mother and I were talking about this apartment idea.” 
 
    “It’s all right, Dad,” I assured him. “I wasn’t really serious about it anyway.” 
 
    “No, actually, we think it’s a good idea. You were right. You’re eighteen and you’re about to start a new job, maybe even a new career if it works out. It’s time you got out on your own.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked doubtfully. It was one thing for Lilith to claim she’d talked Mom and Dad into it. It was completely different to hear Dad confirm it. “Aren’t you worried about what Melissa and I might, uh, do?” 
 
    “Well, we’d feel better about it if you were rooming with another boy,” he admitted, “but Lilith made a good point. Your friendship with Melissa isn’t going to change just because you’re living under the same roof. Melissa’s a smart, level-headed young woman. If she trusts you, we should as well.” 
 
    “Um, thanks, I guess?” It felt really weird to have Lilith helping me out. I had to remind myself that this was all part of her plan to get rid of me. “But I don’t know if it’ll work out. I mean, Dara and I are still together. She’s not going to be happy about me living with another girl.” 
 
    “Really?” he frowned. “That’s odd. Dara told us you broke up.” 
 
    “What? She actually said that?” 
 
    “She was quite insistent about you moving in with Melissa. That’s really what sold Mom and I on this whole idea. You two can’t keep sleeping in the same bed if you’re not together anymore.” 
 
    “We haven’t broken up!” I protested. “We’re just having a little disagreement right now.” 
 
    “Peter,” he said reprovingly, “part of being a responsible adult is admitting the truth to yourself. If you try to pretend that things are okay with Dara, you’re just going to make it worse for both of you.” He shook his head firmly. “No, it’s settled. You’re moving in with Melissa. That’s the best solution for everyone.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. I wanted to bang my head against the dashboard. Lilith didn’t even need to be near me to screw up my life. Melissa was moving into the apartment this weekend, so that left me at most five days to get this whole mess straightened out somehow. I had no idea where to start. 
 
    “Peter?” Dad asked. “Are you listening?” 
 
    “What? Oh, sorry, did you say something?” I stammered. “I was, uh, thinking about – something.” 
 
    “Apparently,” he said dryly. “I was saying that we should sit down with Melissa soon and sort out what you’ll need to bring.” 
 
    “Bring?” 
 
    “To the apartment. You know, dishes, furniture, that sort of thing. I mean,” he chuckled, “it’s not like you’ll be sleeping in her bed.” 
 
    “Ha ha, no, of course not,” I said, feeling ill. The last thing I wanted to do right now was negotiate the fork allocations. I didn’t even know how many bedrooms her apartment had. If it’s just one, would that change Dad’s mind? I wondered hopefully. 
 
    “Why don’t you invite her over for dinner tonight?” Dad suggested. “That’ll give us a chance to get to know her a little better and come up with a plan for the move.” 
 
    “Well, she’s pretty busy these days,” I hedged. “She’s looking for a job to help pay for the apartment. In fact, if she doesn’t find one, I’m not sure if we’ll be able to –”  
 
    My phone rang. It was Melissa, of course. I gave serious consideration to letting it roll over to voicemail but, given how things were going so far, I didn’t dare. I answered with a cautious “Hello?” 
 
    “Peter!” she squealed in my ear. “Guess what?” 
 
    “You got a job,” I said dully. 
 
    “No, I got a job! Wait, how did you know?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Just a lucky guess,” I sighed resignedly. I was the luckiest guy in the world. The problem was, it was all bad luck. “Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thanks! Daddy talked Mr. Franklin into letting me interview for an office position and he thought I was perfect! He hired me on the spot!” 
 
    “Who’s Mr. Franklin?” 
 
    “He’s Daddy’s financial advisor. He owns Franklin Investments downtown. That’s where I am now.” 
 
    “That’s great. I’m happy for you.” I actually was, despite losing another excuse to cancel the move. 
 
    “Thanks! So, Peter, I was thinking –” She paused long enough to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear, or so I imagined. “Maybe we could go out and celebrate tonight after I get off work.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know,” I said. Spending more time with Melissa meant spending less time with Daraxandriel, the exact opposite of what I needed to be doing right now. “Things are a little hectic right now.” Dad waved his hand to get my attention. “Hang on a sec.” 
 
    “Is that Melissa?” he asked. 
 
    I thought about lying but I couldn’t remember if I’d mentioned her name during the conversation. “Um, yes,” I admitted. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to tell her the good news?” I blinked at him. “About the apartment.” 
 
    “Oh, um, I was going to save it for a surprise.”  
 
    “You can’t just show up on her doorstep with a suitcase, Peter,” he admonished me. “There’s a lot to do between now and then.” 
 
    “But –” He pointed at my phone and my shoulders sagged in resignation. I no longer had control over my own destiny. I was on a runaway train with no brakes, barreling towards a collapsed bridge across a bottomless chasm. “So, Melissa, good news,” I said glumly. “Mom and Dad said I could move in with you.” 
 
    She gasped in my ear. “Peter! That’s wonderful!” I had to hold the phone away from my ear to avoid losing my eardrum. Even Dad winced. “Oh my God, there’s so much to do. I’ll have to let the leasing office know and you’ll need to fill out the paperwork. We’re going to have to go shopping for food and all the household stuff. Oh, I guess I should tell Daddy,” she mused. “No, I’ll do that afterwards.” 
 
    “You haven’t told him?” I asked dubiously. “Does he even know about this?” 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” she assured me. “He can’t say no once you’re already moved in, right?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Melissa.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it. This is so exciting! I’m going to have to do something special for this,” she mused to herself. 
 
    “What do you mean, special?” I asked nervously. For a supposedly smart, level-headed young woman, Melissa seemed to have very poor impulse control. 
 
    “You’ll see,” she teased. “I know just the thing. It’ll be a surprise.” 
 
    “I don’t like surprises,” I reminded her.  
 
    “You’ll like this one.” 
 
    “That’s what you said the last time.” Dad waved again. “Hang on.” 
 
    “Don’t forget about dinner tonight,” he said. 
 
    “Right,” I sighed. “Mom and Dad want you to come over for dinner tonight. I told them you’re probably busy –” 
 
    “Oh my God!” she exclaimed. “You’re inviting me over to meet your parents?” 
 
    “You’ve already met them,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You’ve been over to my house a bunch of times.” 
 
    “I know, but this is different! It’s almost like getting engaged!” 
 
    “No, it’s nothing like that,” I told her hastily. “It’s not like that at all!” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be there. Is six o’clock okay?” 
 
    “Um, sure, I guess.” 
 
    “All right. Oh, Mr. Franklin’s out of his meeting, I have to go. Love you! Bye!” She hung up, leaving me staring at my phone.  
 
    So this is what abject futility feels like, I told myself. It’s kind of liberating, really. I can just give up now and not worry about anything, because nothing I do makes any difference to what happens to me. 
 
    “Here we are,” Dad announced. 
 
    The Hellburn Police Department occupied a long one-storey building on Jefferson Street, west of downtown and right on the edge of the industrial district. It was close to the highway and the major cross-streets, which kept response times down, and its proximity to the warehouses discouraged burglary and vandalism. The building itself was pretty old but well-maintained, although Dad often complained about the air conditioning in the summer. 
 
    He pulled into his spot in the parking lot, beside two black Ford Explorers bearing the HPD shield on their doors. Another vehicle, a large black SUV with Louisiana plates, sat in the visitor’s section and I stared at it uneasily. I hadn’t paid attention to the plate number before but I was convinced this was the same SUV that passed us as we left Mrs. Kendricks’ house yesterday morning. 
 
    Dad didn’t give it a second glance as he got out and headed for the entrance. I followed him at a slower pace, looking around for the SUV’s driver. He can’t be the hunter, I told myself. There’s no reason for him to come to the police. They can’t help him catch demons. It has to be a coincidence. 
 
    “Peter?” Dad held one of the glass doors open, waiting for me impatiently, and I hurried up, preceding him inside. 
 
    The lobby was just a rectangle of linoleum and plaster walls, lined with uncomfortable chairs and a gallery of official notices. Mrs. Burns sat at her desk in the corner like a sentry guard in a turret. She was a pleasant-looking woman in her fifties, but absolutely no one got past her without permission. 
 
    There was only one other occupant in the room, seated directly across from her. He looked to be a couple of years younger than Dad, with dark wavy hair that was getting a bit long and hard-edged features in need of a shave. Despite the heat outside, he wore a black windbreaker over a white t-shirt and black slacks. His brown eyes locked with mine for a moment and I felt a shiver crawl down my back. He felt dangerous, with a capital D, although I couldn’t quite explain why. 
 
    Dad only gave him the barest glance as he crossed over to Mrs. Burns’ desk. “Good morning, Rachel,” he said. “We’re here to finish up Peter’s forms.” 
 
    Mrs. Burns nodded and extracted a folder from a drawer in her desk. She handed it directly to me and I looked at it in dismay. It was at least an inch thick. 
 
    “Read everything, initial all the circles, and sign all the highlighted lines,” she instructed me. “Ask if there’s anything you don’t understand.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said with a sigh. “Do you have a pen I can borrow?” She let her breath out in a way that hinted at her disappointment that I was so ill-prepared, but she plucked a pen from the collection in her happy-face mug and held it out to me. “Thanks.” 
 
    “We can do this in my office,” Dad said. “Can you buzz us in, Rachel?” 
 
    She nodded and touched something under the edge of her desk. The door on the back wall clacked and buzzed until Dad pulled it open, revealing the corridor beyond. 
 
    “Excuse me.” The visitor was on his feet now, striding towards us. “Are you Chief Collins?” 
 
    “Sir,” Mrs. Burns told him sharply. “I’ve already told you the Chief is off Mondays. Sergeant Finney will be here shortly.” Bill Finney was Dad’s second-in-command. 
 
    The man ignored her. “Sir, it’s very important that I speak with you.” 
 
    Dad made an unobtrusive gesture to Mrs. Burns, who sat back in her chair, although she kept her hand under her desk. “What’s this about, Mr. –?” 
 
    “Special Agent Prescott,” he said. All of us tensed when he reached inside his jacket but all he pulled out was a small black leather case. He flipped it open to reveal a gold badge. “FBI.” 
 
    “I see,” Dad said with a frown. “How can the HPD help the FBI today?” 
 
    Agent Prescott glanced at me and then at Mrs. Burns. As he turned his head, I was surprised to see three horizontal scars across his temple and hairline, as if he’d been attacked by some wild animal a long time ago. “Can we speak in private, sir?” 
 
    Dad nodded. “All right. Come on back to my office. Peter, wait out here, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” I told him. I was dying to know what Agent Prescott was doing in Hellburn but I was also relieved, frankly. The FBI had nothing to do with demon hunting. 
 
    The two of them went inside and I sat in one of the visitor chairs, flipping open the file folder and perusing the first page. It was a long document crammed with legalese and I sagged in dismay as I skimmed the first paragraph. I was tempted just to initial and sign in all the designated places without going through the whole thing but Mrs. Burns was watching me. I shook my head and starting reading. 
 
    Sergeant Finney appeared a couple of minutes later, looking around the lobby with a frown. He was the veteran on the force, a small, wrinkled, balding ex-Marine who usually smelled like cigars despite the No Smoking signs posted throughout the station. He was marking time until retirement, so he ran the department’s small jail and handled the patrol assignments for the rest of the officers. 
 
    “Peter,” he nodded curtly. 
 
    “Sergeant,” I replied. He had no patience for empty pleasantries. 
 
    “So where’s this FBI guy you wanted me to see?” he asked Mrs. Burns. 
 
    “The Chief came in with Peter,” she told him, nodding in my direction. “They’re in his office.” 
 
    Sergeant Finney grunted and turned back to the door, waiting for Mrs. Burns to buzz it open. “Monday, right, Peter?” He was also in charge of the newly-created intern program. 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” Dad was the only person in the building anyone called sir. 
 
    “0800 hours sharp,” he warned me. 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” He nodded and vanished into the bowels of the station as I returned to my mountain of paperwork. 
 
    I checked my watch when I got about halfway through, wondering what was taking Dad and Agent Prescott so long. It had to be something big but I couldn’t imagine what. Nothing ever happened in Hellburn. By the time I scrawled my signature across the final sheet of paper, I was starting to feel anxious. 
 
    I returned the folder to Mrs. Burns and she went through the entire thing page by page, pointing out the two places I neglected to initial. I corrected my oversights and she carefully placed everything back in her drawer. 
 
    “How big are you, Peter?” she asked, eyeing me. 
 
    “Five-ten.” And a half, but adding that would make me sound insecure. 
 
    Mrs. Burns wasn’t the type to roll her eyes but her steady gaze had the same effect. “No, your shirt and pant sizes. I need to order your uniform.” 
 
    “I get a uniform?” I was surprised. Sergeant Finney hadn’t mentioned that. 
 
    “No firearm, so don’t get your hopes up. Well?” I gave her the appropriate statistics and she jotted them down on her notepad. “Hat size?” HPD officers wore Stetsons, like Dad did. 
 
    I didn’t actually know the answer to that and Mrs. Burns didn’t have a cloth tape. She did, however, have a length of string and a ruler, so we were able to work it out. She stepped back from me and looked me over again, frowning down at my feet. 
 
    “You’ll need to get your own shoes. Black,” she stated, “no running shoes. Sturdy walking shoes are best, something comfortable. You’ll be on your feet a lot.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    She snorted and returned to her seat. “I’ll call you when your uniform is in, probably Friday. Wear it when you come in next Monday.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Stop that, you’re making me feel old. Call me Rachel.” 
 
    “Ah, okay, uh, Rachel.” That didn’t feel right at all. She was at least fifteen years older than Mom. 
 
    “I’ll be adding your phone to the department dispatch system,” she went on. “Just ignore any HPD texts you see before Monday and absolutely do not share them with anyone else.” She gave me a stern look that promised severe repercussions. 
 
    “No, ma’am. I mean Rachel.” 
 
    She shook her head. “All right, take a seat until your father’s done. Coffee’s over there if you want some.” A small table in the corner held an urn and a stack of Styrofoam cups. 
 
    “No thanks, I’m good.” 
 
    I resumed my seat and leaned back against the wall, staring at the inner door and willing it to open and let Dad out. It ignored me completely so I closed my eyes and tried to come up with an idea for a date that Dara might enjoy. 
 
    She likes going out to eat, I mused, but we mostly go to places with french fries. I wonder if she’d like something like Goodwin’s. That would put a dent in my bank account but it might be worth it to get her away from Lilith for a while. And then what? A romantic stroll around the square? A tour of Hellburn’s historic buildings? #6 on Justin’s list? No, we’d get arrested if we tried that. 
 
    The inner door clacked and Dad pushed it open, holding it for Agent Prescott. They stood there for a moment, talking quietly between themselves, and then they shook hands. 
 
    “Six o’clock, then,” Dad said. 
 
    Prescott nodded. “She’ll be there?” 
 
    “I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    “All right. Thanks for your help, Chief.” He nodded to Mrs. Burns, frowned at me, and then strode out the door.  
 
    “So what happens at six, Dad?” I asked him. 
 
    He gnawed on his lower lip for a moment, a sure sign he was uneasy about something. “Agent Prescott is in town on a case. He’s on his own so I invited him over for dinner tonight.” 
 
    “It sounded like he’s expecting someone to be there.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that.” 
 
    “But who –?” 
 
    “It’s police business, Peter.” That was his standard answer whenever we asked him about an active investigation. 
 
    “Dad, I just got carpal tunnel signing a hundred non-disclosure and information privacy forms. I’m allowed to know what’s going on now.” 
 
    He looked at me in surprise and then his mouth quirked. “Most of the time,” he agreed, “but not this time. Agent Prescott’s case is need-to-know only.” 
 
    “You’re making it sound like his case involves someone at the house.”  
 
    “Keep this to yourself, Peter,” he said sharply. “Don’t tell anyone that Agent Prescott is coming over tonight. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I gulped. That wasn’t a father-to-son request, that was a Chief of Police Jack Collins to not-even-a-rookie-yet Peter Collins order. 
 
    The black SUV drove past the entrance and we both watched it turn onto Jefferson. “So what now?” I asked when Dad didn’t seem inclined to move. 
 
    “You’re all done here?” I nodded. “All right, let’s head out. Let me just take care of one thing.” 
 
    Dad went over to Mrs. Burns’ desk and gestured for a pen and paper. He spent a minute composing a note and then handed it to her. “Send that out to the patrol officers,” he said. “High priority.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she acknowledged with a nod.  
 
    “Anything else I need to know about?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Enjoy the rest of your day.” Mrs. Burns caught my eye and pointed at my feet. “Don’t forget about the shoes.” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” I promised. “I mean Rachel.” She shook her head dolefully and went back to her computer. 
 
    Dad stayed quiet the entire trip home, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel as he frowned through the windshield. He didn’t go anywhere near the highway, so either his threat to drop me off to Mom was just a joke or he’d completely forgotten about cleanup duty. I had no inclination to remind him. 
 
    His phone chimed to indicate an incoming message and he glanced at it briefly before setting it back on the console. My phone pinged a minute later but the caller ID wasn’t a normal number. I opened the message and was presented with a cryptic cipher. 
 
    Code 20: F approx 20 yo exotic w/ silver hair. LKA Lily Cantrell. DNA A&D. Rep loc CoP only. 
 
    I didn’t know what a Code 20 was but I’d picked up enough police jargon looking over Dad’s shoulder over the years to sort out the rest of it. 
 
    Female, approximately 20 years old, exotic appearance with silver hair. Last known alias Lily Cantrell. Do not approach, considered armed and dangerous. Report location to the Chief of Police only.  
 
    My heart froze in my chest. This was an APB for Lilith. Special Agent Prescott was the demon hunter and Dad just invited him over to our house for dinner tonight. 
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    Contrary to popular belief, I do occasionally play games other than Legends of Lorecraft. When I need a shot of adrenaline, I’ll fire up Tach Attack and outrun police cars in my Lamborghini through crowded city streets and treacherous mountain passes. If I’m feeling particularly antisocial, I’ll jump into Phantom Fire and pick off unsuspecting soldiers and mercenaries from the shadows with a sniper rifle. I can satisfy my urge to create and destroy entire civilizations in Cradle of Fire. There’s no end to the virtual mayhem I can dole out on hapless digital characters. 
 
    The one thing all of these games have in common is that none of them require much in the way of strategic thinking or long-term planning. They’re mostly reactive play: How fast can I go around that corner without crashing? What’s the best vantage point to ambush that squad? Should I grow more food or hire more troops this year? If a game requires me to think more than three steps ahead, it’s going to end in disaster for me, which probably explains why most of my civilizations collapse within a couple of centuries. 
 
    This means that I’m absolutely terrible at games like chess, which are all about strategy. My usual approach is to capture as many pieces as I can as quickly as possible to reduce the number of moves I need to consider, although admittedly that rarely works out for me. A chess board that starts with four pieces on each side would probably be ideal: even if I don’t win, at least it would be a really short game. 
 
      
 
    I was ready to bolt out of the door as soon as the Jeep came to a halt in the garage but Dad stopped me,  
 
    “Peter,” he said, looking unusually serious, “don’t say anything to anyone about tonight.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “I mean it. It’s very important that no one knows Agent Prescott is coming over.” 
 
    I was screwed. If I didn’t warn Lilith and Daraxandriel about the hunter, they were going to walk straight into a trap. If I did and Dad found out, which would be inevitable since I was the only other person who knew about him, my police career would be over before it even started. “Yes, sir,” I said glumly. 
 
    Dad nodded and got out. I followed him into the house, trying to come up with some way to salvage the situation. “If we can’t tell Mom about this, how’s she going to know how much to make for dinner?” That was a feeble excuse. It wouldn’t faze Mom one bit to add an extra place setting at the last minute. 
 
    “We’ll tell her Melissa’s coming over,” he said. “That should cover it.” 
 
    “Melissa? Oh, right.” I’d completely forgotten about her. “Do you think that’s still a good idea? I mean, if something’s happening tonight –” 
 
    “Nothing’s happening,” he said firmly. “Agent Prescott is just pursuing a lead in his case. I’ve already told him he’s mistaken but he wants to confirm it himself. It’s a professional courtesy, that’s all.” 
 
    “All right, if you’re sure.” Prescott must have asked for Dad’s help finding Lily Cantrell, the name Olivia gave Lilixandriel. He would have had to describe her without mentioning her horns and tail, hence the exotic label and the silver hair. Dad probably told him that someone with a similar name was staying with us, except he’d only seen Lilith as a platinum blonde human. Prescott would know that demons could change their appearance, though, so he needed to see her in person to be certain.  
 
    Except that won’t do him any good, I told myself, feeling a tiny glimmer of hope. She’s human now because of that curse. Even if he had some way to detect demons, it wouldn’t work on her. But it’ll work on Dara, I remembered uneasily. As soon as Prescott laid eyes on her, he’d know what she was. I had to get her out of here before he showed up, without actually telling her why. 
 
     “Peter? Are you all right?” I blinked at Dad, who looked worried. “You just stopped.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” We were standing in the laundry room. I didn’t even remember walking into the house. “I was just thinking. Is there any reason for me to hang around here tonight? I mean, I don’t want to accidentally give anything away and Dara and I haven’t been out by ourselves in a while.” 
 
    “Peter,” he said reprovingly, “Melissa’s coming over to discuss the move. You have to be here.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” At the rate things were going, the only room I’d be moving into would have bars on the front. I wondered if I could get Melissa to cancel out without asking too many questions. 
 
    “There’s no reason to do anything unusual tonight,” he told me. “We don’t want to worry anyone unnecessarily.” 
 
    “Right.” Other than me. “Well, I guess I’ll check on Dara and Lilith then,” I said casually. 
 
    “Come help me get the grill set up first,” he said, walking into the kitchen. “I thought we could give our dinner guests a taste of proper Southern barbecue.” 
 
    “Melissa lives here and he’s from New Orleans,” I argued. “They’ve probably both had it a thousand times already.” 
 
    Dad looked at me strangely. “He’s from Philadelphia. What makes you think he’s from New Orleans?” 
 
    “Oh, uh –” I just assumed he was, since that’s where Olivia died. I couldn’t imagine why anyone from Pennsylvania would even know about her, let alone travel all that way to track down the demon who claimed her soul. “I, uh, saw the Louisiana plates on his truck,” I explained hastily. “I figured he was from there.” 
 
    “Hm.” Dad looked thoughtful. “I didn’t even notice. Good catch. Maybe we’ll make you into a detective,” he smiled. 
 
    “Is the pay better?” I joked to hide the churning in my stomach. 
 
    “Not as much as you’d think. Come on.” He headed for the back door. 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” I told him. “I just need to use the bathroom.”  
 
    I waited until Dad stepped outside and then ran down the hall. I figured maybe I could tell Daraxandriel and Lilith to go for a very long walk or something. As long as they didn’t tell Dad I suggested it, I couldn’t be blamed for their absence tonight. I barged into my bedroom and then stumbled to a halt. It was empty. 
 
    “Dara?” I called doubtfully. “Lilith?” There was no answer. I hurried across the hall and found Susie’s door unlocked. “Susie, where’s –?” My voice died away. Her room was equally deserted. 
 
    I checked the bathroom and Mom and Dad’s bedroom and then made a frantic search through the rest of the house. I even checked out front to see if they’d somehow hotwired the Mustang and gone for a joyride, but it was still sitting by the curb.  
 
    My stomach felt like it was full of rocks. I couldn’t imagine what happened to them. No, that wasn’t true. I could imagine it very well. Agent Prescott came straight here after leaving the police station, kicked in our front door, and caught everyone by surprise. He killed Dara, kidnapped Lilith, and Susie – what happened to Susie?  
 
    My hypothesis had a few holes in it. Apart from the fact that the door was undamaged, there was no reason for Susie to be missing as well. She wasn’t a demon and she wouldn’t have lifted a finger to help Lilith. In fact, Prescott would probably have given her a citation for helping him capture her. 
 
    I returned to the kitchen to report everyone’s disappearance to Dad. Maybe he’d rescind Prescott’s invitation to dinner since the person of interest wasn’t actually here. When I stepped out onto the patio, though, I discovered that my budding career as a master detective was already a complete failure. All three girls were alive and well and in the back yard. 
 
    Daraxandriel sat slumped in one of the patio chair, still in demon form and glaring at the other two over by Mom’s flower beds. Susie was seated on the grass with the skirt of her dress flared out around her in a circle and her hair pulled forward over her shoulder. She looked like she was posing for one of those photos that come with the picture frames. 
 
    Lilith stood over her with Susie’s cellphone in her hands. “Now keep your head straight and look up at me,” she ordered. Susie complied and I heard the snick of the camera. “Perfect.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Lilith is making portraits of the waif,” Daraxandriel explained with a sniff.  
 
    “I can see that, but why does Lilith want pictures of Susie and why is Susie going along with it?” 
 
    “They are for her swain.” 
 
    “Her swain? You mean Cameron?” 
 
    “Aye. Lilith did suade her that such mementos would keep her in his thoughts.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I groaned. This was a disaster. I was counting on Susie’s immunity to Lilith’s manipulations to save me in case things went badly. It took Lilith less than an hour to discover her weak spot. “I need to stop her.” 
 
    “Thou art most welcome to try,” Daraxandriel grumped. “I am missing Lorecraft for this.” 
 
    “Peter,” Dad called, “I could use your help over here.” He had the cover off the grill and was inspecting the burners. 
 
    “Be right there!” I hurried over to the photoshoot. “What are you doing?” I hissed at Susie. 
 
    “Stop blocking the light,” she told me irritably. “Now what?” she asked Lilith. 
 
    “Lie down on your back and spread your hair out on the grass.” Lilith inspected the result critically. “Cross your legs at the ankles and put one hand behind your head. Now look off to your right. Perfect!” Snick. Snick. “He’s going to love these.” 
 
    “Susie! I thought we agreed you shouldn’t talk to Cameron until – you know.” I jerked my head in Lilith’s direction. 
 
    “This isn’t talking, this is pictures.” 
 
    “I meant any form of communications!” 
 
    “Lilith says boys forget about you if you don’t remind them constantly.” 
 
    “Since when do you listen to Lilith? She’s a –” I checked over my shoulder to make sure Dad was out of earshot. “She’s a demon!” 
 
    “She knows more about boys than you do,” Susie argued 
 
    “How can she? I’m a boy!” 
 
    She propped herself up on her elbows. “Do you have any pictures of Melissa?” 
 
    “What? No, of course not.” Then I remembered the shots she’d sent this morning. “Well, maybe a couple,” I admitted. 
 
    “And have you been thinking about her today?” 
 
    “Yes, but not because of that!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter why.” She laid back down. “Now what?” she asked Lilith. 
 
    “I think we have enough for now,” Lilith smirked at me. “You should start with this one.”  
 
    She held out the phone to Susie but I grabbed it from her hand. The screen showed Susie kneeling in front of Mom’s verbena patch. She looked faintly annoyed but that was actually a perfect expression for her. It was an incredible shot.  
 
    “Oh my God!” I gasped. “You can’t send him this!” If Cameron had any testosterone in him at all, he’d print this out in poster size and hang it over his bed. 
 
    Lilith plucked the phone from my fingers and handed it to Susie. “Send him a new one every couple of days. Save those other ones for later,” she smiled, “after you go out on a few more dates.” 
 
    “What other ones?” I asked, aghast. “What kind of pictures are they?” 
 
    “None of your business.” Susie got to her feet, easily fending off my attempts to reclaim her phone. “It’s too bad the magic ones didn’t show up,” she grumbled as she walked back to the house, flipping through her gallery. 
 
    “What do you mean, magic ones?” I was starting to get palpitations. “Magic pictures?” Susie ignored me and vanished into the house.  
 
    “We tried to take pictures of her doing magic,” Lilith explained, clearly enjoying my distress. “The effects didn’t show up, though.” 
 
    “Oh my God! Are you trying to get her into trouble? No, don’t answer that, of course you are.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Peter,” she pouted. “I’m just helping her out.” 
 
    “She doesn’t need your help!” 
 
    “Oh?” Lilith cocked an eyebrow at me. “Do you seriously think Susie knows how to relate to other human beings?” 
 
    “Well, no, but that doesn’t matter!” 
 
    “It matters to her,” she pointed out, “something you should already know. You’re her brother, aren’t you?” She didn’t bother waiting for me to come up with a response. “Come along, Dara, let’s get back to the game.” 
 
    “I did despair of ever returning to it,” Daraxandriel grouched, getting out of her chair. 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry,” Lilith told her, faking regret perfectly. “I’ll make it up to you.” She looked back at me and smiled just before the two of them walked into the house and closed the door behind them. 
 
    “Peter, if you’re quite done over there,” Dad reminded me. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m done,” I sighed. Round four was over. Lilith had already captured my two rooks and my queen – Mom and Dad and Daraxandriel – and now she’d taken my knight, Susie. I was down to a bishop, a knight, and a pawn – Mrs. Kendricks, Melissa, and Olivia – and I hadn’t even made a single move yet. Things weren’t looking too good for the white king right now. 
 
    Dad kept me busy the rest of the morning, cleaning the grill racks, searching for the grilling tools in the garage, and running down to the hardware store for a fresh propane tank. Mom returned from her civic duties just as we were finishing up and she was delighted to learn that Melissa would be coming over. That immediately prompted a flurry of cleaning, interrupted briefly for a makeshift lunch, and then an extended trip to the grocery store for enough barbecue fare and fixings to feed a small army. Agent Prescott wasn’t going to have to worry about going hungry when he showed up unannounced. 
 
    Mom and Dad declared themselves satisfied with the preparations by midafternoon but my hopes of escaping to plan my counterattack were thwarted when they insisted I sit down with them and write out all the things I’d be bringing with me to the apartment. The list was depressingly short: my clothes, my books and DVDs, and my laptop. 
 
    That led to a discussion of whether I should bring my bed and dresser as well or get new ones for the apartment. After some debate, Mom and Dad decided I should keep my current furniture and they’d buy larger replacements for Daraxandriel and Lilith to share. I refrained from asking why that option hadn’t been brought up when it was just Daraxandriel and me in the same room. 
 
    Fortunately for my sanity, they tabled any decisions on the towels and silverware until Melissa showed up, since they didn’t know what she planned to bring from her house. I was finally freed from my ordeal with an admonition to remember to submit changes of address to everyone and I slumped down the hall, drained of all energy and ambition. I walked into my bedroom and flopped onto my bed. 
 
    Daraxandriel and Lilith were in the middle of some epic battle that involved a lot of roaring and explosions but I couldn’t muster up enough curiosity to see what was happening. I just stared at the ceiling, wondering how I was going to keep Agent Prescott from killing Daraxandriel tonight. 
 
    I can’t keep him from showing up, I thought gloomily, and I don’t see how I can get Dara out of the house without Dad asking questions. I need to distract Agent Prescott somehow, in a way that keeps him from noticing her. But how? Short of setting the house on fire, I couldn’t come up with anything. If I still had my powers, I could do something, but I’d have to sell my soul to Dara to get them back and that would just make things worse in the long run.  
 
    Could Dara do something about him? I mused doubtfully. Not likely. He’s a demon hunter, he’s bound to be warded against anything she can do. Lilith might be able to twist him around but she wants him to kill Dara so she can get her curse lifted. 
 
    Who else is there? Susie might help but she doesn’t actually like Dara. Melissa, maybe, but she’s just a newbie witch. Olivia can’t even appear unless Dara’s asleep. The other witches won’t help a demon. That leaves Mrs. Kendricks. I wasn’t one hundred percent certain where her loyalties lay but she was my only hope at this point.  
 
    I pulled out my phone and tried to figure out how to solicit her help without actually telling her what was going on, just in case Dad got hold of my texts. We’re having someone special over for dinner tonight, was the message I finally sent. You should join us. That way I could claim I was talking about Melissa. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks’ reply took forever to show up. I appreciate the offer but Anastasia and I have plans for tonight. Some other time. 
 
    Uh-oh. That wasn’t the answer I expected. I assumed she’d jump at the chance to try to seduce me again. Now I had to come up with something that made it clear she really needed to be here. I can’t just come out and say the hunter’s going to be here. Dad would figure out pretty quickly that I was talking about Agent Prescott. I wracked my brains for something that Mrs. Kendricks would recognize but Dad wouldn’t associate with our guest. Then inspiration hit me. 
 
    Olivia might be free tonight. You really should come. Dara will be glad you did.  
 
    She took another agonizingly long time to respond but I heaved a sigh of relief when I read her text. Sounds exciting. What time should I be there? 
 
    Six. It’s a surprise so if anyone asks, tell them you just dropped by to see Susie. 
 
    Understood. See you then. 
 
    I read through the exchange to make sure it sounded innocent enough. It was a little odd – why was I secretly inviting the town’s head librarian to our barbecue? – but it didn’t say anything about Agent Prescott or Lilith. At least I had deniability if I needed it. 
 
    Bishop to Queen 2, I thought, the first move in round five. In chess, a bishop can’t block a knight, but hopefully Mrs. Kendricks would be able to keep Agent Prescott from doing anything to Daraxandriel until we came up with a better solution. 
 
    “Peter!” I heard Dad call from the kitchen. “Let’s get these ribs going! They need to be ready in three hours!” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. Normally Mom did most of the cooking but since barbecue involved two of the male gender’s favorite things – fire and meat – that fell under Dad’s purview, with me as his apprentice. “Coming!” I pried myself off the bed and left. Daraxandriel and Lilith didn’t so much as look in my direction. 
 
    With the ribs finally rubbed and sauced and foiled and laid out on the racks to smoke, I retreated to the kitchen and dropped into one of the chairs at the table, resting my forehead on my arms. Dad came in behind me and I heard him washing his hands at the sink. 
 
    “Are you okay, Peter?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m just tired,” I said to the table. “I didn’t get much sleep last night.” In actual fact, I felt fine, surprisingly, but the stress was starting to wear me down. I almost wished it was six o’clock already just so it would all be over, one way or the other. 
 
    “Sorry to hear that,” Dad said sympathetically. “Hang in there, it’s just a few more days until the move.” 
 
    “Yeah.” If anything happens to Dara, I thought despondently, there won’t be any reason for me to move. Lilith will disappear the instant her curse is lifted. Except that that means Dara will be gone forever, so I might as well move in with Melissa. Except she’s not going to want me there if I’m pining after Dara instead of her. I shook my head dolefully, lamenting my fate. Why does everything have to be so complicated? 
 
    “Why don’t you go take a nap?” Dad suggested. “I’ll keep an eye on the ribs.” 
 
    “Dara and Lilith are playing Lorecraft in my room,” I complained into my arms. “I wouldn’t get any sleep.” 
 
    “There’s always the den.” 
 
    I was about to decline but then I reconsidered. At the very least, no one was likely to bother me in there for a while. Out of sight and out of mind, as they say. Maybe I’d be able to come up with a better plan if I could just sit down and think for a few minutes. 
 
    “Sure, that sounds like a good idea,” I said, hauling myself to my feet. “Get me up before six.” I wanted to be there when Agent Prescott arrived. 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Mom’s cleaning binge had swept through the den as well so my comforter and borrowed pillow were neatly stacked on one of the loungers and all the remotes were lined up on the coffee table. I sat in the center of the couch with the door closed and the light off, resting my head on the back while I went over the situation in my mind. 
 
    Agent Prescott somehow got wind of Lilith’s contract with Olivia, probably from something Olivia said in one of her videos. He went down to New Orleans to try to stop her and managed to talk to Olivia before she died. He bound her soul to something to keep Lilith from leaving with it, so Lilith came up with this scheme to give Olivia’s soul to Dara in exchange for her curse.  
 
    Lilith screwed up, though. She lost her powers when she became human and we were able to use the Philosopher’s Stone to steal Olivia’s bond to Prescott. Since he couldn’t trace her that way anymore, he decided to ask the local police to keep an eye out for a silver-haired girl from New Orleans named Lily Cantrell. I wonder if he’s really an FBI agent? Dad would have checked that, wouldn’t he? 
 
    Anyway, he lucked out. A blonde girl calling herself Lilith Alexander just happened to be staying at our house and she just happened to arrive from New Orleans a couple of days ago. Dad obviously doesn’t believe Lilith is Lily Cantrell. He wouldn’t let us hang around someone who might be a fugitive, an armed and dangerous one at that. He told Prescott that it’s just a coincidence but he still wants to come over to check her out for himself. 
 
    Why did Dad make him wait until dinnertime, though? Why not just have him come by and take a look at Lilith this morning? The longer they wait, the more likely it would be that Lilith might run off somewhere. Was Dad waiting to see if the patrol officers spotted the real Lily Cantrell? What would the odds of that be?  
 
    So now Agent Prescott is going to show up in a couple of hours and he’s going to see Lilith and Dara. Lilith isn’t going to admit to being Lily Cantrell but she’ll do her best to make sure he takes a good look at Dara. His demon detector or whatever he has is going to go off and that’ll be the end of it. 
 
    Or will it? I wondered. Dr. Bellowes needed five witches and a few hours to set that trap for Dara and he’d been hunting demons for centuries. Wouldn’t Prescott have to do the same sort of thing? Does he have a demon-banishing spell or a magical demon-dispatching sword or something? Maybe we still have a chance. 
 
    I sat up straight, trying not to get my hopes up. All he can do tonight is confirm whether there’s a demon here. He can’t even tell us about it or reveal himself as a demon hunter, since he doesn’t have any reason to think we’d believe him. He’s going to have to make his preparations after he leaves and come back for Dara later, maybe even lure her out of the house somehow. But he doesn’t know that we know who and what he is. Mrs. Kendricks can keep him from trying anything tonight and then we can come up with a plan to keep Dara away from him after he leaves. I sprawled lengthwise on the couch, grinning up at the ceiling. This is great! We still have a chance to beat this! My heart felt a thousand times lighter. 
 
    Then all we need to do is figure out how to release Olivia’s soul before the Philosopher’s Stone turns her into a poltergeist, or worse. I rested my hand on the Stone, pressing its warmth against my sternum. And before Dara’s Dread Lord comes looking for it. That would certainly take my mind off my troubles for a while, albeit not in a good way. 
 
    I fished the Stone out and held it up by its chain. The teardrop-shaped gem gleamed in the darkness, casting a faint red light everywhere. A tiny pinpoint of light glimmered deep inside and I peered closely at it, trying to see what was causing it. It almost looked like there was something fluttering inside the Stone, like a microscopic firefly trapped inside a ruby jar.  
 
    It wasn’t doing that before, was it? I wondered uneasily. I really hadn’t paid much attention to the Stone since Daraxandriel gave it to me. If I could just figure out how to use this for something, I sighed, tucking it away again, then maybe I wouldn’t be so worried about Agent Prescott.  
 
    I closed my eyes and let my breath out slowly. It sucks being ordinary, I grumbled to myself. No, that’s not true. It sucks being ordinary and surrounded by extraordinary people.  
 
    You’re just jealous, Little Peter sneered at me.  
 
    I am not! I protested. I just want to help. 
 
    You just want to save the day and win the girl, he argued, like you did last month. I didn’t have a good rejoinder to that so I just ignored him. 
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    Miracles, like souls, are a staple of most religions. They’re held up as proof of the Supreme Being’s omnipotent power, where He blithely ignores the Laws of Nature in order to tangibly demonstrate that there is indeed something greater Out There. 
 
    Of course, a lot of the things that people label as miracles aren’t. Just because something’s unlikely to happen doesn’t mean it’s a sign from God when it does. That speeding car that just missed you simply missed you. The odds of winning the jackpot in the lottery are low but they’re not zero. The fact that the doctors can’t explain why you’re suddenly cured of that fatal disease just means we still have a lot to learn about the human body. 
 
    The sole survivor of a plane crash. A baby finally conceived after years of trying. Finding a long-lost relative. There are seven billion people out there doing all sorts of things every single day. Something unusual is bound to happen. That doesn’t make it a miracle. 
 
    To me, a real miracle has to defy any rational explanation. It also should be obvious, so that there’s no question about exactly what happened, and it should be witnessed by more than one person, so that hallucinations can be ruled out. Mind you, people are easily fooled, so even that probably won’t be enough to convince me but at least it’s a start.  
 
    Real miracles are making the sun stand still, walking on water, rising from the dead after three days, that sort of thing. Of course, now that I’ve seen what witches and demons can do, maybe there really is no such thing as miracles. Maybe it’s just magic. 
 
      
 
    I started awake just in time to hear the final note of our doorbell chime. I sat up quickly enough to make myself dizzy and gaped at the clock on the DVR. It was 6:05. Dad had forgotten to get me up. 
 
    I ran for the door and flung it open just as Mom walked by. She nearly jumped out of her shoes. 
 
    “Peter!” she exclaimed, pressing her hand against her chest. “What in the world are you doing?” 
 
    “Was that the doorbell?” I asked frantically. “Is everyone here already?” 
 
    “Everyone?” Mom frowned. “What are you talking about? It’s just Melissa.” 
 
    If she didn’t know about Agent Prescott and Mrs. Kendricks then they hadn’t arrived yet. She obviously thought it was Melissa at the door but that didn’t mean it was. I thought about peeking through the peephole to see who was standing outside but Mom would wonder what was wrong with me. I dithered long enough that Mom reached the door and opened it before I could stop her.  
 
    “Melissa!” she said with a cheerful smile. “Welcome! Come on in.” She stepped aside to let Melissa inside. 
 
    “Thanks for having me over, Mrs. Collins,” Melissa told her sincerely. “Is Peter – ? Oh, there you are!” She crossed over to me and pecked me quickly on the cheek. “This is so exciting!” 
 
    “Uh, what is?” I tried to look outside to see if anyone else was out there but all I saw was Melissa’s Thunderbird by the curb before Mom shut the door. 
 
    “Come on into the kitchen,” she told Melissa. “We’ll be eating in about half an hour, if that’s all right.” 
 
    “That’s perfect,” Melissa assured her. 
 
    “You look very nice today. Doesn’t she, Peter?” Mom added pointedly. 
 
    “Um, yes, very nice.” I recognized the blouse from her selfies this morning but the rest of her was covered up with a black skirt and matching blazer. Despite the heat, she was wearing black tights with her low heels, also black. Even her eye shadow was smoky. The only real color on her was her lips and nails, both dark red.  
 
    Both Mom and Melissa rolled their eyes and walked away from me, chattering between themselves as I followed reluctantly, wondering if Agent Prescott was about to come barging through the door at any moment. He’s been waiting for hours to see if Lilith is Lily, I thought worriedly. Why isn’t he here already? 
 
    “I had to run home after work to grab my case,” Melissa explained to Mom, laying a leather satchel on the counter as she doffed her blazer and hung it on the back of one of the chairs. “That’s why I’m a bit late.” 
 
    “You didn’t need to rush, we’re not on any schedule tonight,” Mom told her. “You’re working now?” 
 
    “Yes, at Franklin Investments downtown. I’m the office manager,” she smiled. 
 
    “Really?” Mom sounded surprised. “Aren’t you a bit, ah, young for a position like that?” 
 
    Melissa laughed. “I’m just kidding, sort of. Mr. Franklin’s regular assistant is out on maternity leave and he just needed someone to answer the phone and type up reports and stuff. It’s kind of interesting, actually, but it’s a lot of running around,” she grimaced. “I should have worn better shoes.” 
 
    “Well, sit down and take it easy,” Mom insisted. “Would you like something to drink?” 
 
    “Oh, that would be wonderful. Sweet tea?”  
 
    “Coming right up.” 
 
    “So what did you do all day, Peter?” Melissa asked. “Peter?” I started when she snapped her fingers. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Everything. “I just woke up from a nap.”  
 
    “That explains the hair, then.” I ran my hand across my scalp but I didn’t feel anything different. Melissa patted the chair beside her. “Sit down and tell me about your day.” 
 
    “Uh, why?” There was very little I could tell her, actually, not with Mom just a few feet away. 
 
    “Because that’s what couples do,” she chided me. “Sit.” 
 
    I sat. “We’re a couple?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Well, not officially,” she admitted. “Thank you, Mrs. Collins,” she added gratefully as Mom set a bedewed glass of tea on the table. 
 
    “You’re welcome, dear,” Mom smiled. “I’m going to check on Jack and make sure dinner hasn’t turned into charcoal. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Melissa tapped her fingers on the table as she watched Mom step outside. As soon as the patio door closed, she lunged at me and grabbed my head in a vise grip, mashing her lips against mine for what seemed like an eternity. Then she sat back and picked up her tea. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting all day to do that,” she said matter-of-factly, taking a sip. “This is good tea,” she announced. 
 
    My lips still tingled as I blinked at her, trying to gather my scattered thoughts back together. “Melissa,” I said, glancing around to make sure we were still alone, “there’s a problem.” 
 
    “A problem?” She looked aghast. “You’re not moving in with me?” 
 
    “No, I –” 
 
    “What?” She rose to her feet in dismay. “How can you say that? You can’t change your mind now! I made plans!” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant!” I pulled her back down. “I mean,” I told her in a whisper, “the demon hunter is on his way over here.” 
 
    “Oh.” She blinked her way through a quick succession of thoughts. “So you are moving in?” 
 
    “Oh my God! Didn’t you hear me? The demon hunter is coming!” 
 
    “Peter, this is our future we’re talking about. It’s important!” 
 
    “Dara’s important, too!” 
 
    “I thought the hunter was after Lilith.” 
 
    “He’s after whoever has Olivia’s soul and that’s Dara right now!” 
 
    “Oh, right. So I brought over the apartment brochures for you to see and I made a spreadsheet so we can keep track of everything we need to bring.” She retrieved her satchel and set it on the table, extracting a thin laptop. “Anything we don’t have on hand we can buy this weekend.” 
 
    “Melissa, Dara’s in danger! Don’t you care?” 
 
    She sat back in her chair with a sigh. “Of course I care. Dara’s my friend.” 
 
    “You don’t seem terribly worried about her!” 
 
    “Well, she is a demon,” she pointed out. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So this sort of thing is going to happen, isn’t it? Even if we stop this guy, someone else is just going to come along later.” 
 
    “Not necessarily.”  
 
    Melissa shook her head dolefully. “Peter, I might be a brand-new witch but even I know that witches hunt demons. It’s what we do. Now that Dara’s not human anymore, she’s going to be a target.” She flipped up the cover of her laptop and pressed the power button. “She needs to leave, for her own safety and everyone else’s.” 
 
    “But –” My voice trailed off and I slumped in my chair. I hadn’t thought that far ahead but Melissa was right. Now that Daraxandriel was freed from her Dread Lord’s curse, every witch within a hundred miles was going to be gunning for her, including Mrs. Kendrick’s own coven. “What are we going to do?” I asked forlornly. 
 
    “You’ll think of something,” she said confidently. She typed in her password and opened up a neatly-formatted spreadsheet organized and color-coded by category. There were two columns waiting to be filled in, titled Melissa and Peter. “So I figure we need four complete place settings, just in case we have guests over. Or would six be better?” 
 
    “Oh my God.” I planted my elbows on the table and buried my face in my hands. It was hopeless. Even if we somehow got rid of Agent Prescott, Daraxandriel was doomed. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No, I’m not okay! The woman I love is about to be sent to Hell, or worse!” 
 
    “Peter, we talked about this.” Melissa’s voice suddenly had a dangerous edge to it. “Dara’s not a real woman. I’m your girlfriend, not her.” Something in her dark eyes sent a graveyard shiver down my spine. 
 
    I was saved by the doorbell. I jumped up and ran for the door, hoping that it was Mrs. Kendricks. If nothing else, she might be able to keep Melissa corralled while I tried to keep Daraxandriel alive.  
 
    I yanked open the door and found Agent Prescott standing on our welcome mat. He’d shaved and changed clothes since this morning, sporting a open-necked polo shirt and tan slacks. His hair was damp, as if he’d just taken a shower, although that didn’t disguise the triple scar across his temple. 
 
    “I see I’m in the right place,” he said with a wry smile, obviously recognizing me from the police station. He stuck out his hand. “Ryan Prescott. Your father invited me to drop by.”  
 
    I shook his hand automatically. He had a very firm grip and he held on for quite a bit longer than normal. When he finally released me, he glanced at his palm and nodded to himself. I shot a glance at my own hand but I didn’t see anything unusual. 
 
    “Uh, yes, he mentioned you might come by,” I said, trying and failing to disguise my nervousness. “He’s in the backyard.” I shot a glance at the street outside, desperately wishing that Mrs. Kendricks would drive up just then, but all I saw was a black cat lurking by the gate. It had a collar and tag so it probably belonged to one of the neighbors. 
 
    Prescott cleared his throat. “So can I come in?” he prompted. 
 
    “Oh, right! Sorry.” I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Daraxandriel and Lilith weren’t in sight and then stepped back out of the way. He looked around the foyer and front room casually but I knew he was searching for signs that a demon was staying here. “This way.” 
 
    I led him back to the kitchen, wincing in anticipation as we passed the hallway, but there was no one there. Melissa stood as we approached and looked at me expectantly. It took my rattled brain cells a moment to realize what she wanted.  
 
    “Oh! Um, Melissa, this is, uh, Ryan Prescott, a, uh, an acquaintance of Dad’s. Mr. Prescott, this is Melissa Andrews. She, uh, she’s –” 
 
    “I’m Peter’s girlfriend,” she announced firmly. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Prescott.” They shook hands and Prescott glanced at his palm again. For a fleeting instant, he seemed surprised, but I couldn’t tell why. 
 
    The patio door opened and Mom walked in. “Peter, was there someone at the door?” she asked and then she caught sight of our guest. “Oh, hello.” 
 
    “Mom, this is Ryan Prescott,” I sighed. “He’s here to see Dad.” 
 
    “Sorry to drop in unannounced, Mrs. Collins,” Prescott said, shaking Mom’s hand. “I hope I’m not intruding.” I caught him checking his palm again but this time he didn’t react to whatever it was he saw there. 
 
    “No, not at all, and please call me June,” Mom smiled. “Have you had dinner, Mr. Prescott? You’re quite welcome to join us. It’s barbecue,” she added enticingly. 
 
    “Call me Ryan. I’d be delighted, although I’m not sure how long I can stay.” 
 
    “That’s all right, we’re glad you’re here. Come on out back, Jack’s watching the grill.” 
 
    I waited until the patio door closed behind them before collapsing back into my chair. “Oh my God,” I breathed. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Peter?” Melissa asked with a frown. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked incredulously and then I remembered that she didn’t know who Prescott really was. “That’s the demon hunter!” 
 
    “Really?” she gasped. “He doesn’t look like one. Well, except for that scar. How did he get that?” 
 
    “I don’t know and I don’t care. We have to keep him away from Dara and Lilith.” 
 
    “Keep who away?” 
 
    I spun around. Lilith stood there at the end of the hall, looking at us with that supercilious smile of hers. 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” I demanded, aghast. “You’re supposed to be hiding in my bedroom!” 
 
    “I must have missed that memo,” she retorted dryly, coming closer. “What exactly are we hiding from?” 
 
    “The demon hunter is here!” I hissed at her. 
 
    “Is he?” She made a show of looking around the kitchen. “He’s invisible?” 
 
    “No, he’s in the back yard!” 
 
    “Wonderful.” she smiled. “Well, let’s go have a look at him, shall we?” 
 
    Lilith walked straight to the patio door and opened it before I could lift a hand to stop her or squeak out a warning. I scrambled after her but Mom called out Lilith’s name just as I reached the threshold. 
 
    “Come say hello to Jack’s friend Ryan,” she insisted. “Ryan, this is Lilith. She’s here visiting her sister.” 
 
    “Delighted,” Lilith smiled. She held out her hand to Prescott like she expected him to kneel and kiss her knuckles. He took it in a normal grip and gazed into her eyes as he shook it, an expression of grim satisfaction on his face. When he released her and looked at his palm, though, his smile faded and he just blinked, as if he couldn’t believe what he saw there.  
 
    “Is something wrong?” Lilith asked, all false concern. 
 
    “No, everything’s fine.” Prescott glanced at Dad standing by the grill and shook his head. Dad dipped his head in understanding. Lilith was officially off the suspect list. “So Lilith’s your daughter?” he asked Mom doubtfully.  
 
    “Our daughter?” Mom echoed in surprise. “Why would you think that?” She and Lilith didn’t resemble each other in any way, shape, or form. 
 
    “You said she was visiting her sister, so I assumed –” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Mom laughed. “Dara’s an exchange student. She’s been staying with us for a couple of months now. She’s from London,” she added helpfully. 
 
    “Ah.” Prescott eyed Lilith speculatively. “So you’re British? You don’t have an accent,” he observed. 
 
    “I’m from all over,” she told him smoothly. “My work keeps me on the road.” 
 
    “So does mine. I just came in from New Orleans. Have you been there before?” 
 
    “Once or twice,” she smiled. 
 
    “Recently?” I didn’t like the way Prescott’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “A few days ago. I was just passing through.” 
 
    “It sounds like you two have a lot in common,” Mom said cheerfully. She had no idea how right she really was. “Peter, why don’t you ask everyone else to come on out? We’ll get dinner started.” 
 
    I hesitated, wondering how I could stop the cat-and-mouse game Prescott and Lilith were playing before a certain ex-succubus pointed the finger at Daraxandriel. I had to keep her out of sight until Mrs. Kendricks got here. What’s taking her so long? 
 
    Mom shooed me into the kitchen and followed me in, heading straight for the refrigerator. “Melissa, dear, would you mind bringing these out to Jack?” She pulled out a plastic bin with six corn cobs still in their husks. “I’ll get the kabobs started.” 
 
    “I’ll be glad to,” Melissa said with a smile, taking the bin. “I can help with the other things, too.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Mom told her gratefully. “Susie doesn’t enjoy cooking very much.” 
 
    “I love cooking. You’ll have to tell me what sort of things Peter likes to eat.” She eyed me in eager anticipation. 
 
    “Oh, he’s a teenaged boy, he’ll eat anything. Except meatloaf,” she added thoughtfully. “I don’t understand that.” 
 
    I escaped before Mom gave away all my secrets. I knocked on Susie’s door and slipped inside, shutting the door behind me. She was sitting cross-legged on her bed looking at something on her cellphone.  
 
    “Go away,” she replied absently, not bothering to look up. 
 
    “The demon hunter’s here,” I told her tersely. 
 
    That got her attention. “Really?” she frowned. “I thought it would be noisier.” 
 
    “He hasn’t done anything yet. He’s talking to Lilith but he doesn’t seem to think she’s a demon.” 
 
    “That’s because she’s not,” Susie reminded me. 
 
    “I know that. The problem is Dara. He’s going to want to talk to her and there’s no way he’s not going to notice her horns and tail.” 
 
    “So hide them.” 
 
    “How? Put a bag over her head?” I tended to get sarcastic when I was stressed. 
 
    Susie rolled her eyes. “She can change her appearance, remember?” 
 
    “Right. I knew that.” She’d done it at Mrs. Kendricks’ house but it hadn’t taken Lilith very long to convince her to undo it. “But she’ll still be a demon,” I argued, “and I think he’s using some sort of detector spell. He looks at his palm every time he shakes hands with someone.”  
 
    “His palm?” Susie looked at hers curiously. “I wonder if he’ll teach me how to do that.” 
 
    “Oh my God, this isn’t the time to be exchanging witchcraft tips! How do we keep him from realizing Dara’s a demon?” 
 
    “Don’t let him shake her hand,” she shrugged. 
 
    “Oh, of course, it’s so simple. Why didn’t I think of that?” I needed to come up with some way to distract Agent Prescott before he touched Daraxandriel but my mind was a complete blank. Maybe Dara and I should just sneak out the front door while everyone’s out back and make a run for it in the Mustang. That had a certain appeal, except that Dad was the Chief of Police and Prescott was an FBI agent. We wouldn’t get very far before their troops chased us down. “Dinner’s almost ready,” I told Susie resignedly. “We’re having barbecue on the patio.” 
 
    “I don’t do barbecue.” 
 
    “There’s corn and stuff and we got you a veggie patty. I need you out there to keep Lilith from doing anything.” 
 
    She heaved a sigh and got to her feet. “Fine, but you owe me.” She walked to the door but stopped when I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Aren’t you forgetting something?” I asked pointedly. 
 
    She frowned for a moment. “Oh, right.” She crossed over to her desk and retrieved her wand. 
 
    “No, not that.” I picked up the dress she’d worn for her photo shoot from the floor and held it out to her. “We have guests, remember? And no wands. We don’t want Agent Prescott thinking there’s anything unusual going on here.” 
 
    “He’s not much of an agent if he can’t figure that out in the first five minutes,” she grumbled but she took her dress and wriggled her way back into it. “You owe me double now.” 
 
    “We’ll settle up later.” I left before she found an excuse to up her price again. 
 
    Daraxandriel was sitting at her laptop with her arms crossed, glowering at her screen. She looked up eagerly when I came in but her smile faded when she saw who it was. Her rejection hurt a lot more than I expected. 
 
    “Oh, ‘tis only thee,” she grumbled. “I hoped Lilith had returned, that we may continue our quest.” 
 
    “She’s outside,” I told her, checking over my shoulder to make sure we were alone. “The demon hunter’s here.” 
 
    Daraxandriel gasped in horror. “And she does battle with him to defend me? I must aid her!” She jumped to her feet but I waved her back frantically. 
 
    “No, no, no! That’s not what’s happening! He doesn’t know she’s a demon and he doesn’t know about you.” 
 
    “He is a poor hunter an he walks into the lion’s den so unawares,” she declared. “I shall smite him and be done with him.” 
 
    “No! No smiting! We just need to get through dinner without him realizing what you are.” 
 
    “Thy plan seems ill-considered, Peter Simon Collins,” she said dubiously. “Whyfor should we not dispose of this troublesome pursuer whilst he is within our grasp?” 
 
    “Because my whole family is out there with him! We just need him to think that you’re an ordinary girl and he’ll go away and then we’ll figure out what to do. Okay?” 
 
    “Thou wouldst have me guise myself as a human again?” She sounded very unenthused and her tail reared up in alarm. 
 
    “It’s just for an hour or so, I promise. Just go out there, make some small talk, eat some barbecue, and leave. Just don’t shake his hand, whatever you do.” 
 
    “Lilith challenged me to be bolder in my intercourse with humans,” she argued. “I needs must reveal my true nature ere I can claim more souls.” 
 
    “Of course she does, she wants you to be caught!” 
 
    “Nay, thy dislike of her distorts thy comprehension,” she said stiffly. “She has only my goodwill at heart. She has told me so.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. How did I get stuck with the most naive succubus in all of creation? “Look, this has nothing to do with being bold. It’s like – like – fighting the Blind Worm.” 
 
    “How so?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “You remember how that turned out, right?” 
 
    “Thou didst distract me,” she muttered. 
 
    “Exactly. But if you’d talked to that seer ahead of time, that wouldn’t have happened, right? Whenever you encounter a new boss, you have to study it first and discover its weaknesses. Well, Agent Prescott is a new boss. If you disguise yourself and keep him from realizing you’re a demon, then you can figure out how to fight him. Later,” I amended hastily. 
 
    “Thy words have merit, Peter Simon Collins,” she allowed reluctantly. “I shall heed thine advice, this once.” Her tail shook its spade tip frantically but she concentrated for a moment and it faded from sight, along with her horns and reddish skin. She blinked and looked at me resentfully with ordinary brown eyes. “I am discontent,” she announced. 
 
    “It’s just for a little while,” I promised. “Come on, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    “Thou art indebted to me for this indignity, Peter Simon Collins,” she grumbled, following me to the door. “Thou must procure me fries anon.” 
 
    “I’ll get you all the fries you want, assuming we make it through tonight.” I stopped abruptly and she bumped into me. “Oh my God.” 
 
    “Whyfor dost thou balk?” Daraxandriel complained. “Is it not enough that I am unsightly? Must I be bruised as well?” 
 
    I turned on her in alarm. “Say my name!” 
 
    “Art thou so addled thou hast forgotten thine own appellation?” 
 
    I grabbed her shoulders. “Say it!” 
 
    She huffed a resigned sigh. “Peter Simon Collins.” 
 
    “No, it’s Peter! Just say Peter!” 
 
    She scowled at me irritably. “Peter Si–”  
 
    I clapped my hand over her mouth. “Just Peter. Nothing else, just Peter.” I carefully lifted my hand away. 
 
    “Peter Simon –” She blinked and frowned. “Peter Si–” She grimaced and tried again. “Pe – Pe – Peter. Peter,” she said firmly. “Art thou now satisfied?” 
 
    “No! You have to speak regular English! He’s going to know you’re a demon just by the way you talk!” 
 
    “What nonsense dost thy tongue declaim?” she snapped. “I speak the Queen’s English!” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s the wrong queen! You have to sound like the rest of us or he’ll figure out that you’re trying to trick him.” She pressed her lips together stubbornly and I grasped at the first straw that came to mind. “What would Lilith say if you made a mistake like that?” 
 
    Daraxandriel hunched her shoulders sullenly. “She would chastise me for my failing,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Exactly. So let’s prove to her that you can fool a demon hunter all on your own, okay?” I nodded encouragingly and she reluctantly echoed the motion. 
 
    “I shall abide by thy instruction,” she told me, “yet I fear thy debt to me grows beyond thine ability to repay it.” I cleared my throat and she let her breath out sharply. “You owe me more than just fries,” she ground out between her teeth. 
 
    “I’ll get you anything you want,” I assured her, and then I realized that this was a perfect opportunity to take the lead in round five. “In fact, how about you and I go out after all this is over?” I asked casually. “Anywhere you want, just you and me.” 
 
    “Art thou – Are you asking me out on a date?” she asked suspiciously. “Why?” 
 
    “I just thought it would be nice to spend some time together.” 
 
    “You’re only saying that because I look human again,” she accused. 
 
    “I’m not! You can look however you want to look, it’s entirely up to you. Okay?” 
 
    She eyed me and slowly nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    “Perfect! All right,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Mom was in the kitchen arranging the burger fixings on a platter. She smiled at the two of us as we walked in.  
 
    “There you are!” she exclaimed. “I was beginning to think the two of you had run off somewhere.” 
 
    “No, ha ha, why would we do that? Here, we can take that.” I grabbed the tray and thrust it at Daraxandriel. “Use both hands,” I told her with a nod that I hoped conveyed the importance of keeping her hands full. 
 
    “I am not so artless that –” She stopped and took a deep breath. “I’m not going to drop it, Peter,” she asserted angrily. She turned and was immediately confronted by the patio door, which was closed. She looked from the platter to the door knob and back again. I opened it for her and she pushed by me with a sniff. 
 
    “Peter, can you take these napkins out, please?” Mom held out a sheaf of paper napkins. I grabbed them hurriedly as I heard Lilith’s voice from the patio greeting Daraxandriel. “Oh! And these, too.” She took two chilled beer bottles from the fridge. “These are for your father and Mr. Prescott,” she explained needlessly. I tucked the napkins under my arm and took them from her, eyeing the open door anxiously. “Hang on while I find the bottle opener.” She opened the utensil drawer and started rooting around. 
 
    “I’ll come back for it!” I practically leapt through the back door, only to find Daraxandriel standing right in front of Agent Prescott with Lilith beside them, a grin stretching from one treacherous ear to the other. Daraxandriel still had the tray but Melissa was already reaching to take it from her and Prescott’s hand was coming up. Dad stood by the grill with his back turned and Susie was inspecting her herb garden on the opposite side of the yard. In two seconds, Prescott and Daraxandriel would shake hands and there wasn’t a thing I could do to stop them. 
 
    “Hello!” I spun around at the new voice behind me and goggled at Mrs. Kendricks coming around the side of the house. “I hope you don’t mind me just barging in. I heard voices out back and I was afraid you wouldn’t hear the doorbell.” She winked at me and then scanned the rest of the crowd. “I was just –” Her voice trailed off and her mouth fell open. 
 
    I turned back to see what stopped her in her tracks. Prescott and Daraxandriel had their hands outstretched, just inches apart, but he wasn’t looking at her. He was gaping at Mrs. Kendricks, just as astonished as she was. 
 
    “Ryan?” 
 
    “Arial?”  
 
    Between one breath and the next, they met in the middle of the patio, seemingly without traversing the distance between them. They wrapped each other up in their arms and locked lips, exchanging a kiss that was at least a twelve on a ten-point scale, frantic and primal. I was surprised they didn’t spontaneously explode into flame. 
 
    They broke apart with a gasp, staring into each other’s eyes, and then Mrs. Kendricks stepped back and slapped Prescott hard enough to snap his head around. “I waited for you!” she shouted. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” he said in anguish. “I couldn’t get away.” 
 
    “Three months!” She shoved him and he stumbled back onto the grass. “Three months and nothing! Not a call, not a letter, nothing!” 
 
    “I came looking for you afterwards,” he said, his voice breaking. His left cheek looked like it had a five-fingered sunburn. “You were gone. No one would tell me where you went.” 
 
    She turned her head away, hugging herself. “I had to go. I couldn’t wait any longer.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” They looked at each other in bright-eyed silence. “I’ve thought of you every day since then,” he said quietly. 
 
    Her lips trembled as if she was struggling not to cry. “I missed you so much.”  
 
    Mrs. Kendricks held out her hands and Prescott took them in his, pulling her closer. They hugged each other and just stood there with their eyes closed. The rest of us stood frozen, stunned into silence, until Mom appeared in the doorway, holding the bottle opener aloft. 
 
    “Found it!” she declared triumphantly. Then she noticed the rest of us. “Did I miss something?” 
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    True love is an odd sort of concept. It implies that there’s a special kind of love distinct from the regular sort of affection that couples feel for one another. It’s not actually clear what that distinction is, though, which makes it difficult to tell if the love you feel for someone is true love or just ordinary love. The claim that you’ll know it when it happens to you just begs the question. What is true love? 
 
    Romance novels and fairy tales fill up a lot of pages illustrating true love, even if they don’t always call it that. Usually the hero and heroine of the story lock eyes across a crowded room and instantly know that they’ve found that one person they’ll spend the rest of eternity with. Of course, things are never that simple and the two of them will have to overcome almost insurmountable odds before they can finally be together. The point is, from that very first moment there’s no doubt in their minds that they’ve discovered their one true love and nothing ever shakes that conviction. 
 
    Spoiler alert: fairy tale romances are just make-believe. There might be violins and fireworks when you first lay eyes on someone but that’s not true love, that’s infatuation. There’s no way to know for sure if the other person is a suitable match without spending time with them, no matter how much your heart flutters when you think about them. Even then, it’s a hit-or-miss proposition. If true love is really a thing, why do so many marriages end in divorce? With that sort of track record, true love is obviously just wishful thinking. 
 
      
 
    “We met when I was sixteen.” The adults had commandeered the patio chairs and Mrs. Kendricks and Prescott sat side-by-side, their fingers interlocked under the table. “At the time, I was living in a tiny little community called Warwick, about an hour west of Philadelphia.” 
 
    “This is so romantic,” Melissa whispered to me. We were seated on the grass a short distance away. Daraxandriel was on my other side and Lilith sat beside her, glaring daggers at me and Mrs. Kendricks the entire time. Susie was by herself near her garden, showing no interest in the proceedings whatsoever. 
 
    “Is that where you two met?” Mom asked eagerly. She was as enthralled by the tale as Melissa. 
 
    “A few miles away. I’d gone out into the woods that morning to pick herbs and flowers for my mother. She made home remedies and lotions and the like,” Mrs. Kendricks explained. “It was the first day of spring and everything was blooming. It was such a beautiful day, I lost track of time.” 
 
    “You got lost,” Prescott corrected her. She bumped him with her elbow, rather forcefully, judging from his wince. 
 
    “I knew the way home,” she insisted. “I was just off the main trails, that’s all. Anyway, it was starting to get dark and I saw something following me through the trees.” 
 
    “Oh no!” Mom gasped. “What was it?” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks and Prescott looked at each other. “Wolves,” she said carefully. 
 
    “Definitely wolves,” he answered with a nod. It obviously wasn’t wolves. 
 
    “That whole area’s pretty built up, isn’t it?” Dad asked with a frown. “I wouldn’t expect to see wolves there.” 
 
    “Warwick’s right on the edge of one of the state parks,” Mrs. Kendricks explained smoothly. “It’s basically a giant nature preserve.” Dad accepted that with a thoughtful nod. “In any event, by the time I realized they were there, they’d already surrounded me. I thought I was dead.” 
 
    Mom gasped and clutched her heart and Melissa grabbed my hand but Dad just cocked his head curiously. “It turned out okay, obviously.” 
 
    “A hero happened to wander by at the last moment.” She smiled at Prescott, who rolled his eyes. 
 
    “I was tracking the, uh, wolves,” he said. “Some friends of mine had spotted them a couple of days earlier and asked for help hunting them down. I only caught up with the pack because they’d slowed down to stalk Arial.” 
 
    “What happened?” Mom asked breathlessly. 
 
    “I don’t remember the details,” Mrs. Kendricks confessed. “It was dark and I was doing my best to stay out of the way. There was a lot of shrieking and claws, I do remember that,” she shuddered, “but before I knew it, they were all dead. Ryan was hurt, though.” She reached up and brushed her fingers along the scars on his temple. 
 
    “One of them got behind me,” Prescott said grimly, evidently mad at himself for his mistake. 
 
    “He couldn’t walk and I couldn’t carry him, so we had to stay there all night.” 
 
    “I told you to go get help,” he reminded her tersely. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have been able to find you again,” she countered heatedly. “You might have died!” She suddenly remembered the rest of us looking on and cleared her throat. “Anyway, I, um, we, um –” She faltered and I could have sworn she was blushing. “I, ah, kept him warm through the night and his friends found us the next day.” A shadow passed over her features and she let go of his hand. “You promised you’d come back,” she murmured. 
 
    “I had to go,” he said sadly. “There were more ... wolves. They needed my help.” 
 
    “I waited. I looked for you every day.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t have a choice.” Silence fell over the back yard and we pretended not to notice Mrs. Kendricks wiping her eyes. “Where did you go?” 
 
    “I moved to Kentucky that summer to stay with my aunt,” she said quietly.  
 
    “I asked your mother what happened to you. She wouldn’t tell me. She seemed angry.” 
 
    “I made a decision she didn’t agree with. I don’t regret it, not for an instant, but –” Mrs. Kendricks sighed. “I wish things had turned out differently.” 
 
    “So do I.” Prescott tentatively reached out for her hand and she let him take it, a new smile teasing her lips. 
 
    “And now here you are, twenty years later,” Mom enthused. “This is so – so romantic!” Melissa sighed in agreement beside me. 
 
    “Only nineteen years,” Mrs. Kendricks corrected her with a laugh. “Hardly any time at all.” 
 
    “Far too long,” Prescott argued. They looked each other in the eyes. 
 
    Melissa’s elbow connected with my ribs. “Ow!” I grumbled in protest. “What’s that for?” 
 
    “They’re going to kiss again!” she predicted eagerly. 
 
    “They are not,” I argued. “Not with all of us watching.” 
 
    I was wrong, of course. Mrs. Kendricks and Prescott locked lips long enough for Mom and Dad to avert their eyes in embarrassment. When they finally broke apart, Mom took the opportunity to jump to her feet. 
 
    “So, who needs a refill?” she asked brightly. She and Mrs. Kendricks had wine glasses while the menfolk were still nursing their beers. 
 
    “I’m good, thank you, June,” Mrs. Kendricks smiled. “I’m driving, after all.” 
 
    “As am I,” said Prescott, although he quickly finished off his bottle. “I need to head out soon.” 
 
    “As do I.” The two of them eyed each other and Melissa elbowed me again. 
 
    “Oh my God!” she whispered. “They’re going to go have sex!” 
 
    “They are not,” I said automatically, but it was pretty clear she was right. I felt a little twinge of something that might have been jealousy but I shook that off. I’d already made my decision about Mrs. Kendricks. 
 
    “You are the least romantic person I know, Peter Collins,” Melissa told me tartly. “I’m going to have to fix that.” She unbuttoned the top of her blouse and pulled the collar wide, exposing an expanse of pale skin and a fair bit of cleavage. Her fairy charm dangled from its silver chain. 
 
    “Um, what are you doing?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “It’s hot out here,” she informed me. She used her napkin to fan some air at her chest. 
 
    “It’s not that hot,” I argued. It was late June in Texas, to be sure, but the sun was already behind the house. 
 
    “You’re not wearing tights,” she pointed out. “Mr. Franklin is a dear old man but he’s a bit old-fashioned when it comes to office wear. Suits and ties for the men, long-sleeved blouses, skirts, and hose for the women,” she sighed. “I’m going to melt this summer.” 
 
    “Well, go take them off, then. You’re not at work now.” 
 
    “That’s a surprisingly good idea.” She kicked off her shoes and got up on her knees, hiking her skirt up. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked in a strangled voice. I shot a look at Mom and Dad but they were deep in conversation with Mrs. Kendricks and Agent Prescott. 
 
    “Taking off my tights, like you said.”  
 
    “I meant inside the house!” 
 
    She ignored me and wriggled them down to her knees, making my heart skip a beat when she briefly flashed her panties, the same ones I’d seen in her blouse photos. Then she sat down again and leaned back against me as she peeled them off her legs. “Oh, that feels so much better,” she sighed. She rolled her tights up into a little ball and stuffed them inside one of her shoes. “I should have done this when I got here.” She wiggled her bare toes in the grass. 
 
    Off to the side, Lilith nudged Daraxandriel and indicated Melissa with a jerk of her chin. Daraxandriel eyed the two of us for a moment and then she grinned in a not-very-reassuring way. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked her uneasily. 
 
    “Naught that thou –” She stopped, rolled her eyes, and tried again. “Nothing that you need to worry about, Peter. All is well.” She and Lilith shared the same wicked smile. 
 
    “Don’t you get any ideas!” I hissed at her. “We still need to do something about him!” I indicated Prescott surreptitiously.  
 
    “He seems well-distracted to me,” Lilith said with a shrug. “I imagine he’ll be rather preoccupied for the next few hours,” she smirked. 
 
    “Well, maybe, but we still need to keep a low profile,” I insisted. He’d apparently forgotten that he hadn’t shaken Daraxandriel’s hand yet and I didn’t want anything to remind him of his oversight. 
 
    “Fret not, Peter,” Daraxandriel assured me breezily. “His soul is not the one I seek.” 
 
    “Hang on, we agreed that you wouldn’t go after my soul!” 
 
    “No, we agreed that Dara wouldn’t offer you a contract for your soul,” Lilith countered.  
 
    “That’s the same thing!” 
 
    “Of course it is,” she assured me. She looked particularly pleased with herself, which worried me. “Come on, Dara, I think we’re done here.” They rose and walked into the house, leaving their plates lying on the grass. None of the adults noticed them leaving, which was a relief. 
 
    “Are you finished?” I asked Melissa, indicating her plate. The only thing remaining  there was a smudge of barbecue sauce and a blob of potato salad and I wondered if she’d skipped lunch today. My plate bore four rib bones and the remains of a hamburger, although I didn’t remember eating either one. 
 
    “Yes, unless there’s dessert?” she asked hopefully. She handed me her plate and gathered up her shoes while I collected Daraxandriel and Lilith’s plates. They’d barely touched their meals. 
 
    “There’s probably something in the freezer,” I assured her. We brought everything into the kitchen and scraped the remains into the trash before stacking the dishes in the sink. “What a day this turned out to be.” 
 
    “I know!” Melissa gushed. “We’re moving in together and Mrs. Kendricks found her long-lost love. It’s like Valentine’s Day in June!” 
 
    “Um, right.” We dodged the bullet with Agent Prescott and I still had four days to figure out how to get out of moving in with Melissa without her going ballistic on me. As long as nothing else happened tonight, I was in pretty good shape. 
 
    Susie walked in then and deposited her plate on the counter as she walked by, barely giving us a glance. “Fat lot of help you were,” I grumbled after her. 
 
    She paused at the end of the hallway. “I was out there the whole time,” she frowned. “Wearing clothes and everything.” 
 
    “You were fifty feet away! How were you going to stop him from shaking Dara’s hand?” 
 
    “Lilith said I should stay out of range in case they started casting spells at each other.” 
 
    “Since when do you listen to Lilith?” I asked incredulously. “The whole idea was to keep anything like that from happening in the first place!” 
 
    “It sounded like a good plan,” she shrugged. “Besides, it all worked out, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Because of Mrs. Kendricks!” 
 
    “So? It still worked out.” She walked away, leaving me fuming impotently. 
 
    “She’s not entirely human, is she?” Melissa asked doubtfully. 
 
    “I wish I knew,” I sighed. “Mom won’t admit she’s adopted.” 
 
    As if she was summoned by my words, Mom came in with the other plates, looking very pleased with herself. 
 
    “This couldn’t have worked out better if I’d planned it this way!” she declared. “Imagine Mrs. Kendricks dropping in when her true love just happened to be here! Miracles do happen and don’t you believe otherwise.”  
 
    She sorted through the dishes and utensils, humming to herself as she stacked them in the dishwasher, and then she looked around to see if there was anything left to go in. “Oh, Melissa!” she said in dismay. “You have something here.” She tapped her heart and Melissa looked down at herself. There was a barbecue-colored splotch on her blouse. 
 
    “Oh no!” Melissa grabbed a dish towel and tried to dab it off but all she managed to do was smudge it around. “Shi –” She caught herself just in time. “Sugar,” she grumbled angrily. “It’s ruined!” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Mom reassured her. “I have some spray that might work. Take that off and I’ll run it through the cycle. It’ll take about half an hour, though,” she warned. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Melissa said. “I wasn’t planning on leaving just yet. We still need to talk about the move.” She started unbuttoning her blouse. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I squeaked.  
 
    “This is one of my favorite blouses, Peter.” She pulled her arms through the sleeves and shrugged it off, handling it to Mom. 
 
    “But you’re – you’re – standing there!” Wearing nothing but a bra and a skirt, I would have added but it seemed pretty self-evident. 
 
    “Everything’s covered up,” she insisted. She folded her arms under her breasts, which did nothing to help my composure. 
 
    “You’ve seen girls in bikinis before, Peter,” Mom admonished me. 
 
    “This isn’t the same!” Bikinis were generally designed to conceal whatever was underneath. Melissa’s bra, a form-fitting construction of silk and lace, was not. 
 
    “Well, she can wear one of your shirts if it bothers you that much. I’ll get this started.” Mom headed off to the laundry room, tut-tutting over the blouse and leaving Melissa and me alone in the kitchen. 
 
    “Why don’t you, ah, find something to wear until your blouse is ready?” I suggested. 
 
    “Does it bother you to see me like this?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “A little,” I admitted. A lot, actually. Little Peter’s interest in the current situation was going to become obvious very soon. 
 
    “Do you like to see me like this?” she teased, catching her lip between her teeth. 
 
    “It’s very, um, distracting.” 
 
    “Maybe I want you to be distracted.” She leaned closer to me. “Maybe I want you thinking about me like Mr. Prescott thinks about Mrs. Kendricks,” she whispered in my ear. “Maybe I want you to want me for the next nineteen years.” 
 
    “That’s, um,” I swallowed with difficulty, “that’s a long time.” 
 
    “Hm, true,” she said thoughtfully. “So how about a minute and nineteen seconds instead, give or take? I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She walked off towards the bedrooms, pausing for an instant to give me a smoldering look over her shoulder before she disappeared down the hallway. I let out a sigh of relief and repositioned Little Peter to a less constricting orientation. 
 
    The back door opened and Dad came in, following by Mrs. Kendricks and Agent Prescott. They weren’t holding hands but their shoulders were practically touching and they couldn’t seem to keep their eyes off each other. Both of them looked a bit flushed. 
 
    “So are you going to be staying in Hellburn for a while?” Dad asked. It took Prescott a moment to realize Dad was talking to him. 
 
    “Um, yes, probably,” he said, shaking his head to clear it. “I still need to finish my, ah, assignment.” 
 
    “I’ll be at the station tomorrow. Come by and we can talk about how the HPD can help.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Prescott nodded. “I appreciate that.” 
 
    “You’re leaving already?” Mom asked in disappointment, coming back into the kitchen. “You just got here!” 
 
    “Duty calls,” he said apologetically. “Thanks for dinner, June. It was wonderful.” 
 
    “Very memorable,” Mrs. Kendricks agreed with a smile, although I doubted she was referring to the quality of the food. 
 
    Mom and Dad followed the two of them to the front door and they stood there on the threshold exchanging the usual sort of pleasantries that dragged goodbyes out far too long. I could tell Mrs. Kendricks was starting to get antsy by the way she kept glancing over her shoulder. Finally, though, the women hugged, the men shook hands, and our guests bolted for their cars as Dad closed the door behind them. 
 
    “Someone’s not going to get much sleep tonight,” Mom predicted, looking absolutely delighted by the idea. 
 
    “Two someones,” Dad corrected her wryly. He noticed me standing there and cleared his throat in a warning. “I’ll, ah, make sure the grill shut off properly,” he said loudly, as if he hoped that would make me forget the conversation I just witnessed. 
 
    “Oh, and I’d better check on Melissa’s blouse.” Mom hid her smile behind her hand and the two of them hurried off to their respective tasks. 
 
    “I’m eighteen, you know,” I said to the empty room. “I know what sex is.” In theory, anyway. 
 
    “Peter?” Melissa reappeared, wearing one of my t-shirts and an odd expression. “I found something in your dresser.” 
 
    “I can see that. I wouldn’t have figured you for a Superman fan, though.” She seemed more like the Batman type. The iconic shield was stretched across her chest, distorted but still recognizable.  
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about. I found this.” 
 
    She held out a neatly folded triangle of white cloth. For a fleeting second, I thought it was one of my handkerchiefs, but all of mine were plain cotton and this looked like lace. Then my jaw dropped open and all of the heat in my body raced to my ears. 
 
    “Peter,” she asked carefully, “why were my missing panties in your drawer?” 
 
    My mind raced through a dozen possible responses that might get me through this with my health and my dignity intact. I’ve never seen those before, I have no idea how they got there. Those aren’t yours, Dara just happens to own a pair exactly like them. I felt bad about you losing them so I bought you a replacement. Someone snuck into my bedroom and planted them there to frame me. None of those excuses was going to work. I swallowed with difficulty and went with the truth. 
 
    “I found them on the ground outside your house,” I told her. She didn’t immediately slap me, which was promising. 
 
    “Why didn’t you bring them up to me, then?” she asked with a frown. 
 
    “Well, you were asleep when I left and I didn’t want to wake you up.” And I really didn’t want to risk running into your dad with your panties in my hand. 
 
    “I was asleep?” The way she said that started ringing alarm bells. 
 
    “Um, yes?” I said cautiously. “You were pretty out of it after your initiation.” 
 
    “Peter, I woke up naked with my clothes all over the floor.” She took a step towards me and I automatically backed up. “Did you see me?” 
 
    Just say no, just say no. I couldn’t do it. “Only a little bit,” I hedged feebly. 
 
    “Peter!” she gasped. She crossed her arms protectively over her chest, despite the fact that she was currently fully clothed, more or less. “How could you!” 
 
    “It was – I didn’t – I couldn’t help it!” I protested. “You just passed out on the floor in front of me!” 
 
    “On the floor? Then how did I end up in bed?” 
 
    “Um –” I looked around for an escape route but it was hopeless. She was a lot stronger and faster than I was. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Melissa breathed. “You saw me and you touched me and I was unconscious the whole time?” She moved closer but I was already backed up against the counter and I had nowhere to go. “I was completely helpless and at your mercy?” Her tongue darted out to moisten her lips. 
 
    “Um.” I leaned back as far away from her as I could but she was practically on top of me now. 
 
    “Did you have your way with me?” she whispered huskily. She placed her hands on my chest and my heart thudded against her palms. “Did you do unspeakable things to me while I was in your power?”  
 
    “No, of course not – mmph!” Her kiss nearly sucked the air out of my lungs and her hips pressed against a particularly sensitive part of my anatomy. “Melissa!” I mumbled against her lips. 
 
    She released me slowly, keeping our lips together for as long as possible. “I knew you didn’t do anything,” she told me with a smile. “You’re such a gentleman.” 
 
    “The word you’re looking for is dweeb,” I muttered and she laughed. 
 
    “You can keep these,” she said, dangling her panties in my face before tucking them into my front pants pocket, “as a souvenir.” Her lips curled into a wicked smile. “Maybe I’ll accidentally lose a few more.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay!” I protested. “One’s plenty!” 
 
    Melissa silenced me with another peck on my lips and walked over to the kitchen table where her laptop still sat. “Now then,” she said briskly, turning it on, “let’s get this spreadsheet filled out.” 
 
    Mom and Dad got pulled into the negotiations when they came back into the kitchen and we ground our way through Melissa’s interminable inventory of household goods. Dad bailed on us pretty quickly, claiming he had to work tomorrow, but Mom stayed to the bitter end, debating every single item like she was drafting an international trade agreement. My main contribution to the process was agreeing with whatever they decided while trying to ignore Melissa’s bare leg rubbing against mine under the table. 
 
    The women finally dotted every i and crossed every t and Melissa shut down her laptop, promising to email me a copy of the final agreement so I could start assembling my contribution to the cause. Mom brought her blouse out on a hanger, still damp but spotless, and Melissa thanked her effusively.  
 
    She packed her laptop back into her satchel, left the brochures on the table for me to peruse at my leisure, stuffed her tights into her blazer pocket as she stepped into her heels, and asked me to carry her blouse out to her car. She gave Mom a hug and an air kiss and practically skipped down the walkway. 
 
    “This has been the most perfect day!” she exclaimed, tossing her bag and her jacket onto the passenger seat of her Thunderbird and then carefully laying her blouse out in the back. “I can hardly wait until the weekend gets here, can you?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I sighed unenthusiastically. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be like that.” She draped her arms around my neck. “Just think, four days from now we’ll be spending our first night together. Aren’t you excited?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “You’re just nervous,” she insisted. “Tell you what, let’s have dinner tomorrow night. With any luck, your surprise will be ready by then,” she added with a teasing smile.  
 
    “What sort of surprise?” I asked anxiously. 
 
    “It won’t be a surprise if I tell you. I’ll call you and let you know when and where to meet me, okay?”  
 
    She didn’t bother waiting for a response. Instead, she smooched me and walked around her car to open the driver door and slip in behind the wheel. She waved farewell at me through the windshield and then she grinned in a way that made me very uneasy. She wiggled around like she was having trouble getting comfortable, watching me the entire time, and then she finally closed her door and started up the engine. 
 
    “Bye, Peter!” she called with another cheery wave. “Love you!” She peeled away from the curb with a squeal of rubber and sped down the road like a drag racer, a fairly bold maneuver considering Dad was the head of the Hellburn police.  
 
    I stood there watching until her tail lights disappeared in the distance and then I heaved a sigh as I turned to head back inside. I nearly jumped out of my skin when something small and black sped by right in front of me but it was just a cat, probably the same one I saw earlier. It darted around the corner of the fence and vanished into the shadows. I clutched my chest, waiting for my heart to recover its normal rhythm, and my eyes fell on something white on the ground, right where Melissa’s Thunderbird had been parked.  
 
    Curious, I went to pick it up, figuring it was a piece of paper that had fallen out of her car when she opened the door. My heart skipped a few more beats when I discovered that it wasn’t paper at all. It was silk with a tiny bow in front and it was still warm. I looked around frantically to make sure there were no witnesses and hastily stuffed the article into my pocket with the rest of my burgeoning collection. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I muttered as I trudged back to the house, taking a moment to verify that Little Peter’s natural reaction to recent events wasn’t obvious to any casual observers before I went inside. “I’m never going to make it to the weekend at this rate.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



21 
 
      
 
    Mods, in gaming parlance, are modifications that players make to games that change their original behavior. A particular mod might give the player a boost in combat or improve the quality of the loot that NPCs drop or even add entirely new missions. Most mods, however, just alter the appearance of the characters and objects in the game. As you might expect from a population dominated by teenaged boys, the most popular mods simply make the outfits of female characters invisible. 
 
    There’s a lot of angst in the gaming community about nude mods in MMOs. There’s a pervasive belief out there that naked characters will shock, offend, or corrupt the young and innocent and therefore any and all mods should be banned. The thing is, mods only affect the player’s instance of the game. His character could waltz through a crowded dungeon wearing nothing more than a chainmail thong and no one else would be the wiser. 
 
    Some games are explicitly designed to make mods virtually impossible, while others completely embrace the modding subculture with open interfaces and extensive documentation. Legends of Lorecraft sits somewhere in the middle. They discourage modding by highlighting the inherent risk of corrupting the game files but they don’t go out of their way to prevent you from going ahead and doing it anyway. 
 
    This brings up the related concept of boob physics. One of the critical decisions game designers have to make is how breasts should behave as the character moves. In most games, breasts are solid bumps that don’t do anything interesting. In many Japanese and Korean games, the designers apparently think breasts are made of jello. They jiggle and sway with the slightest movement, a behavior further exaggerated by the fact that most of the females in these games are extremely buxom. 
 
    Lorecraft prides itself on the realism of its character design system. That philosophy carries over into their character animation algorithms, which implement a very convincing simulation of breast movement. This combination of realistic boob physics and nude mods makes for some very distracting moments during the game. Or so I’ve heard. 
 
      
 
    The house was oddly quiet but I presumed everyone was indulging in some downtime after the evening’s excitement. I took the opportunity to consider my next course of action. 
 
    The good news was, Lilith’s black knight – Ryan Prescott – failed to capture the white queen. Unfortunately, he’d be back in action again tomorrow, after he and my bishop finished getting reacquainted. Lilith was already getting her hooks into one of my knights, the other one was obsessed by her upcoming move, and my pawn was MIA until later tonight. My only option, it seemed, was to try to get the white queen back on my side of the board. I headed for my bedroom. 
 
    To my surprise, Daraxandriel was alone in the room, hunched over her laptop with her headphones on. She was back in full demon form and her tail reared up at my approach. I stopped well out of its reach. 
 
    “Dara, where’s Lilith?” She didn’t react and her tail tapped her on her shoulder, startling her. She looked around and noticed me. 
 
    “What dost thou require, Peter Simon Collins?” she asked, slipping her headphones around her neck. She looked irritated at being interrupted. 
 
    “Where’s Lilith? I thought she’d be with you.” Leaving Daraxandriel alone was potentially risky so whatever Lilith was up to had to be important. 
 
    “She is with the waif,” she sniffed. 
 
    “What?” Getting Susie on her side would give her an ally in the enemy camp. I had to stop whatever Lilith was doing before it was too late. I ran to Susie’s door and tried to open it, but it was locked. I knocked frantically.  
 
    “Susie? What’s going on in there? Open up!” 
 
    “Go away, Peter!” Susie’s voice was muffled by the door but her irritation came through clearly. 
 
    “Is Lilith in there with you? I need to talk to her!” Susie would just ignore me until I gave up but Lilith just might be curious enough to open the door. I pressed my ear to the door, trying to figure out what they were up to, but I couldn’t make out any sounds until the lock suddenly clicked. I jumped back as the door opened just enough to show me Lilith’s amused smile. 
 
    “Yes?” she asked smoothly. “Did you need something?” 
 
    “What are you doing with Susie?” I tried to push the door wider but Lilith’s strategically-positioned foot kept it from moving. 
 
    “Girl stuff,” she shrugged. “You wouldn’t be interested.” 
 
    “What kind of girl stuff?” I insisted. I craned my neck but I couldn’t see anything from this angle.  
 
    “Peter,” she said condescendingly, “you’re a man. You don’t understand the needs a young woman has, especially one who’s just beginning to blossom like Susie is. I’m just glad that I could be here to give her the benefit of my experience.” 
 
    “She doesn’t need your experience! Susie?” I called through the opening. “What is she doing to you?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Susie’s exasperated tone sounded perfectly normal for her. “Go away and stop interrupting us.” 
 
    “You’d better go,” Lilith said with feigned concern. “This will take a lot longer if she’s distracted.” 
 
    “What will?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’re almost done. For now,” she added with a grin. I tried to keep her from closing the door on me but she had better leverage and the gap narrowed inexorably. 
 
    “Am I doing this right?” I heard Susie ask. “It feels weird.” 
 
    “Try a different angle,” Lilith suggested. The door thunked closed, cutting off Susie’s reply. 
 
     “Oh my God,” I breathed, raking my fingers through my hair. Whatever Lilith was teaching Susie was going to cause trouble down the road, I just knew it, but I was powerless to stop it. I considered telling Mom that something was going on in the hopes that she would intervene but she was just as much under Lilith’s spell as Susie was, if not more so. 
 
    I decided to make a tactical retreat and focus on the larger strategy instead. That meant sacrificing my knight to the black queen, at least temporarily, and making a play for the white queen while we were still alone. I took an unsteady breath, straightened my shoulders, and returned to my room. 
 
    “So, Dara, what are you up to?” I asked pleasantly, only to discover that she had her headphones back on and couldn’t hear me.  
 
    Her tail watched me closely, though, and I eyed it uneasily. I still didn’t understand how it worked. It was physically attached to her – I’d seen Daraxandriel naked often enough to confirm that – but it seemed to have a mind of its own, like an extremely loyal cobra.  
 
    “I need to talk to Dara,” I told it hesitantly. It didn’t have any visible eyes or ears but it was obviously aware of its surroundings. Its spade-shaped end hovered for a moment and then it twisted around to tap Daraxandriel again. 
 
    “I bade thee to leave me be whilst I am questing!” she told it sharply. It quailed and pointed urgently in my direction. Her glowing eyes narrowed in irritation and she doffed her headphones again. “Why dost thou persist in intruding upon my room, Peter Simon Collins?” 
 
    I almost pointed out that it was actually my room but that would derail our conversation before it even started. “I just wanted to talk,” I told her, sitting at my desk. “Lilith is monopolizing all your time.” 
 
    “She is my clutch-mate,” she said defensively. “We have not seen one another ere these many years.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining, I’m just feeling left out. You and I used to be together all the time.” I shrugged apologetically. “I’m guess I’m feeling a bit neglected.” 
 
    “Thou hast Melissa to keep thee company,” she pointed out with a frown. “Does she not please thee?” 
 
    “Well, sure, but I’m supposed to move in with her in a few days and then you and I won’t get to see each other as often. I mean, you’re my best friend, after all.” I hoped I wasn’t laying it on too thick but I didn’t have much time. Lilith could return at any moment. 
 
    “Nay, Justin is thy boon companion,” she replied tartly, “or hast thou forgotten him since thy schooling ended?” 
 
    “I meant you’re my best girl friend. We have a lot in common.” 
 
    “Thou art human and I am a demon, Peter Simon Collins,” she said, shaking her head. “We are not akin.” 
 
    “Sure we are! We both play Lorecraft,” I suggested. 
 
    “As do thee and Melissa.” 
 
    “You helped me defeat Dr. Bellowes.” 
 
    “As did Melissa.” 
 
    “We sleep together in the same bed. Up until yesterday, anyway,” I added sourly. 
 
    “Melissa would gladly share her bed with thee, would she not?” Daraxandriel asked pointedly. “Her desire for thee grows daily.” 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. “That’s beside the point. I want you, not her.” 
 
    She looked away. “Thou dost not know thine own heart,” she said quietly. “Thou art swayed by my power as a succubus but thou dost not truly desire me. I am repugnant to thine eyes, Lilith has said so.” 
 
    “Lilith doesn’t know what I like or don’t like!” I retorted. “She just wants to keep us apart. Look, you agreed to go out on a date with me, right? Let’s go, right now, and I’ll prove that I love you, Dara the person, not you, Dara the succubus. Okay?” 
 
    For a moment, it looked like she was about to agree, but then her lips tightened and her eyes blazed brighter.  
 
    “Nay!” she spat. “Lilith did caution me that thou wouldst strive to divert me from my course. I will not be distracted from my aim, Peter Simon Collins! I will have thy soul or be damned for it!” She was on her feet now, breathing hard with her fists clenched. 
 
    “What’s so important about my soul?” I shot back, furious at Lilith for twisting her around like this. “Why do you want it so badly?” 
 
    “I needs must claim a soul! Ere I fail at this, I am not worthy to be called a succubus.” She deflated sadly and fell back into her chair. “An I cannot suade thee to surrender thy soul, even giving thee thy most heartfelt desire without prior promise of repayment, I may as well reclaim my Dread Lord’s curse and live out my days as a human.” 
 
    “Would that be so bad?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “You wouldn’t ask that if you’d ever been a demon.” Lilith stood in the doorway with that hated smirk of hers. “Life as a mere human is a cruel punishment.” 
 
    “You don’t seem to be suffering,” I countered angrily. I wondered how much of our conversation she’d overheard. 
 
    “I hide my pain for Dara’s sake,” she said easily. “It’s not her fault I ended up like this.” 
 
    “Nay, Lilith, I take full blame for thy tribulations!” Daraxandriel protested. “’Twas my selfishness that led to thee taking on my curse. I shall not rest ‘til thou art restored to thy former perfection! Peter Simon Collins’ soul shall be the currency for thy release!” 
 
    “You’re a loving sister and a true friend, Dara,” Lilith smiled, her eyes sparkling with malicious delight. “I don’t deserve you.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, how are you supposed to get my soul if I don’t sign a contract?” I asked uneasily. “You promised you wouldn’t try to make me sign anything.” 
 
    “Unless you ask her to,” Lilith reminded me smugly. 
 
    “Melissa shall be thy undoing, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel said confidently, although she didn’t sound all that enthusiastic about it. “Her growing lust for thee shall inflame thine own desire and thou shalt bargain with me for its sweet release.” 
 
    “Are you still talking about that ridiculous plan? If I wanted to have sex with Melissa, which I don’t, I can just go over to her place and do it! I don’t need to give you my soul.” 
 
    “Thou art welcome to try such,” she scoffed. “I have bent the world to bring thee together and yet still keep thee apart. All shall unfold according to my will.” She crossed her arms and dared me to disagree. 
 
    “Right, well, good luck with that,” I sighed. Obviously my gambit to win Daraxandriel back had failed but this was just a temporary setback. I’d just have to try again later. At least this idiotic scheme of hers would keep her from trying to capture someone else’s soul until we figured out how to get rid of Lilith once and for all. 
 
    My phone pinged and I pulled it out of my pocket, wondering who would be sending me messages at this time of night. It was from Melissa, which surprised me. She couldn’t possibly have gotten home this quickly. 
 
    Trying to stay cool on the way home, was all it said, along with a winking emoticon. That seemed benign, if somewhat cryptic, but there was an attachment to the message. I tapped it to open it up. 
 
    It looked like a picture of the Thunderbird’s passenger seat. I recognized her satchel and her blazer lying there but a few other items had joined them. A white t-shirt with a red-and-yellow logo partially covered a black rectangle that might have been her skirt, and a loop of silky fabric peeked out from underneath.  
 
    That’s strange, I frowned. Those are the clothes she was wearing when she left. Did she have another outfit in the car? Why would she bother changing before she got home? That doesn’t make any sense. So that must mean –  
 
    My breath caught in my throat and my jaw fell open as I realized that Melissa was driving home in a convertible wearing the only articles of clothing that weren’t in the photo: her shoes. “Oh my God.” I barely recognized my own voice. 
 
    “Is there a problem, Peter?” Lilith asked solicitously. She tried to look over my shoulder but I clutched my phone against my chest. 
 
    “No! Everything’s fine!” I insisted. “I, uh, need to go!” 
 
    Lilith’s chuckle followed me out of the room and down the hall. I shut myself in the den and dropped onto the couch, staring at the photo and trying to convince myself that Melissa was just teasing me, that she wasn’t really driving home naked. 
 
    Wait, she had her blouse in the back seat, I thought, desperately grasping at the only straw I could find. Maybe she’s wearing that. It’s still wet and it wouldn’t cover her up completely but at least anyone she passed wouldn’t notice anything, right? This had to be Daraxandriel’s fault, that world-bending thing that was supposed to make me want Melissa. It’s not working, I told myself firmly. I’m not lusting after her.  
 
    Little Peter begged to disagree. Dare her to take a selfie, he whispered slyly. Demand proof. 
 
    No, I told him, I don’t want to encourage her. She’ll get herself arrested for public indecency if she’s not careful. 
 
    Isn’t this number 3 on Justin’s list? Maybe she’ll do the others if you ask her. 
 
    No! This isn’t her, Dara’s messing with her mind to get my soul. I just need to stay away from her until we figure out how to fix this. 
 
    Well, good luck with that, Little Peter said dismissively. I’ll be down here thinking about her if you need me. 
 
    “Oh God,” I moaned, letting my head fall back against the couch. I wasn’t even going to make it to Wednesday at this rate. 
 
    A knock on the door startled me upright. “Peter?” Dad called. “Are you in here?” He opened the door and poked his head in. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, sure,” I stammered. “Why do you ask?” I hurriedly slipped my phone back into my pocket. 
 
    “Lilith said you ran out of your room after you got a message from someone. Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Yes, everything’s fine, Dad,” I assured him, silently fuming at Lilith’s attempt to cause more trouble for me. “It was just a text from Melissa.” 
 
    “Ah.” He hesitated and then stepped all the way into the room, closing the door behind him. “I just wanted to thank you for keeping Agent Prescott’s visit a secret from everyone,” he said quietly. “You handled the situation well. For a rookie,” he added with a smile. 
 
    “Not until Monday,” I reminded him. “So, ah, everyone here is off the hook, right?” 
 
    “No one was on the hook to start with,” he said firmly. 
 
    “But he was expecting to see someone here, wasn’t he?” I pressed. 
 
    Dad considered that for a moment. “He’s pursuing someone suspected of killing a young woman in New Orleans. I made the mistake of mentioning that his fugitive’s name and description were similar to Lilith’s and he wanted to see her for himself, just in case. That’s police business, by the way,” he added sternly. “Don’t tell anyone else, especially Lilith.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I promised. “So why did you make him wait until tonight to come over? Wasn’t he worried that she’d disappear before he got there?” 
 
    “That was his request,” Dad said with a shrug. “He had something he needed to take care of first. I knew he was wrong about Lilith so I didn’t argue with him.” 
 
    Except I knew Prescott was actually right about her. It was kind of strange that he waited so long to check her out. Maybe he really was setting a trap for her.  
 
    “Well, that’s over, then, I guess,” I said aloud. “Is he heading back to New Orleans or Philadelphia or wherever now?” 
 
    Dad cleared his throat self-consciously. “Well, certainly not tonight.” The double-headed sheet monster was going to be too busy doing pushups, I suspected. “He thinks his suspect is still in town, although why anyone would try to hide out in Hellburn is beyond me.” 
 
    “Maybe she’s from here?” I suggested, knowing darn well that she wasn’t. Dad shook his head. 
 
    “I thought of that. There are no other Cantrells in town.” 
 
    “It could be an alias.” I didn’t know why I was playing this game. Maybe I was secretly hoping Prescott would arrest Lilith anyway. 
 
    “Possibly. We issued a Code 20 to the patrols to keep an eye out for her.” 
 
    “I know, I saw it.” His eyebrows lifted. “Mrs. Burns – Rachel – added me to the system while I was at the station.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, those messages are police business too, remember.” I nodded my understanding. “But if you should happen to run across an exotic young woman with silver hair, call me immediately.” 
 
    “It’s probably a wig,” I pointed out. Or regular succubus hair. 
 
    “Very likely. If you do see her, do not try to follow her or stop her, understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Until I was sure Dara would be safe, there was no way I’d turn Lilith in, as much as I really wanted to. 
 
    “Good.” He glanced at his watch. “I need to go through my emails and then head to bed. I want to get an early start. Do you and Melissa have any plans for tomorrow?” 
 
    She’s planning to have her way with me and I’m planning to avoid her for as long as possible. “We’re supposed to meet up for dinner.” 
 
    “Good,” he nodded. “She’s a very impressive young woman, I have to say. She knows what she wants and she has a good head on her shoulders.” 
 
    And absolutely nothing on at all below them. “Yeah, that’s Melissa,” I sighed. I hoped she made it home all right.  
 
    “All right, well, don’t stay up too late,” he told me, nodding to the TV. “You need to start packing up your things.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said glumly. “Good night.” 
 
    “Good night.” 
 
    Dad left and shut the door behind him, leaving me alone with my thoughts. Most of them had a common theme: Melissa picking out a blouse this morning, Melissa taking off her tights, Melissa standing in our kitchen in her bra, Melissa “accidentally” dropping her panties on the street, Melissa driving home in the nude.  
 
    Oh my God, I realized in dismay, all that happened today! If Daraxandriel really is making Melissa to do all this, how bad are things going to get tomorrow? 
 
    I eyed the folded comforter on the chair beside me but there was no way I was going to get any sleep with those images rolling around in my head. I needed something to distract myself. 
 
    I perused the DVDs, trying to find some mindless entertainment that would allow my brain to run on cruise control for a while. I almost chose the next Avengers movie but I figured Olivia would probably want to watch that at some point, so I picked out something with robots instead.  
 
    Robots aren’t sexy, I told myself, cuing it up. This will be exactly what I need. 
 
    It only took about ten minutes for the movie to remind me that, although robots aren’t sexy, the lead actress definitely was. It was a PG-13 flick, so all it showed was some cleavage and a lot of bounce as she fled from one crisis to the next with the hero, but her hair was dark like Melissa’s and their lips were disturbingly similar.  
 
    My phone pinged again in the middle of a CGI-heavy battle scene and I paused the movie to check my messages, almost dreading what I might find. It was from Melissa again: Getting ready for bed. Thinking of you!  
 
    There was another attachment and my finger shook a bit as I touched the icon. I squeezed my eyes shut and then just opened them a crack, as if that would somehow protect me from whatever the image showed. 
 
    It was another selfie, showing Melissa looking up at the camera with wide, winsome eyes and a shy smile, a portrait of innocence completely at odds with the fact that she was kneeling in a bathtub filled to the brim with bubbles, dripping wet and completely naked except for a few strategically-placed dabs of foam.  
 
    “Oh God,” I groaned. Forget Wednesday, I’m not even going to make it through the night. 
 
    “Peter?” 
 
    “Gah!” I flailed my arms and scrabbled to the far end of the couch before I realized Olivia was standing there, startled by my reaction. I grabbed my chest to keep my racing heart from bursting through my ribcage. “Don’t do that!” I told her breathlessly. “Make some noise or something first!” 
 
    “Sorry,” she said contritely. “I tried knocking but my hand went right through the door. So what were you looking at?” I’d dropped my phone on the couch in my frantic scramble and she craned her neck around to look at the display. “Is that –?” 
 
    “No!” I grabbed the phone and fumbled around for the power button, finally shutting off the screen. “It’s nothing important. So,” I said with forced cheerfulness, “you’re back! I guess Dara’s finally asleep, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, she and Lilith were in bed again when I appeared or whatever you call it.” She looked around and frowned at the paused image on the TV. “What are you watching?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Nothing important, I was just killing time. So do you remember anything that happened while you were, uh, gone?” 
 
    “No, I was talking to you outside your bedroom this morning and then poof!” She tried snapping her fingers to demonstrate but failed to make any sound. “Anyway, all of a sudden I was standing by the bed and it was night again. Did I miss anything interesting?” 
 
    “No! I mean, no, just family stuff. You’re louder today,” I observed. 
 
    “Louder?” 
 
    “Your voice. It’s louder than it was yesterday.” 
 
    “It is? Testing, testing. It seems the same to me,” she shrugged. 
 
    “Well, I can definitely hear you better and you’re not as transparent.” The lights on the DVR were barely visible through her body. Her colors were more noticeable as well, although still very washed out. She looked down at herself doubtfully. 
 
    “I guess,” she allowed reluctantly. “Is that good?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” I admitted. “The Stone must still be feeding you life energy or something. Can you move things yet?” 
 
    “Well, I just walked through that door, so I doubt it.” She tried to nudge one of the remotes on the coffee table but nothing happened. “Oh, well,” she sighed. “Maybe tomorrow.” She sat beside me on the couch and hugged her legs to her chest. “So what should we do tonight?” 
 
    Babysitting a ghost wasn’t particularly high on my to-do list at the moment but I couldn’t really tell Olivia that. It wasn’t her fault she was a disembodied spirit. “I guess we could watch the rest of the movie,” I said, reaching for the DVD remote. I wasn’t tired yet anyway. 
 
    “I suppose,” she said unenthusiastically, resting her chin on her knees. 
 
    “Do you want to see something else?” 
 
    “Well –” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I want to go out.” 
 
    “Out?” 
 
    “Outside the house. The only thing I’ve seen since I got here is basically this room.” She waved her hand around. “No offense, but it’s boring.” 
 
    “But you said you couldn’t leave,” I frowned. “You said the Stone was keeping you here.” She tilted her head a bit and looked up at me with big Bambi eyes. “Wait a minute. You want me to go with you.” 
 
    “Could you?” she pleaded hopefully. “I want to see what your town looks like.” 
 
    “It’s the middle of the night!” I protested. “There isn’t anything to see even when the sun’s up!” 
 
    “Please?” she begged. “Just for a little while. I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. “You’re dead.” 
 
    “Well –” That stymied her. “I don’t know, we’ll figure something out. Please?” She actually got up on her knees and clasped her hands together. 
 
    I shook my head with a sigh. I absolutely did not want to take her on a guided tour of Hellburn, Texas. “Fine,” I said resignedly, “but just a quick loop around downtown, okay?” 
 
    “Okay!” she exclaimed, silently clapping her hands. “Come on, let’s go!” She jumped off the couch and ran to the door, bouncing on her toes while she waited for me to get to my feet. “Hurry up!” she insisted. 
 
    “Why?” I grumbled sourly. “Hellburn’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    Olivia stepped through the door and waited for me on the other side. I dug my key out of my pocket and trudged to the front door, only to have her race by me and phase through it too. 
 
    “Hold up!” I called. “You can’t go anywhere without me, remember?” I pulled open the door and found her standing right there. 
 
    “Boo,” she said with an impish grin. 
 
    “Yeah, boo,” I sighed. 
 
    The study door opened and Dad leaned out with a frown. “Peter?” he asked. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Oh, um.” I couldn’t deny that I was leaving, since I was standing in the doorway with my key in my hand. “I, ah, was just going for a quick drive to get some fresh air.” 
 
    Dad checked his watch. “This late at night?” he asked skeptically. 
 
    “Well, um, I couldn’t sleep. I might swing by Whataburger or something. For some fries. For Dara.” 
 
    “Is she with you? I thought I heard you talking to someone.” He looked right at Olivia and she ducked around the corner with a frightened squeak. 
 
    “No, she’s, ah, in her room. My room. I’m bringing them back. The fries, that is.” I knew I sounded like I was hiding some guilty secret but I couldn’t help myself. 
 
    Dad looked me over and apparently decided to give me the benefit of the doubt, even though he had every right to question my motives, if not my sanity. “All right,” he said. “Don’t stay out too late and be quiet when you come back in.” 
 
    “I will. Um, good night.” 
 
    “Good night.” He took one last curious look at the street outside and then went back into the study. I heaved a sigh and stepped outside, closing the door as quietly as I could. 
 
    “That was your dad, right?” Olivia asked nervously. “Are you going to get in trouble for taking me out?” 
 
    “No, it’s okay. He probably thinks I’m sneaking out to be with Melissa.” I headed down the walkway towards the Mustang and she trotted silently after me. 
 
    “Who’s Melissa?” 
 
    “She’s, um, a girl I know.” 
 
    “Is she your girlfriend?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Sort of, maybe.” I unlocked the car with my fob and opened the passenger door for her. “Get in.” 
 
    “How can she maybe be your girlfriend?” Olivia checked the interior and then clambered into the passenger seat, tucking her nightgown around her legs. “She is or she isn’t.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple.” I closed her door and walked around to the driver’s side, wondering if any of the neighbors noticed me holding the door for no apparent reason and talking to myself. “Relationships are complicated.” Mine just happened to be stranger than most. 
 
    “If you say so,” she said dubiously. 
 
    “Trust me on this,” I told her sardonically. “All right, buckle up.” I started the car, feeling the comforting thrum of the engine through the steering wheel, and then noticed her looking at me with an odd expression. “Oh, right, never mind.” I shifted into gear and pulled away from the curb. “One personalized tour of beautiful downtown Hellburn coming right up.” 
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    I don’t like talking to people all that much. I talk to people all the time, of course, and I don’t go out of my way to avoiding talking to them, but it’s not something I particularly enjoy doing. I’d be perfectly happy going through my day without uttering a single word.  
 
    The main problem I have with talking is that it’s linear, one word following another in sequence, so that you have to wait until the other person finishes their sentence in order to figure out what they said. Reading is so much faster. You can just glance at a passage, ignore any unimportant words, and immediately discern its meaning. That’s why texting is the preferred medium of communications for my generation. Everything is short, sweet, and to the point, without all of the social overhead of a normal conversation. Talking is just too inefficient. 
 
    And yet, despite this fundamental truth, Justin and I can ramble on for hours about random topics when we’re off doing something and I’ll gladly banter with the other players during a day-long dungeon crawl in Lorecraft. It’s only when I have to talk that my antipathy towards speech kicks in. 
 
    For me, there’s a big difference between learning about something and learning about someone. If I want to know something, I’d much rather just read about it. The only way to really know somebody else, though, is to talk to them.  
 
      
 
    Olivia swiveled her head left and right as we drove down Milton Street, like she was on a bus tour through Hollywood. There were a few cars on the road but most of the buildings on either side were closed up and dark. Her frown deepened the further we went. 
 
    “So when do we get to the interesting part of town?” she asked finally. 
 
    “You’re looking at it,” I shrugged. 
 
    “But there’s nothing here. Where is everybody?”  
 
    “Welcome to Small Town America,” I told her wryly. “This isn’t New Orleans.” 
 
    “This isn’t even my neighborhood,” she grumbled, slumping in her seat. “I thought you’d have something fun to do here, like Bourbon Street and the French Quarter.” 
 
    “Well, there’s always the Henry Milton Memorial up ahead.” 
 
    “Who’s Henry Milton?” 
 
    “He’s Hellburn’s founding father. Well, that’s not exactly true. He’s the guy who inspired the name of the town that was founded after he left.” 
 
    Olivia screwed up her face. “Huh?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I sighed. “He owned a ranch here but he decided he didn’t like the Texas summers. According to legend, he woke up one day, said I’d rather burn in Hell than spend another summer’s day in that God-forsaken hole, and took the next stagecoach to Oklahoma. That’s pretty much Hellburn in a nutshell. People don’t move here, they look for excuses to leave.” 
 
    “You’re still here.” 
 
    “Well, give it a year. I’m still in school.” 
 
    “Hmph,” she pouted and then sat up straighter. “What’s that up ahead?” 
 
    “Those lights? That’s the lawn in front of City Hall.” That was also where Melissa wanted to make a baby with me after her initiation but I had no intention of telling Olivia that. 
 
    “Oh.” She looked around and heaved a sigh. “Can we at least get out and walk around for a little bit? Just sitting here is boring.” 
 
    I wasn’t enthused about her proposal but it was either that or watch another movie at home and hopefully this wouldn’t take as long. I pulled over to the curb, shut off the engine. and got out. Olivia stayed where she was, looking at me expectantly through the window, and I finally figured out she wanted me to open her door. 
 
    “You realize you can just go through the door, right?” I asked her as she stepped out and shook out the hem of her nightgown. 
 
    “Momma says gentlemen should open doors for ladies,” she said seriously. “It’s the polite thing to do.” 
 
    “You’re assuming I’m a gentleman.” I locked the car and started down the sidewalk. Olivia trotted to catch up to me. 
 
    “Of course you are,” she insisted. “You’ve been nice to me ever since I,” she waved her hand around as she searched for the right word, “resurrected. I mean, most people would have run away screaming if they saw a ghost, right?” 
 
    “Most people don’t hang out with witches and demons all day.” 
 
    “I guess. Can we go over to that park?” she asked, pointing at the lawn. 
 
    “If you want.” There was a car coming and I waited on the edge of the curb for it to pass, but Olivia just darted straight out into the street. “Olivia!” 
 
    I tried to catch her arm but my grasping fingers met nothing at air. The car passed right through her without slowing down, leaving her standing there in the middle of the lane grinning at me mischievously. I clutched my chest, trying to get my heart started again. 
 
    “Oh my God, don’t ever do that again!” I yelled. “You could have been –” 
 
    “Killed? Oh no, what was I thinking?” She covered her mouth with both hands, faking shock, and then dissolved into giggles. “You should see your face.” 
 
    “I have a pretty good idea what it looks like,” I grumbled. “You’re lucky I’m a gentleman or I’d be using some choice words right now.” 
 
    “Sorry.” She didn’t sound sorry at all. She skipped across the street and ran ahead onto the lawn while I followed at a more cautious pace. 
 
    City Hall took up most of the block, a hulking behemoth of granite and sandstone fronted by wide stairs and a columned portico. The lawn itself was basically a flat rectangle of grass bordered by knee-high hedges and park benches, but other than the statue of Henry Milton on the far side, it was just a large empty space that almost glowed under the floodlights. 
 
    Olivia walked into the center of the lawn, gazing curiously around her. Her ghostly aura wasn’t obvious under the lights and she looked almost normal from this distance, except that she didn’t cast any shadows. 
 
    She stopped, facing City Hall, and I wondered what caught her attention. Then she spread her arms, her hands bent gracefully at the wrists, and stood with one foot pointed forward. She held the pose for a moment and then she began to dance. 
 
    A few years back, Mom dragged the rest of us up to Dallas to see a live performance of the Nutcracker at the Myerson. Men are genetically incapable of appreciating ballet but I still remembered the girl who played Maria, the main character. I left the show in awe of how she glided and pirouetted and leapt across the stage as if gravity was just a suggestion. Watching Olivia now brought all those memories rushing back. 
 
    Her eyes were closed and she was frowning as if she was trying to remember the moves but I couldn’t detect any flaws in her movements. I could almost imagine the music playing in the background as she used the lawn as a stage, performing for an audience of one. 
 
    Her impromptu recital finally came to an end as she knelt on the grass with her arms crossed at the wrists and her head bowed. I walked towards her, clapping as I shook my head. 
 
    “Wow,” I told her sincerely, “that was amazing! How long have you been doing that?” 
 
    “I took ballet lessons for a couple of years,” she said quietly, sitting back on her heels, “before I got sick.” She looked up at me, her mouth set in a sad smile, and then she covered her face and sobbed brokenly. 
 
    “Hey, what’s wrong?” I ran to her side but I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t hug her or pat her hand or do any of the other things I could think of to comfort her. I had no practical experience with weeping women. Susie never cried and Melissa just tended to get angry when she was upset. “Why are you crying?” 
 
    “I’m dead!” she wailed. “I used to have fun and I used to have friends and then I got sick and then I died and I can’t do anything and I don’t know what going to happen to me and I’m scared!” She wiped at her face even though her insubstantial body didn’t seem capable of producing tears and she took a couple of shuddering breaths. “I’m sorry,” she hiccupped, “I didn’t mean to cry. It just hit me all of a sudden.” 
 
    “It’s all right, don’t worry about it.” I sat down beside her and carefully reached out to touch her shoulder, trying not to poke through her. “We’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “How?” she asked plaintively. “I’m dead. That’s never going to change!” 
 
    “Well –” I had no idea what to tell her. Even after we got her freed from Daraxandriel, what would happen afterwards was anyone’s guess. “I don’t know,” I admitted with a sigh, “but we can’t just give up.” 
 
    “I know.” Olivia tilted her head back to look up at the sky but the lights were far too bright to make out any stars. “It’s just hard. I wish I’d never met Lilith.” 
 
    “You’re not the first person to say that,” I noted wryly and her mouth quirked in a hint of a smile. “Do you want to go home?” 
 
    She was obviously torn but she finally shook her head. “No, I’d like to stay out a little while longer, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    “A gentleman would never refuse a lady’s request.” I got to my feet and automatically held out my hand to help her up. She looked at it and then smiled and placed her fingers in mine and rose smoothly. For a brief moment, my fingertips felt cold. “Did you feel anything different just now?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she frowned. She pressed her hand down against mine and it passed right through, but a shivery tingle swept up my arm. “I felt ... something,” she said hesitantly. 
 
    “Maybe you’re starting to interact with things now.” I looked around for something to test my theory with and finally plucked a blade of grass from the lawn, holding it up between us. “Try moving this.” 
 
    I held my breath as she slowly passed her finger through the blade, watching the tip carefully. “Did it move?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Try again.” We both leaned closer, our heads almost touching, as she swept her finger back and forth. My hand wasn’t perfectly steady but I could have sworn I saw the blade twitch ever so slightly. “Did you see that?” 
 
    “I think so.” She grinned in delight and then realized how close we were. She backed up and brushed her hair behind her ear in awkward embarrassment. “So, um, what’s next?” 
 
    “Well, um.” I looked around but downtown Hellburn wasn’t known for its tourist attractions, even during the day. “It’s too late to catch a show at the Movieplex and Kimball Bend Park doesn’t have any lights.” That made it ideal as a make-out spot, of course, but she didn’t need to know that. 
 
    “What’s that over there?”  
 
    I turned to see what she was pointing at. “That’s the town library.” The all-too-familiar columned edifice was dark except for a dim glimmer of light behind a couple of the windows.  
 
    “It looks old.”  
 
    “That’s because it is.” Olivia started walking towards it and I followed along. “It’s closed,” I added, just in case she hadn’t figured that out. 
 
    “I know, I just want to look.” She stepped into the street without checking for cars but fortunately for my piece of mind, there were no vehicles in sight. 
 
    “Any particular reason why?” 
 
    “I like libraries. I used to read a lot after I got – when I couldn’t go out anymore.” She hopped up onto the sidewalk and then started up the steps to the front door. “It took my mind off of things for a while.” 
 
    “What sort of books do you like to read?” 
 
    “Fantasy, mostly. Anything that let me forget about the real world. Romances too, sometimes.” 
 
    “Viking, Highlander, or Victorian?” I asked wryly. She gave me a bemused look. “Mom likes Vikings, Susie does Highlanders, and Melissa prefers Victorian.” 
 
    “Oh. Victorian, I guess. I always dreamed about wearing a real gown and meeting royalty.” She reached the top and looked up at the doors. “Can we go in?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “Remember the part about it being closed?” Her shoulders slumped in resignation. “There’s nothing stopping you from going in, though,” I reminded her. “It’s not like you’ll break anything.” 
 
    She perked up for a moment and then she let out a sigh. “But I can’t read any of the books. I need you to turn the pages.” 
 
    “You’ll be able to do that yourself eventually,” I told her. 
 
    “Eventually,” she agreed glumly. She eyed the doors again. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to look around. Are you going to be okay out here by yourself for a while?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I assured her, taking a seat on the edge of the top step. “I’ll just pretend to be a homeless person if anyone asks me what I’m doing here.” She looked alarmed at that and I waved her on. “I’m kidding. Go on.” 
 
    She hesitated and then nodded. She faced the closest door, set her shoulders, and walked straight through like it wasn’t there. It was a bit disconcerting to see. Now that her color was starting to fill in, she didn’t really seem like a ghost, but there was no denying it. Olivia was dead and there was nothing I could do to change that. 
 
    What a day, I thought morosely. I came this close to losing Dara. If Mrs. Kendricks hadn’t come by when she did, it would have all been over. That whole situation was unbelievable, though. What are the odds that two people who fell in love nineteen years would meet up again in our back yard? That has to be some sort of record. 
 
    It’s strange they never tracked each other down, though. I mean, Prescott’s with the FBI, they have databases and stuff, don’t they? There can’t be that many people named Arial Kendricks out there. Unless that’s not her maiden name. No, she told me she never married Stacy’s father.  
 
    I wonder if that’s why she never tried to find Prescott. I guess it would have been awkward to tell her childhood sweetheart that she has a teenage daughter. That didn’t stop her tonight, though. Man, that kiss. She obviously still cares for him and he was still pining after her all these years. I’m sure they’re making up for lost time tonight. Little Peter volunteered an image of what they were probably doing right now but I pushed it aside firmly.  
 
    I wonder what they’re going to do when all this is over. I suppose he’ll head back to Philadelphia. Is Mrs. Kendricks going to go with him? Stacy’s off to college in a couple of months so there’s nothing really keeping her here. She probably still has family in Warwick. They’ll be glad to see her again. Or maybe not. It sounded like her mother never forgave her for whatever it was she did.  
 
    What happened? I can’t imagine Mom ever being so angry with me or Susie that she never talked to us again. It had to be something really serious. Mrs. Kendricks was only sixteen when she left, wasn’t she? What could a teenaged girl possibly do to upset her mother so badly? Wait a minute.  
 
    I blinked as the clues started coming together. Stacy’s heading to college in the fall. She turned eighteen over Christmas. That means she was conceived in March or April nineteen years ago.  
 
    “Oh my God!” I breathed. “She got pregnant!” 
 
    “Who got pregnant?” 
 
    I twisted around to see Olivia standing a short distance behind me. “Oh, uh, nobody you know. I was just thinking out loud. So you’re done already?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s kind of dark in there. I couldn’t really see anything.” She sat on the step beside me and tucked her nightgown around her legs. “I feel sorry for that cat, though.” 
 
    “What cat?” 
 
    “There was a black cat sitting on that star in the floor in there.” 
 
    “A cat?” Susie never mentioned anything about there being a cat in the library. “Are you sure?” 
 
     “I know what a cat looks like, Peter,” she told me, rolling her eyes. “I tried to pet it but it hissed at me and ran off down the hall.” 
 
    “I guess it doesn’t like ghosts. It must have snuck in when the library was open. I’ll tell Mrs. Kendricks tomorrow so she can keep an eye out for it.” 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks?” Olivia frowned. “The witch?” 
 
    “And head librarian. This is where she works.” 
 
    “Oh, maybe the cat’s her familiar!” she suggested, perking up. “Witches are supposed to have familiars to help them with spells and stuff.” 
 
    “I don’t think she has any pets. Even if she did, she wouldn’t leave it locked up in a library overnight.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s guarding her magic books.” 
 
    “What magic books?” 
 
    “The ones with all her spells, duh.” 
 
    “So you’re an expert on witches now?” 
 
    “Every book I’ve read says witches have cats and magic books,” she insisted. 
 
    “And warts on their noses and pointy hats and broomsticks, I bet. You read fantasies, remember? And what word is the opposite of fantasy?” 
 
    She eyed me doubtfully. “Reality?” 
 
    “Exactly. I’ve met every member of the coven here and none of them look like that.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t have to be rude about it,” Olivia hmphed. “What do I know? I’m just a ghost.” She glared across the street at City Hall. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to insult you.” She shrugged. “Do you want to go?” She sighed, shook her head, and shrugged again. “I’m not sure what that means.” 
 
    “It means I don’t know what I want to do.” She wrapped her arms around her legs and rested her chin on her knees, staring out at nothing. “Last year I made a list of everything I wanted to do when I got better. It was really long and it had all sorts of stupid things on it but I wanted to have something to look forward to after I got out of the hospital.” She hugged her legs even tighter. “Except I never got better and now I can’t do any of them because I’m dead.” 
 
    “You might still be able to do some of them,” I said, trying to put a positive spin on things for her. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Right.” 
 
    “You never know. Name something on your list.” 
 
    “All right. I wanted to go skydiving.” 
 
    “Okay, that one might not work.”  
 
    “I wanted to see the Grand Canyon.” 
 
    “You could do that.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll just hop on the next ghost bus to Arizona,” she grumped. 
 
    “Someone could take you,” I suggested. She looked at me appraisingly. “Not me,” I said before she got any ideas. “It’s too far.” 
 
    “Hmph. I wanted to feed a penguin.” 
 
    “A penguin?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “They’re cute, okay? I wanted to –” She stopped and blinked and then ducked her head. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she mumbled. “It’s personal.” 
 
    I waited but she just stared down at her toes. Who knew that cheering up a depressed ghost would be this hard? I wondered bemusedly. “So is there anything on your list we can do tonight?” 
 
    I thought she wasn’t going to answer but she finally stirred from her funk. “What we’re doing now.” 
 
    “Sitting?” 
 
    “Talking. I wanted to talk to a stranger and become friends with them.” A self-deprecating smile flitted across her face. “I told you it was a stupid list.” 
 
    “That’s not stupid,” I assured her. “So what do you want to talk about?” 
 
    “Well, you, that’s the point. I don’t know anything about you except that your name is Peter and you can see ghosts and you maybe have a girlfriend named Melinda.” 
 
    “Melissa,” I corrected her. “So what do you want to know?” 
 
    “Well –” She thought that over. “How old are you?” 
 
    “I turned eighteen last month.” 
 
    She looked at me askance. “Didn’t you say you still had another year of school? Did you flunk a grade or something?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed. “We moved around a lot after Dad got out of college. When He got the Chief of Police job here, the school district wouldn’t accept all of my grades from the last place so I had to repeat a year.” 
 
    “That sucks.” 
 
    “Being the only guy in tenth grade with a driver’s license helped,” I said wryly. “So how old are you?”  
 
    “Seventeen,” she said, a little too quickly. 
 
    “Really?” I asked skeptically. “When’s your birthday?” 
 
    She wouldn’t look at me. “October twelfth,” she mumbled. 
 
    “So you’re sixteen.” 
 
    “Almost seventeen!” she insisted. 
 
    “Four months isn’t almost,” I said, “but fine. What else do you want to know?” 
 
    She turned to face me, looking a bit more upbeat now. “Why are there demons in your bed? You never answered me before.” 
 
    “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “I don’t have anything better to do. Tell me.” 
 
    “Well, it all started with Susie needing untainted crystals for a spell.” I told her about cracking open Susie’s geode in our garage and accidentally freeing Daraxandriel from the prison Parathraxas the Sorcerer trapped her in four hundred and thirty years before. I explained how Daraxandriel tried to bargain for my soul by offering Melissa to me, although I skipped over the part where Melissa got drunk and passed out while trying to seduce me after prom.  
 
    I described the plan to bring in Dr. Bellowes to banish Daraxandriel, only to discover he was actually Parathraxas, his lifespan magically extended by the demon he enslaved. I recounted how I sold my soul to Daraxandriel for the power to defeat Parathraxas and then learned afterwards that I wouldn’t be going to Hell after all. Olivia listened to it all with her eyes wide and her mouth open. 
 
    “Oh my God!” she exclaimed when my tale finally came to an end. “That’s – that’s – incredible! You made all that up, didn’t you?” she accused me. “Things like that don’t happen to real people.” 
 
    “It’s one hundred percent true, I swear. This is what caused all that trouble.” I pulled the Philosopher’s Stone out from under my shirt and held it up on the end of its chain. It gleamed cherry red in the moonlight. “Dr. Bellowes sold his soul for it, Dara took it back when he reneged on the deal, he stuck in her in that geode as punishment and then did it again when he found out she still had it, and she gave it to me to grant me the power I needed to send him to Hell.” I shivered even though the night was still warm.  
 
    “And this is the thing that’s keeping me here, right?” She poked it with her finger and the Stone jiggled on the chain. “Oh! I made it move!” She tried again and sent it swinging back and forth. “Look!” she said excitedly. 
 
    “I’m looking,” I assured her uneasily. “Just don’t break it, okay?” Mrs. Kendricks claimed that Philosopher’s Stones were indestructible but maybe that rule didn’t apply to ghosts. 
 
    “That is so cool. Let me try moving something else.” She got up and hunted around for something to experiment on. “Help me find something, Peter!” she insisted impatiently. 
 
    I sighed and got to my feet to help her search but the area was devoid of any suitable test objects. I finally dug into my pockets and pulled out my handkerchief. “Here, try this.”  
 
    I shook it out and Olivia reached out with his finger, catching her lower lip between her teeth in concentration. Then she paused. “Peter,” she asked carefully, “what is that?” 
 
    “It’s just my –” My heart lodged in my throat as I realized the article dangling in front of her was triangular instead of square, with a tiny bow on the front. “Oh my God!” I dropped it and jumped back and we both watched Melissa’s panties flutter to the ground. 
 
    “Why do you have girl underwear in your pocket?” Olivia backed up and crossed her arms protectively across her chest, as if she thought I was planning to ravish her on the library steps. 
 
    “I can explain!” She looked at me with wide, worried eyes and I heaved a resigned sigh. “No, I actually can’t. It’s just something that keeps happening to me for some reason.” 
 
    “They’re not yours, are they?” she grimaced distastefully. 
 
    “What? No! They’re Melissa’s. She, ah, dropped them,” I added, as if that somehow justified their presence in my pocket. 
 
    Olivia looked from me to the panties and back again. Slowly, she bent down and carefully pinched the lacy edge of the waistband between her thumb and forefinger and lifted them from the ground, keeping them at arm’s length. She silently held them out to me and I took them from her, jamming them back into my pocket. 
 
    “So,” I said, clearing my throat, “you’re a poltergeist now.” 
 
    “I guess.” Neither of us wanted to meet the other’s eyes. “That’s pretty neat.” 
 
    “Yeah, definitely.” There was nothing like unexpected undergarments to turn a celebration into something awkward. “So what shall we do now?” I asked brightly. 
 
    “Well –” Olivia looked around doubtfully and then shrugged. “Maybe we should just go,” she said glumly. She started down the steps and I followed her, trying to think of some way to cheer her up again.  
 
    Maybe this is how apparations turn into wraiths, I thought uneasily. They get depressed and frustrated and they decide to take it out on the living. Olivia didn’t seem like the type to go on a murderous rampage but now that she could move objects, she could really cause a problem if she suddenly went rogue. “So what else is on your bucket list?” I asked. 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder with a frown. “My what?” 
 
    “Your bucket list. The things you want to do before you kick the bucket.” She looked shocked and I suddenly realized what I’d said. “No, not bucket list,” I said hurriedly. “I mean the opposite of that. Your unbucket list.” Now she looked confused. “The things you want to do after you kick the bucket.” 
 
    Olivia blinked at me and then snorted. “You are such a dweeb,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    “You wouldn’t be the first person to think that,” I muttered. I caught up with her and we walked side-by-side down the sidewalk towards the Mustang. 
 
    “Climb go the top of the Statue of Liberty,” she said after a minute. 
 
    “That might be fun,” I agreed. “You just have to get there. I’m not driving you,” I added. 
 
    “Fine. Um, what else? Learn how to shoot a gun.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why do I need a reason? I just want to.” 
 
    “You might have some trouble getting a license,” I noted dryly. 
 
    “But you could get one, right?” 
 
    “Oh, sure. And then you’d murder someone with it and I’d be charged with the crime because it would only have my fingerprints on it.” 
 
    “Ooh, I never thought of that.” Her thoughtful expression wasn’t very reassuring. “I could go on a crime spree and no one could stop me! They’d never even see me doing it!” 
 
    “I really hope you’re just kidding about that.” 
 
    “Of course! I’d never do anything bad.” She still looked thoughtful, though. 
 
    “Glad to hear it. What else?” 
 
    “Um, I wanted to eat –” She suddenly giggled. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She grinned from ear to ear. “I wanted to eat a ghost pepper.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Seriously. I like spicy food but I never got to try one.” 
 
    “Do you even have a stomach now?” 
 
    “Well –” She looked down at herself doubtfully. “I don’t know. I have teeth and a tongue and a throat, don’t I?” She opened her mouth wide for me to check. 
 
    “Yes, you definitely do. We’ll have to try that out sometime.” We were almost at the Mustang now so I reached into my pocket for the key fob. The lights flashed in response. 
 
    “Oh, I know what we can do!” Olivia said eagerly. “I never learned how to drive!” 
 
    I looked from her to my car and back again. “No.” 
 
    “Please!” She clasped her hands together to plead her case. “I’ll be very careful, I promise.” 
 
    “No. You don’t have learner’s permit and my insurance doesn’t cover accidents caused by noncorporeal spirits.” 
 
    “Just once around a parking lot, that’s all, so I know what it’s like. I’ll do something for you afterwards, anything you want.” She batted her eyes at me but I shook my head adamantly. 
 
    “No, absolutely not,” I told her firmly. “There’s no way I’m letting you drive my car.”  
 
    I walked around to the driver’s side and pointed to the other side. Olivia pouted and stood by the passenger door but then she looked at me with her big blue-gray eyes and twirled a strand of her hair around her finger. A tentative smile teased her lips. 
 
    “Stop that,” I told her. “You’re not driving my car and that’s final. Now get in, we’re going home.” 
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    Are people inherently good or are they evil? If they find themselves in a situation where there are no laws – or at least no law enforcers – will they still respect and help one another or will they heedlessly steal and maim and kill? If the Apocalypse comes, will the survivors band together and rebuild civilization or will that mark the end of humanity? 
 
    There are arguments to be made for both sides. Some will point out that mankind could never have become the dominant species on the planet if its natural instincts lead it to harm others. On the other hand, it’s hard to watch the news most nights and not despair for our future. 
 
    I lean towards the belief that people are basically good but easily misled. Without the threat of punishment, whether it’s a sentence handed down in a court of law or the censure of others around you, most of us will stray sooner or later. Sometimes it’s out of ignorance – I didn’t know that would happen – sometimes it’s peer pressure – they made me do it – and sometimes it’s just reckless curiosity – I wonder what this will be like. Most of us learn from the experience and never do it again. Others don’t and end up on the evening news. 
 
      
 
     “Okay, now press the brake and shift into drive.” I held my breath as Olivia carefully followed my instructions, feeling the car lurch slightly as the transmission’s gears meshed, ready to send us hurtling across the school parking lot. “Take your foot off the brake and slowly push the accelerator.” The Mustang started rolling forward and then surged alarmingly. “Not so hard!” I yelled, almost reaching for the gear shift to shove it in neutral. Olivia nodded jerkily and the car slowed to a walking pace, unlike my heart rate. “Okay, now just follow the lane to the end.” 
 
    Olivia bit her lip, clutching the steering wheel like it was a life preserver in shark-infested waters. She had the seat pulled all the way up so she could reach the pedals and she had to crane her neck to see over the hood. She didn’t seem to be blinking at all. “When do I turn?” she asked breathlessly. 
 
    “Wait until we’re almost at the end of the row.” I glanced around again nervously to check for passing patrol cars. It would be hard to explain why I was driving around the parking lot in the middle of the night, although not as hard as explaining how I was doing it from the passenger seat.  
 
    Hellburn High looked abandoned with all of the dark windows overlooking us. Our headlights were off to reduce the likelihood of anyone noticing us from the street but the moon was bright enough to show the stripes on the pavement and keep us from running into anything. 
 
    “Okay, now start turning to the right.” Olivia pulled the wheel over and the car slowed to a crawl. “Don’t let up on the gas.” The Mustang jumped, throwing my head back against the headrest. “Easy! Just press gently and turn harder.” 
 
    We jerked and weaved around the curve and finally got ourselves pointed in the opposite direction. We weren’t exactly lined up with the lane but I counted it as a victory anyway. “All right, now just a little bit faster.” 
 
    I winced in anticipation but Olivia seemed to be getting a handle on it now. We accelerated smoothly and I got her centered up between the parking slots. “Okay, now get ready to turn again. Slow down a bit. Slow down. Slow down!” 
 
    My foot stomped on a nonexistent brake as the walkway raced towards us at an alarming rate. Olivia hauled the wheel over and we squealed around the turn just inches from the curb. She overcorrected and we wobbled back and forth like she couldn’t decide which side of the light pole to pass on. I wanted to close my eyes and cover my head but I didn’t dare. 
 
    “Stop!” I shouted in a strangled voice. “Stop Stop STOP!”  
 
    Olivia finally found the brake and the Mustang came to a shuddering halt two feet from disaster. I quickly reached over and moved the gear shift into park. 
 
    “Okay, well, that wasn’t bad for your first time.” My voice was a lot calmer than the screaming going on in my head. 
 
    “Really?” Olivia beamed. “I wasn’t going too fast just then?” 
 
    “Maybe just a little. How about we call it a night for now?” 
 
    “Why?” she pouted. “I was just getting used to it.” 
 
    “You don’t want to get through your whole list in one night,” I pointed out. “You won’t have anything to do tomorrow.” 
 
    “I suppose,” she sighed reluctantly. She tried to open the driver’s door but she couldn’t muster enough leverage without her hand passing through it, so she finally just ghosted through. I got out as well and we met by the trunk. “Thank you, Peter,” she told me shyly. “I really appreciate you letting me do this.” 
 
    “No problem,” I said automatically, although there was no way I’d ever let her behind the wheel ever again, no matter how many times she batted her eyes at me. I finally understood why my driving instructor always looked like he had PTSD.  
 
    “So what do you want to do now?” she asked, twisting a lock of hair around her finger. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “I promised I’d do anything you want if you let me drive, so ...” She let her voice trail off, looking up at me with her big eyes and a tentative smile playing on her lips. 
 
    “Oh, um, I don’t really know,” I hedged. I hadn’t actually planned to take her up on that. “Whatever you want to do, I guess.” 
 
    Her smile faded into a disappointed frown, as if she had something in mind but was hoping I’d suggest it first. I couldn’t imagine what it might be, though. “Well, we could go back to your house,” she said, running her fingers along the edge of the Mustang’s trunk, “or ...” She looked up at me hopefully again. 
 
    “Or?” She was sending me some sort of signal, I knew that much. I just couldn’t figure out what it was. 
 
    “Or,” she sighed, apparently deciding that being coy wasn’t working, “we could do something that’s not on my list.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Murder.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Not actual murder! But when you said that thing about me murdering someone with a gun and no one knowing it, I got to thinking.” 
 
    “About what?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “I’ve never done anything bad, ever. I never got into trouble, I never talked back to Momma and Poppa, I always went to church on Sundays, I never said any bad words. I was good all the time.” 
 
    “Good is good,” I observed. 
 
    “Good is boring!” she argued. “I want to do something bad, just once.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I said doubtfully. 
 
    “I know! That’s why I want to do it!” She smiled at me eagerly while I tried to follow her logic. “I mean, look at me,” she insisted, spreading her arms. “I’m already dead. Nothing I do is going to make that any worse so I can do anything I want now, right?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s exactly true. What if you accidentally hurt somebody?” Or wreck their car, I added silently, eyeing the Mustang. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt anyone,” she insisted, “I just want to feel what it’s like to do something I’m not supposed to do.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know. What sort of bad things have you done?” She looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “None,” I insisted. “I’ve been a proper Boy Scout my entire life.”  
 
    Olivia snorted skeptically. “Is there a merit badge for panty theft now?” 
 
    “I didn’t steal them, I found them!” 
 
    “In Marissa’s drawer, I bet. How many did you take?” 
 
    “Melissa and no, I didn’t take any of them,” I told her firmly. “They were all on the ground.” 
 
    “All?” she echoed incredulously. “How many of her panties do you have?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, just two,” I mumbled, suddenly flustered. “Except she found one and took it back,” I added quickly, as if that somehow cancelled that one out. Then I remembered what Melissa did with them after she confronted me about it. I slowly reached into my pocket and extracted all three crumpled pieces of cloth: my handkerchief and both pairs of Melissa’s panties. Olivia’s jaw fell open. 
 
    “Oh my God!” she exclaimed with a horrified look. “You just carry them around with you?” 
 
    “It’s not my fault!” I told her desperately. “She just keeps dropping them!” 
 
    “Why would she do that?” 
 
    “She’s trying to – Dara’s making her – look, it’s complicated,” I sighed. “I’m going to return them as soon as I can, I swear.” 
 
    Olivia’s mouth twisted, as if she wasn’t sure she should believe me. “Momma says that good girls should always dress modestly.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good advice, I suppose.” I jammed my collection back into my pocket. 
 
    “So a girl who gives her panties to a boy is bad, right?” she said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Melissa’s not bad,” I insisted. “She just a bit confused right now.” Olivia just looked at me with an odd sort of expression, halfway between nervous and excited. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing. Turn around.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder but there was nothing there except an empty moonlit parking lot. “Why?” 
 
    “Just do it. And close your eyes,” she added. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” She caught her lip between her teeth with a teasing smile. “Go on.” She twirled her finger and I reluctantly turned my back. “No peeking!” she ordered. 
 
    “What are you doing?” She didn’t respond and I couldn’t hear any sound at all from behind me. She’s a ghost, I reminded myself. She can’t do anything to me, right? “Olivia?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “Okay, you can turn around again.” 
 
    I did and found her standing in the same spot, grinning at me with her hands behind her back. I looked around but I didn’t see anything different. “So what was that all about?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “I’m about to do something bad,” she declared. “Hold out your hand.” 
 
    “What’s behind your back?” I asked suspiciously. I tried to see what she was hiding but she skipped back out of reach. 
 
    “Nuh-uh, no peeking! Just hold out your hand.” 
 
    “It’s not a frog, is it?” I asked as I obeyed reluctantly. 
 
    “No, silly. It’s a reward for being so nice to me tonight.” She brought her closed fist around, watching my face as she positioned it over my open palm. “You can’t keep them, though, okay? I want them back later.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed doubtfully. “So what is it?” 
 
    “These.” She opened her hand and dropped a wadded ball of something pink onto my hand. It was curiously cold against my skin and I poked it gingerly with my finger. 
 
    “I don’t get it.” I pinched the object between my fingers and gently shook it out, revealing it to be a pair of translucent panties. Now it was my turn for my jaw to drop open. “Are these yours?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Maybe.” Olivia gripped the sides of her nightgown, making absolutely sure the hem didn’t rise up past her knees. “I’m so nervous,” she admitted, ducking her head. “I’ve never done anything like this before.” 
 
    “Well, that’s very, um, bad of you.” She grinned at that, although she still couldn’t meet my eyes. “You should probably, um, put these back on, though. You wouldn’t want to catch cold or something.” 
 
    “Peter!” She looked dismayed. “Don’t you want them? I mean, I know they’re not sexy or anything but I’m –” She looked around carefully for any eavesdroppers. “I’m naked underneath!” she whispered. Her grip tightened on her nightgown. 
 
    “No, they’re great!” I assured her hastily. “I’ll just, um, hang on to them for now. Just remind me to return them, you know, later.” Her smile returned in full force and I tried not to sigh too obviously. Why do these things keep happening to me? I wondered bleakly. Dara can’t be affecting her too, can she? What would be the point? Olivia’s a ghost, we can’t do anything together.  
 
    Little Peter hastened to remind me that she was a poltergeist now. If she can drive your car, he suggested slyly, she can shift your gear stick, if you know what I mean. 
 
    “So,” I cleared my throat, “what’s next, then? Home?” I suggested hopefully. 
 
    “No, I’m not done being bad yet!” Olivia protested. “I want to do something else now.”  
 
    “Like what?” I asked uneasily. She still had a death grip on her nightgown so I was hoping her enthusiasm for this new lifestyle would wear off soon. 
 
    “Like ... like ...” She looked around for inspiration. In the distance, the 7-Eleven store on the corner gleamed like a red-and-green beacon. “I want to steal something!” 
 
    “Olivia!” I exclaimed, aghast. “Stealing is a crime!” 
 
    “That’s the idea.” 
 
    “My dad is the Chief of Police! I’m not going to help you commit a crime!” 
 
    “I won’t take anything big,” she argued. “Maybe just a chocolate bar or something.” 
 
    “No. Petty theft is still theft.” I crossed my arms to illustrate my resolve. 
 
    “Peter!” she wheedled. “You’re supposed to help me!” 
 
    “Since when? I’ve just been humoring you because I feel bad about you being dead.” 
 
    “Fine,” she hmphed. “I’ll just do it on my own.” She turned and walked away, still holding her nightgown tightly. She got about ten paces before looking over her shoulder. “And don’t try to stop me!” she called, looking all the while like she wished I would. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m staying right here.” 
 
    “Fine!” She stalked off and then came to a halt before she got to the edge of the parking lot. She looked down at herself and then turned around and came all the way back. “I want my panties back,” she insisted tersely, glaring somewhere in the direction of my left knee. “I’m going to need both hands.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Sure.” I held out my hand but it was empty. I looked down at the ground, figuring I’d dropped them during our argument, but they were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Stop fooling around, Peter,” she told me angrily. “Give me my panties!” 
 
    “I don’t know where they are.” I checked my pockets but all I found were Melissa’s two pairs. “Where’d they go?” 
 
    “What? They’re gone?” Olivia locked her knees together and wrapped her nightgown around her legs tighter than a tourniquet. “What did you do with them?” 
 
    “Nothing! They just disappeared!” 
 
    “That’s impossible! They’re panties, they can’t just vanish!” 
 
    “Well,” I said carefully, “they weren’t real, actually, were they?” She blinked at me with a what-in-the-world-are-you-talking-about sort of expression. “I mean, they’re made of ghost stuff, like the rest of you. Maybe anything that you’re not touching anymore just goes poof.” 
 
    “What? You mean I’m stuck walking around like this for the rest of eternity? Oh my God!” She looked like she was on the verge of a panic attack. “What am I going to do?” she wailed. 
 
    “Well, it’s not like anyone can see you,” I said awkwardly. 
 
    “You can!”  
 
    Don’t look, don’t look, I told myself desperately, but Little Peter took control of my eyes and turned them south.  
 
    “Peter!” she exclaimed, ducking out of sight behind the Mustang. “Stop looking me!” 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to! It’s just – well, let’s just call it a night and go home, okay? Maybe Mrs. Kendricks can figure something out.” I sincerely doubted that but I didn’t want to hang around the school all night trying to comfort a terminally embarrassed ghost. I heard something that sounded like yeep but I couldn’t tell if that meant she agreed with the plan.  
 
    “Olivia?” I edged around the car but she wasn’t there. “Hello?” I peered through the windows but the Mustang was unoccupied. I turned around in a full circle and even looked underneath the car but she was gone. “Olivia!” I called doubtfully, wondering if I somehow lost the ability to see ghosts all of a sudden. “Make a sound or move something if you can hear me.” Nothing happened. 
 
    “Dara,” I murmured. She must have woken up. I checked my watch but it wasn’t even midnight yet. Did something happen at home? I wondered uneasily. She usually sleeps all morning if we let her. Crap! Maybe Prescott found her! 
 
    I jumped into the Mustang and squealed out of the parking light, only remembering to turn on my headlights when I was already halfway down the block. I went as fast as I dared, keeping watch for the HPD patrol cars, but I made it home without incident. 
 
    I pulled up to the curb in front of the house, relieved that Prescott’s black SUV was nowhere in sight. I shut off the car and got out, closing the door as quietly as I could, and crept to the front door, listening for any sign of a struggle inside. Everything seemed perfectly peaceful but I didn’t know what sort of spells Prescott had at his command. Maybe everyone’s in an enchanted sleep, I worried, fumbling for my door key. Maybe he’s already taken Dara away! 
 
    I opened the front door and carefully poked my head inside. There was a light coming from the kitchen and I eased inside, grimacing as the door latch clicked loudly behind me. The refrigerator door was open and the light inside outlined someone’s long bare legs. For a moment, I thought it was Susie scrounging for a midnight snack, and then I saw the tail sweeping slowly back and forth. 
 
    “Dara!” I whispered, hurrying over. Her tail reared back at my approach and then nudged her on the shoulder. Daraxandriel straightened and frowned at me, her glowing eyes bright in the darkness. She wore one of my t-shirts, which did a completely inadequate job of covering her buttocks. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins,” she said, sounding irked. “Didst thou rouse me from my slumber?” 
 
    “Me?” I asked, surprised. “No, I’ve been out all night with, um – Well, never mind. What are you doing up? Where’s Lilith?” I added uneasily. 
 
    “She still sleeps,” Daraxandriel grumbled. “I awoke to the darkness and could not reclaim my repose.” She studied the contents of the refrigerator with a dissatisfied frown. “I bethought a morsel might soothe me and yet naught here appeals.” 
 
    “You’re looking for a snack? And Lilith’s not here,” I said thoughtfully to myself. This is my chance! “How about we go out for some fries?” I suggested casually. 
 
    “Fries?” She and her tail both perked up. “Dost thou know of a purveyor?” 
 
    “Whataburger’s open all night. Come on.” I held up my key fob like a lure and urged her towards the front door. She followed like an eager puppy following a trail of kibble. I got her outside and quietly closed and locked the door behind us. “Don’t make any noise,” I cautioned her. “We don’t want to wake anybody up.” 
 
    “Fret not, Peter Simon Collins,” she declared airily. “I do not desire to share my fries with others.” She walked towards the Mustang and the moonlight limned her in silvery light, highlighting the curves of her body and the ridges of her horns. Little Peter thoroughly enjoyed the view but my heart clenched in my chest. 
 
     “Oh, um, wait a minute,” I gulped. “You can’t go out like that.” 
 
    She stopped with her hand on the gate and frowned down at herself. “Thou didst declaim my demon appearance pleases you. Didst thou speak falsely?” she asked dangerously. 
 
    “No, absolutely not!” I stammered hastily and, I hoped, sincerely. “But Agent Prescott’s still looking for you. If he sees you like that –” 
 
     “Then he shall discover the full might and majesty of a true scion of Hell!” she declared, clenching her fist in a dramatic pose. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure he will,” I agreed hastily, “but then we wouldn’t be able to get any fries.” 
 
    Daraxandriel lowered her hand doubtfully and then she set her jaw defiantly. “Nay, I am done cowering behind mine other guise, Peter Simon Collins,” she stated flatly as her tail flicked back and forth menacingly. “An thy demon hunter strives to prevent us from procuring fries, he shall earn my wrath!” She stalked to the passenger door and stood there with her arms crossed. “Make haste!” she ordered. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. I could only hope that Mrs. Kendricks was still keeping Prescott occupied. “Could you at least wear something else? Whataburger has a no shirt, no shoes, no service policy.” 
 
    “I am wearing a shirt,” she pointed out.  
 
    “Well, true,” I agreed, clearing my throat, “but there’s an implicit no pants clause. They’re not going to let you inside.” 
 
    “They cannot gainsay me,” she insisted firmly. “I shall not be denied.” 
 
    “We’ll just do the drive-through,” I sighed, unlocking the Mustang. “One order of fries coming up.” 
 
    “Two,” Daraxandriel corrected me as she slipped into the passenger seat, wiggling around until she found a comfortable position for her tail. “Thou needs must make amends.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Thou didst promise me fries yesterday and yet failed to acquire them.” 
 
    “I did get them!” I protested. “You fell asleep before I got home.” 
 
    “Nay, do not think me swayed by such a feeble excuse,” she sniffed. “Thou art foresworn.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said, rolling my eyes as I climbed in and started the car. “Two fries.” Round six was off to a shaky start. 
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    Sin is a pervasive but strangely ill-defined concept. Depending on your particular religion, you probably have a long list of sins that you should avoid doing but the justification for that list isn’t always clear. There are the obvious ones, of course, like murder and adultery and theft, and a host of relatively minor infractions like lying and lusting in your heart, but then you get into some pretty obscure ones that really don’t make a lot of sense to me. Is my soul really at risk of eternal damnation if I eat a pork chop or get a tattoo? 
 
    Most people are familiar with the classic seven deadly sins – Wrath, Sloth, Gluttony, Envy, Lust, Pride, and Greed – but the interesting thing about them is that they’re all thoughts and emotions. They’re attitudes, not actions. 
 
    A crime is an act that causes harm to people and things. A sin is a thought that has the potential to become a crime. I guess that’s why some people are so obsessed with sin. They want to nip these aberrant feelings in the bud so that you’re never tempted to act on the underlying urges.  
 
    The problem is, the seven deadly sins are all based on natural human behaviors. Everyone gets a bit angry or lazy or hungry on occasion. When does a normal impulse become too much? At what point does a thought cross the line and become a sin? 
 
      
 
     “So,” I said casually, “what are you going to do after all this is over?” 
 
    Daraxandriel nibbled her fry all the way to the end before she answered. “I do not grasp thy meaning, Peter Simon Collins,” she said, plucking another fry from the container. The second box stood nearby awaiting its turn. 
 
    “After Agent Prescott is gone.” We sat at a rickety picnic table under the pavilion closest to the muddy shore of the Brazos River. We had Kimball Bend Park all to ourselves, with just the occasional rumble of a passing truck on the bridge breaking the silence. “What are you going to do? Go back to playing Lorecraft?” 
 
    She frowned as she chewed her way along another fry. Her eyes glowed dimly in the shadows cast by the angled roof overhead. “Nay,” she said finally. “I needs must return to my Dread Lord.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, dismayed. That wasn’t the answer I wanted to hear. 
 
    “To beg His forbearance and plead that He lift Lilith’s curse.” 
 
    “Do you really think He would?” I said uneasily. “He doesn’t sound like the forgiving type.” 
 
    “Nay, His wrath is legendary,” she admitted. “Yet I cannot leave Lilith as she is. She is my clutch-mate.” 
 
    “Would she do the same for you?” 
 
    Daraxandriel paused with a fry hovering an inch from her mouth. “She would,” she said quietly, but her eyes wouldn’t meet mine, “an it served her purposes.” 
 
    “Then why do it?” 
 
    “Because I wish to repay my debt to her. She took my curse upon herself willingly and suffers greatly for it.”  
 
    “She only did it to avoid getting punished for a problem she caused.” 
 
    “Her reasons matter not, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel insisted. “I would see her whole again. Wouldst thou not do likewise for the waif?” 
 
    “Susie wouldn’t set me up to take the fall for her,” I argued. “Well, all right, maybe she would, but she wouldn’t have made a mistake in the first place.” 
 
    “Mayhap,” she mused. “She would be a demon to be reckoned with.” 
 
    “That’s a scary thought,” I muttered. Imagining Susie with horns and a tail took almost no effort whatsoever. “So suppose your Dread Lord does lift the curse? Then what?” 
 
    “Then I shall resume my duties.” She took two fries this time and made short work of them. 
 
    “Bargaining for souls?” I asked glumly. This conversation wasn’t going the way I’d planned at all. 
 
    “’Tis my purpose,” she said with a shrug. “What else is there?” 
 
    “Anything else! I mean, what’s the point in collecting souls anyway? What do you do with them?” 
 
    She blinked at me. “I deliver them to my Dread Lord.” 
 
    “And what does He do with them?” 
 
    Now she frowned. “I know not. He does not reveal His intentions to such as I.” 
 
    “So you go around ruining people’s lives – er, afterlives – and you don’t even know why?” I asked incredulously. 
 
     “’Tis my purpose,” she said again, but there was an uncertain note at the end. 
 
    “What would happen if you didn’t collect any souls?” 
 
    “Souls are the coin of passage,” she said, looking shocked. “How else would I return to the nether world?” 
 
    “But why do you want to go back there?” I asked doubtfully. “Do you like it there?” 
 
    “Nay, it is a bleak and forbidding place,” she said, shuddering at the thought. “Thy world is much more to my liking. It has Lorecraft. And fries.” She stuffed the remaining fries from the first carton into her mouth. 
 
    “So let me get this straight. You collect souls to bring to someone you’re afraid of in a place you don’t like for reasons you don’t understand.” She nodded hesitantly, still chewing. “And this sounds like a good idea to you?” 
 
    “What wouldst thou have me do elsewise, Peter Simon Collins?” she asked testily. “There is no place in thy world for such as I. Wouldst thou have me cower in thy room for all eternity, lest I be assailed by witches?” 
 
    “No, but maybe if you gave up on all this soul business they wouldn’t be after you.” 
 
    She scoffed around a fry from the second container. “Mine appearance alone is fearsome to humans and they destroy that which they fear. It is their nature.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you,” I insisted. 
 
    “I seek thy soul,” she reminded me. “Thou needs must look favorably upon me, lest thou wouldst decline thy contract out of hand.” 
 
    “Wait, are you saying you’re making me like you?” I asked doubtfully. “I thought you said you weren’t allowed to do that.” 
 
    Daraxandriel suddenly found something very interesting inside the fry box. “Nay,” she mumbled. “Such would invalidate the bargain.” 
 
    “Are you cheating?” 
 
    “Thou art stubborn, Peter Simon Collins!” she retorted with sudden heat. “Thou shouldst have signed with gratitude that night of prom. Melissa was thine for the asking!” 
 
    “I don’t want Melissa. I want you!” 
 
    “Thou dost not ken what thou declaims,” she shot back. “Thy infatuation is but a shadow of the ardor a succubus can unleash. Thy feeble heart would beat its last were I to inflict my full power upon thee!” 
 
    “Right,” I said, rolling my eyes. “This from the demon with zero souls to her name.” 
 
    “Dost thou doubt me, Peter Simon Collins?” she demanded, her eyes flaring brightly. “Look upon me and despair for thy soul!” She sat back on the bench and crossed her arms. 
 
    I looked her over dubiously, wondering what she was talking about. She looked exactly the same to me, although admittedly the swell of her breasts under her shirt was very distracting. Just enough moonlight leaked into the pavilion to cast glittering highlights on her horns and turn her spiky hair into ruddy flames. 
 
    Her angry glare did nothing to detract from the sensuous curve of her lips and of course her body was absolutely perfect. I didn’t even mind her body heat all that much anymore. In fact, it was going to be wonderful come winter when I could just wrap my arms around her toasty warmth, feeling her soft skin pressed against mine as we drifted off to sleep. 
 
    I watched as she reached out and claimed another fry, her tongue flicking out to lick off the salt. My own tongue was desperately dry and I swallowed with difficulty as I stared at her mouth, remembering the taste of her lips the last time we kissed. How long ago was that? I wondered bleakly. Too long. I wanted to kiss her again, right here, right now. 
 
    No, I wanted to do more than that. I wanted to take her in my arms and hold her body against mine. I wanted to run my hands down her back and feel the beat of her heart against my chest. I wanted to touch her all over, I wanted to hear the catch in her breath when I explored her forbidden regions, I wanted her to moan softly and beg for more. 
 
    Even that wasn’t enough. I wanted to grip her horns in my hands and guide her mouth where it needed to go. I wanted her to shudder beneath me as she clawed my back with her nails, screaming my name. I wanted to do everything on Justin’s list, starting with #1, and if I somehow survived, I wanted to do it all again and again and again. 
 
    I didn’t remember getting to my feet but I yanked and cursed at my belt, trying to get it undone. I nearly broke the zipper on my pants in my desperation but I finally got it open and I shoved them down to my knees along with my boxers. Little Peter tried to leap across the table at Daraxandriel but she was too far away and an animal growl erupted from my throat. 
 
    I couldn’t wait any longer. I tried to climb over the table to get to her but I couldn’t lift my legs high enough with my clothes tangled around my knees. I fell back onto the bench and wrestled with them, almost whimpering with the urgency of my need. 
 
    “Thy manhood is most impressive for one so young,” Daraxandriel observed, every syllable sending a shivery thrill through my body, “but my maidenhead demands a high price, Peter Simon Collins. Art thou willing to pay it?” 
 
    “Anything!” I gasped. “I’ll do anything for you!” 
 
    She snapped her fingers and a parchment appeared on the picnic table, dense with goat’s blood lettering and weighed down with the familiar wavy knife. “Thou knowst what thou must do.” 
 
    I snatched up the knife and jammed its point into the pad of my index finger, all the way down to the bone, but I scarcely registered the pain. I smudged my signature across the bottom and reached for her but she leaned back just out of range of my grasping fingers. 
 
    “Hast thou learned thy lesson, Peter Simon Collins?” she asked. 
 
    I blinked. Daraxandriel was still beautiful in her demonically exotic way but my desire for her suddenly tapered off to wishing she’d let me hold her hand at some point tonight. “Wha – what just happened?” I stammered. 
 
    “Thou didst doubt my power,” she told me archly. 
 
    My finger stung and I stared at the oozing wound on my fingertip. “Oh my God,” I breathed. I snatched the contract off the table and frantically read through the terms. “What have I done?” I could hardly recognize my strangled voice. “Your maidenhead for my soul and Melissa’s? And Susie’s and Mrs. Kendricks’ too?” The world spun around me and I felt sick to my stomach. 
 
    “Fret not, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel assured me. “This contract is worth less than ashes.” She snapped her fingers again and the parchment vaporized in my hands, leaving behind a waft of black smoke and the scent of burning matches. “Thou wert insensible from thy lust.” 
 
    My legs turned into noodles and I plopped down on the bench, only to discover from the scrape of rough wood on my butt that my pants were still down around my knees. I scrabbled to pull them back up but Little Peter refused to admit that Daraxandriel’s demonstration was over. He fought me every inch of the way but I finally got him put away where he couldn’t cause any trouble. 
 
    “Oh my God, how did you do that?” I groaned in despair, propping my head up in my hands. “I was ready to send everyone I know to Hell to have you.” 
 
    She raised and lowered one shoulder. “Such is the true power of a succubus,” she said quietly. “None can deny it without a potent ward.” She took another fry but she just stared at it glumly. 
 
    “And all demons can do it?” 
 
    She shrugged again. “We prey upon different desires, Peter Simon Collins. Others magnify anger or jealousy or greed and such. This is why witches and warlocks seek to destroy us upon sight. They fear for their souls and their sanity.” Her eyes flicked up to my face and fell away again. “And now thou dost fear me too,” she said sadly. 
 
    The thought of losing all control over myself again twisted my stomach into a painful knot. Valid contract or not, I never ever wanted to be in a situation like that again. Daraxandriel looked so forlorn sitting there, though, that I couldn’t admit that to her. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you,” I insisted. “I know you just wanted me to understand you better.” She looked up at me hesitantly. “It doesn’t matter that you can do that to me, since I know you won’t do it again. I trust you.” 
 
    She shook her head vehemently. “Thy faith is misplaced, Peter Simon Collins. I am a demon, thou art human. We are at odds.” 
 
    “Do you really want to take my soul, Dara?” I asked her. 
 
    She hesitated. “Lilith insists that I claim –” 
 
    “I know what Lilith wants. Is that what you want?” 
 
    She stared down at her hands. “Nay,” she whispered finally. “I could not endure the thought of thee within my Dread Lord’s grasp.” Her admission sent a curious thrill through me and my heart skipped a beat or two. “Yet I needs must prove myself.” 
 
    “Why? What would happen if you never took a soul?” 
 
    Now she looked anxious. “Lilith would berate me and claim my failure as proof of mine inferior breeding.” She touched her crayon red hair unhappily. 
 
    “So what? Why do you care about Lilith’s opinion?” She blinked at me uncertainly. “Look, Mrs. Kendricks is going to figure out a way to get Olivia out of your head and then we can convince Agent Prescott to leave you alone, especially if you promise never to take any souls. All you have to do until then is pretend to be after my soul so that Lilith thinks you’re still on her side.” 
 
    “But she grows impatient, Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel protested. “She is displeased thou didst not sign a contract with me this very day. She demands I twist Melissa to my will to seduce thee.” 
 
    “Aren’t you already doing that?” I asked dubiously. “I’m afraid to look at her texts now.” 
 
    “Nay, I have but set her inhibitions aside and let her natural desire for thee come forth. Lilith would have me set her lust aflame.” 
 
    “No, absolutely do not do that!” I gulped. “In fact, just put Melissa back the way she was. We can’t take any chances here.” 
 
    “An thou wish it,” she agreed reluctantly, “yet Lilith will not capitulate so easily.” 
 
    “We just need to come up with a way to convince her that she’s winning.” 
 
    “Thou couldst sign a contract with me,” she suggested tentatively. 
 
    “What?” I gaped at her in disbelief. “That’s exactly what we’re trying not to do!” 
 
    “Nay, an thou dost apply thy blood falsely, ‘twould be void,” she insisted. “Thy soul would be safe.” 
 
    “That sounds awfully risky,” I said uneasily. “Can’t you just make a fake contract where it just looks like I signed it? Could she tell the difference?” 
 
    “Any demon would know,” she said, shaking her head. “The aura of a soulbound contract is unmistakable.” 
 
    “But Lilith’s not a demon anymore, remember? She won’t know and that’s all that matters.” 
 
    “Mayhap,” Daraxandriel allowed, looking unsure. “Yet first thou needs must play thy part and show that Melissa has captured thy heart and thy lust, else Lilith will not believe thee.” 
 
    “I really don’t want to mess Melissa up any more than she already is,” I grimaced. “If I pretend to fall in love with her and then dump her when all this is over, someone’s going to get hurt.” Probably me, I thought gloomily. 
 
    “I could ply thee with my power,” she offered. “Such doubts would vanish and thou wouldst have thy pleasure of her as thy prize.” She plucked a fry from the box and nipped off the end with a wicked grin. 
 
    “No, that’s okay!” I told her hastily. “We’ll just play that by ear.” 
 
    “An thou insist, Peter Simon Collins.” Her smile faded away and she stared at her fry, finally setting it back in the container. “I am sated,” she said quietly. “Let us return to thine abode.” 
 
    I stood up but I wasn’t ready to head home just yet. Lilith was there and I needed to keep the two of them apart for as long as possible. Daraxandriel seemed to be on my side again but I didn’t know how strong her resolve was. One wrong move could send her back to Lilith and I doubted I could pull her away a second time. 
 
    “How about we go for a walk first?” I suggested. “I’m still not tired.” I was actually wide awake, which surprised me. Between Daraxandriel and Olivia and Melissa, I wasn’t getting much sleep these days. A hike would kill some time and maybe wear me out. 
 
    She surveyed our surroundings with a dubious frown. “Whither would we go?” she asked. Apart from the pavilions and picnic tables, Kimball Bend Park didn’t really have much in the way of scenery, especially in the middle of the night. 
 
    “There’s a walking trail along the river. Come on, I’ll show you.” I held out my hand and she allowed me to help her up. 
 
    The trail was little more than a well-worn path meandering north from the park by the bank of the Brazos River. I was a bit worried that it might be rough on Daraxandriel’s bare feet but countless hikers over the years had worn down the underlying limestone into a smooth, albeit uneven, walkway just wide enough for us to walk side by side.  
 
    The moon was at its zenith now, casting enough light to send our shadows on ahead of us. There was absolutely no sign of civilization out here, no roads, no houses, not even the blinking lights of a passing aircraft. The only sounds were the crunch of an occasional twig underfoot and the soft rippling of the river. It was as if we were the only people left in the world. 
 
    The trail ended at a small cove where tubers could launch themselves into the water and let the sluggish current carry them back to the park. Daraxandriel stood there looking up at the sky, where the stars struggled to make themselves visible against the moon’s glow. 
 
    “There are no stars in Hell,” she said. “The sky roils with storm clouds and the smoke of the furnaces without relent.” 
 
    “That sounds ... different,” I said. It actually sounded horrible but I didn’t want to insult her homeland. 
 
    “Wert thou to somehow transport thyself there, thine eyes would boil in their sockets and thy breath would tear at thy throat. It is a terrible place. I am well quit of it.” She sounded like she was trying to convince herself of that.  
 
    She carefully picked her way down to the water’s edge and leaned over to peer at her wavering reflection. “The river Styx contains the wrathful and sullen dead.” 
 
    “The River Brazos contains water and mud,” I noted wryly. “It’s harmless. Don’t drink it, though,” I added as an afterthought. 
 
    She cautiously touched the water with her toe and then slowly waded out deeper, clutching her tail in both hands as if she was afraid of getting it wet. She stopped when she was knee deep and looked around uneasily, as if she expected to be attacked by piranhas at any moment. 
 
    Get out there with her, Little Peter whispered insistently. This is your chance. 
 
    For what? Daraxandriel tilted her head back to gaze up at the sky again. She looked like a faun in a classical painting, almost glowing under the moonlight. 
 
    She’s lonely and she’s scared. Show her what you really think about her. Prove to her you’re there for her, no matter what. Go! 
 
    I’m not wearing a swimsuit. 
 
    Neither is she. 
 
    That was a compelling argument but I just stood there watching her as she bent over and swept her hand through the water, letting the drops fall from her fingertips like glittering jewels.  
 
    Tell her she’s beautiful, Little Peter nudged me. 
 
    She won’t believe me, I argued. She thinks I think she’s ugly when she’s in demon form. 
 
    That’s because she never hears you say otherwise. 
 
    I’ve told her! I protested. She doesn’t believe me. Lilith has her doubting everything I say. 
 
    But she’s helping you against Lilith now, he pointed out. She’ll believe you this time. 
 
    No, she won’t. She’ll think I’m trying to manipulate her, just like Lilith did. 
 
    If you’re telling her the truth, that doesn’t matter. I shook my head and I sensed Little Peter rolling his figurative eyes. You are such a dweeb. Why does Melissa want you so badly? 
 
    “God knows,” I muttered. 
 
    “Didst thou utter summat, Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel asked, looking back at me with a frown.  
 
    “No,” I assured her. “I was just, uh, thinking out loud. You’re not thinking of going swimming, are you?” She was up to mid-thigh now and her tail wrapped itself tightly around her arm. If she took two more steps, the end attached to her butt was going to get dunked. 
 
    “Nay, I have not that skill.” She eyed the water uncertainly. 
 
    “You never learned how to swim?” 
 
    “The rivers of Hell are filled with death and despair, Peter Simon Collins. Few who dare their treacherous currents ever return.” She carefully waded back to the shore and made her way up the slope to my side. Rivulets of water ran down her legs and spattered on the ground. 
 
    “Oh, well, that’s too bad,” I said weakly. “Maybe we can sign you up for lessons or something.” I wondered if the local YMCA had a beginner demons class. 
 
    “Mayhap.” She unwound her tail from her arm and pushed it firmly behind her, where it seemed to glare resentfully at the river. “I grow weary, Peter Simon Collins,” she complained, stretching her arms over her head. “Let us return to thine abode and welcome the sweet embrace of our beds.” 
 
    “No, it’s way too early for that!” I insisted. “There’s still a lot I want to show you.” If I could keep her up most of the night, maybe she’d sleep through the day and Lilith would leave her alone. Of course, then she’d turn her attention to someone else, but I’d deal with that when it happened. 
 
    Daraxandriel looked around. There was absolutely nothing to see except the trees and the river cast in stark black and white by the moonlight. “Such as?” she asked pointedly. 
 
    “Well –” I desperately dug through my mind for inspiration. “Did I ever show you the Henry Milton Memorial?” 
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    I’m not a dog person. Dogs are big and loud and smelly and way too enthusiastic about just about everything. They’re also not potty trained. The fact that most towns have ordinances requiring you to pick up their poop pretty much says everything you need to know about dogs. 
 
    Cats, on the other hand, are small and quiet and fluffy and they do their business in a known and easily-managed location. They’ll also completely ignore you unless they’re hungry. Cats are anti-dogs, which is probably why the two species don’t get along. They’re trying to cancel each other out, like matter and anti-matter. 
 
    Pets are fine if you live out in the country where they can roam around on their own and get their exercise and maybe even perform some useful function, like herding sheep or keeping the local mouse population in check. In the city, though, pets are kind of pointless. They’re like stupid, furry children who never grow up and move out, forcing you to take care of them for the rest of their lives. 
 
    Even small pets just aren’t worth the effort. Fish are boring, reptiles are creepy, don’t even get me started on tarantulas, and anything that needs a cage to keep it from leaving should have been left in the wild to fulfill its role in the food chain. If an animal doesn’t want to be with you, don’t make it a prisoner. 
 
    People claim that pets are perfect companions. They’re there when you need them, they’ll listen to anything you tell them without judging you, and they might even save your life some day. I get the same benefits from the Internet, without having to deal with poop. I might not be able to cuddle up with my computer, but I have access to an infinite variety of cat videos. I call that even. 
 
      
 
    We sat on the library steps listening to the distant rumble of traffic on the highway. Daraxandriel leaned her head on my shoulder, her horns scraping my ear whenever she stirred. Her tail lay across her lap like an overcooked noodle, completely limp and motionless. 
 
    “The dawn breaks, Peter Simon Collins,” she murmured sleepily. “The world stirs from its well-deserved slumber. Can we not seek out our own repose now?” 
 
    “Hm?” I twisted around to see where she was pointing. The sky was getting brighter in the east, slowly smothering the stars. Damn, it’s later than I thought. Susie’s probably already up to greet the sun. Mrs. Kendricks and Stacy too. And Melissa, I guess. I checked my watch doubtfully. I’d been up for twenty-four hours now but I was still wide awake. I wondered if there was something wrong with me. I’m just a bit stressed out, that’s all, I told myself.  
 
    “You’re right, we should have been home an hour ago.” I got to my feet and helped her up. She stood there swaying with her eyes closed and I was almost afraid to let go of her hand. “Come on, let’s get you to bed before anyone realizes we’re missing.” 
 
    “Aye.” She followed me down the steps obediently and nearly toppled the both of us over when I stopped suddenly. “Dost thou seek to afright me into wakefulness?” she demanded peevishly. 
 
    “Shh, don’t move!” I whispered urgently. A black SUV was coming down Milton Street, the only vehicle in sight. It was too far away for me to tell if it had Louisiana plates but there was no way the driver could miss us if he looked this way. I waited with my heart stuck in my throat but the SUV continued on without slowing.  
 
    “Come on, we have to get you home ASAP,” I said anxiously. “Agent Prescott’s out there looking for you and we don’t want him finding you before we’re ready.” I grabbed her hand and practically dragged her down the steps. 
 
     All of the HPD officers knew the Mustang by sight so I’d parked it in the alley behind the library just in case one of them happened to drive by on patrol. I didn’t need Dad getting a phone call in the middle of the night telling him his son’s car was downtown when said son was supposed to be home in bed. It was still there in all its cherry red glory as I rounded the corner with Daraxandriel in tow. 
 
    “Thy haste is unwarranted,” she protested. “Dost thou truly believe the hunter is about at this unseemly hour?” 
 
    “He chased Lilith all the way here from New Orleans,” I reminded her. “He’s not going to lie around in bed waiting for Mrs. Kendricks to serve him breakfast, especially since his bond with Olivia isn’t working anymore.” 
 
    “Dost thou truly believe he will discover us now?” she asked doubtfully. “He did not succeed last night at thine abode.” 
 
    “He was this close to figuring out who you really are yesterday,” I pointed out tersely, holding my finger and thumb an inch apart. “The only reason he didn’t is because Mrs. Kendricks showed up at the last second and distracted him. We can’t take any chances.” I dug my key fob out of my pocket and unlocked the Mustang.  
 
    Both of us were startled when a small black creature streaked out from underneath the car and leapt up to the top of the low brick wall on the other side of the alley. It paused there for a moment, glaring at us with yellow eyes, before it dropped down on the other side. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel gasped, crushing my fingers in her grip. “That was a cat!” 
 
    “Yes, I know, I saw it too.” I extracted my hand with difficulty. I wondered if the one I saw hanging around outside the house had somehow hitched a ride with us but that was impossible. “It must have been the one Olivia saw. No, it couldn’t have been,” I realized belatedly. “It’s still stuck inside.” 
 
    “There is another within?” She shrank behind me and peered up at the windows, as if she expected an army of black cats to suddenly burst through the glass and attack her. 
 
    “It’s locked in, don’t worry about it.” I opened the passenger door for her but she inspected the interior carefully before easing into the seat. “What’s the deal with you and cats anyway?” 
 
    “They are the minions of witches and warlocks,” she whispered hoarsely. “They go everywhere and see all.” 
 
    “You and Olivia must read the same books,” I observed sardonically, closing the door and walking around to the other side. “They’re just cats. They chase mice and purr.” I slid into my seat and inserted the key into the ignition. 
 
    “Not all, Peter Simon Collins,” she warned direly. “Some may be imps in guise.” 
 
    I paused. “Imps?” I echoed doubtfully. 
 
    “Minor demons,” she explained, peering out through the windows. “They are dispatched to thy world by my Dread Lord or His lieutenants.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “To seek and report.” 
 
    “Seek and report what?” 
 
    “Whatever their masters require.” She looked at me with wide, worried eyes. “Ofttimes they presage the advent of a demon lord.” 
 
    I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up. “So was that an imp under my car?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “I know not, Peter Simon Collins. They cannot be distinguished by sight.” 
 
    “So how do you tell if a cat is a real cat or not?” 
 
    “Thou needs must slay it. An it bleeds, ‘tis a cat. An it dissolves into a foul miasma, ‘tis an imp.” 
 
    “I’m not going to go around killing cats to see if they’re really imps!” I protested. 
 
    “Then be most watchful,” she told me earnestly, “for the lords of Hell are potent and relentless. Thou needs must flee ere the sky darkens.” She looked up through the windshield and I couldn’t keep myself from doing the same. The sky overhead was blue and perfectly clear. 
 
    “So no demon incursion today, then?” I asked. 
 
    “Nay,” she acknowledged, although she didn’t sound all that confident about it. “Ne’ertheless, we needs must remain alert for a gathering of cats.” 
 
    “If you say so.” I started the car and pulled out of the library parking lot. 
 
    Daraxandriel’s ailurophobia battled with her exhaustion on the way home and ultimately lost. I had to poke her several times to keep her awake and I finally dashed into a donut shop to grab half a dozen kolaches and a selection of frosted donuts. Hopefully the sugar rush would keep Daraxandriel functioning until I got her deposited into her bed and the plain white box would give me an alibi if anyone caught us sneaking back into the house. 
 
    She polished off two donuts by the time we pulled up in front of the house and she was eyeing a third when I opened her door and took the box from her. She grumbled under her breath as I unlocked the front door and peered inside but the coast was clear. I waved her inside and eased the door closed behind us. 
 
    “Go to bed,” I whispered. “Don’t wake Lilith up.” 
 
    Her only response was an inarticulate grunt, although that didn’t stop her from snagging the last sprinkle donut before making her way down the hall to my bedroom. She fumbled with the door handle but she got it open and disappeared inside, just as Dad came out of his bedroom. 
 
    “Peter,” he greeted me in surprise. He was wearing his uniform and carrying his gun belt and Stetson. “You’re up early.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, something woke me up, I guess. I got kolaches,” I told him, holding up the box. 
 
    “The breakfast of champions,” he said wryly. He followed me into the kitchen and got the coffee going. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “It could have been better,” I admitted truthfully. I got myself a glass of milk and shifted two of the kolaches onto a paper napkin. “You don’t usually leave this early,” I observed. “Is something going on?” 
 
    “No, I just want to get a head start on things. Agent Prescott’s coming over to the station this morning to discuss his case.” He sat across the table from me and took a kolache of his own. 
 
    “So you and he are going to be pretty busy all day, then?” I asked, trying to keep the hopeful note out of my voice. 
 
    “Hard to say. It depends on exactly what he needs from us. How about you? Do you have any plans?” 
 
    Other than trying to keep Dara as far away as possible from Lilith and Prescott? I thought bleakly. “No, nothing specific,” I said out loud. 
 
    “Well, you might think about running down to the storage place and getting some boxes.” 
 
    “Boxes?” 
 
    “For packing.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I sighed. 
 
    “Feeling a little overwhelmed?” he smiled sympathetically. 
 
    “A bit, yeah.” Although not for the reasons he thought. Packing was the last thing on my mind right now. 
 
    “Just take it a step at a time,” he said, getting up as the coffee machine started beeping insistently. “A journey of a thousand miles and all that.” 
 
    Takes about twelve hours in a 5.0-liter V8 Ford Mustang, I thought, although admittedly my version of that old aphorism didn’t have quite the same motivational impact. “Melissa hasn’t sent me the list yet,” I told him. 
 
    My phone clearly had a direct connection to the cosmic forces currently controlling my life. As soon as I said that, it pinged to announce the arrival of a new message from Melissa. To my intense relief, all it said was Good morning! 
 
    Good morning, I responded. I debated if I should say something about her last two texts but I decided that my best strategy was pretending they never happened. Maybe she wouldn’t remember sending them. 
 
    Ping. Did you get my texts last night?  
 
    “Oh God,” I muttered. 
 
    “Problem?” Dad asked, returning with his coffee mug. 
 
    “No,” I sighed. “Just ... girl stuff.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, I should probably offer some fatherly advice here but frankly, I’ve been married to your mother for twenty years and I still don’t understand her. Don’t tell her I said that.” 
 
    “That’s okay, Dad,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. Was the morning paper outside?” 
 
    “I didn’t notice it when we – I mean, when I came in.” 
 
    “I’ll go check.” Dad headed for the door while I tried to come up with a reply to Melissa that wouldn’t embarrass at least one of us. The longer I waited, though, the worse it was going to be. 
 
    Yes, I texted finally. They weren’t what I expected. 
 
    Good. Smile emoticon. I wouldn’t want you to forget about me. 
 
    That’s not possible. 
 
    You’re so sweet. I have bad news, though. 
 
    Oh? Bad news for her might actually be good news for me. 
 
    I won’t be adding to your collection today.  
 
    “Thank God,” I breathed. Before I could send her a token expression of dismay, though, she sent me another text. 
 
    But at least I figured out a way to stay cool at work. This message came with a winking emoticon and an attachment. I opened the file with a sense of foreboding and then promptly forgot how to exhale. 
 
    The photo was an over-the-shoulder selfie in her bedroom mirror, once again showing her entire backside from head to toe. This time, though, she was wearing a silky camisole and sheer stockings held up by a lacy garter belt, all in white. That was it. Nothing else. 
 
    “I found it on the sidewalk,” Dad groused, shaking out the paper as he reentered the kitchen. “Jimmy needs to work on his arm strength.” 
 
    I bobbled my phone in my panicked attempt to shut off the display before Dad saw anything I wouldn’t be able to explain, nearly dropping it on the floor before I got it safely tucked away in my pocket. Dad glanced at me curiously as he took his seat. 
 
    “Are you okay, Peter?” he asked. “You look a bit flushed.” 
 
    “I’m fine!” I insisted. I jammed another kolache in my mouth to give myself an excuse not to talk for a while and then I started choking when it went the wrong way. I sputtered through a swallow of milk while Dad looked on in alarm. “I’m fine,” I wheezed, coughing and hacking into my napkin. 
 
    “If you say so,” he said doubtfully. He waited until he was sure he didn’t need to Heimlich me before opening the paper. 
 
    Ping. I closed my eyes as I gathered enough willpower to pull out my phone again. I kept it hidden under the table as I read Melissa’s new message. No comment? 
 
    Sorry, I wasn’t expecting that, I replied truthfully. Was that the surprise you were talking about? 
 
    No, silly. You’ll see that tonight after dinner. These are just for fun. 
 
    You don’t have to keep sending me pictures. 
 
    Don’t you like them? Frowny emoticon. 
 
    Oh God, I thought. Melissa didn’t take rejection well. No, they’re great! I assured her. I just don’t want you to get in trouble. 
 
    Don’t worry, no one else will see them. Ping. Unless you’re showing them to someone. Angry emoticon. 
 
    No, I’d never do that!  
 
    See that you don’t. I need to finish getting ready for work. TTYL. Heart emoticon, kiss emoticon, hug emoticon. 
 
    “Everything okay, Peter?” Dad asked, watching me over the top of the paper. “You look worried.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine, really,” I said in what I hoped was a positive and reassuring manner. “Melissa and I were just getting some things sorted out.” 
 
    “I see.” He studied me for a moment and then went back to his paper while I tried to figure out what was going wrong. 
 
    Dara was supposed to stop making Melissa do stuff like this, I fretted anxiously. Did she forget? Did she change her mind? Is it going to get worse? I needed to talk to Daraxandriel but if I woke her up, Lilith would start on her again and undo everything I accomplished last night. I had to wait until she got up on her own. All I could do was hope that Melissa would be too busy to send any more photos today. Maybe it just takes time for Dara’s spell to wear off. 
 
    Ping.  
 
    “Oh God,” I muttered. Dad lowered his paper again. 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like everything’s okay,” he observed. 
 
    “It is, honestly. I just have too much on my mind to deal with her right now.” I glanced at my phone and blinked in surprise. This text wasn’t from Melissa. It was from Mrs. Kendricks. Call me when you’re up.  
 
    I stared at the screen, trying to discern whether something had gone horribly wrong or if she just wanted to update me on her progress. She didn’t say ASAP, I told myself. It can’t be anything serious. I can wait until Dad leaves. I couldn’t avoid a nagging feeling of doubt in the back of my mind, though. 
 
    “You know, it’ll be a lot faster if you just call Melissa and actually talk to her,” Dad said. “Texting isn’t the most efficient way to have a conversation with someone.” 
 
    “Huh? Oh, no, it’s not her. It’s –” I stalled. As far as he knew, my only contact with Mrs. Kendricks was through Susie’s so-called library club, the front for the local coven. I had no reason to be talking to her, especially this early in the morning. “– someone else,” I finished awkwardly. 
 
    “Ah.” He waited but I didn’t really feel up to creating a plausible lie right now. He finally gave up and went back to his paper, reaching for his coffee. He froze with it halfway to his lips when Susie walked into the kitchen and I had to rub my eyes to make sure I wasn’t imagining things. 
 
    “Uh, Susie,” I asked carefully, “what are you wearing?” 
 
     “Clothes.” She sounded annoyed about it, too. Her outfit wasn’t one of her usual sundresses, either. She had on an actual button-up blouse and a denim skirt and she even wore socks and sneakers, something she never did out of PE class. I was almost willing to bet she was wearing underwear, too. 
 
    “What’s the occasion? Another date with Cameron?” 
 
    “Not until Saturday,” she grumped. “He can’t drive and his mother works all week.” She looked down at herself with distaste. “Lilith says boys like mystery so I have to stay covered up.” 
 
    Uh-oh. “I’m not sure you should be taking fashion advice from Lilith,” I told her. “She has a different, um, perspective on these things.” I couldn’t come right out and warn her about demonic influences in front of Dad. 
 
    “Lilith says she has a lot of experience with boys.” Susie opened the fridge and scowled at its contents. 
 
    “I’m sure she does but you’re not necessarily ready for that kind of experience. Right, Dad?” I nodded encouragingly, hoping to get some parental support for my argument. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know, Peter,” he said thoughtfully. “I mean, if Lilith is being such a positive influence on her ...” He eyed Susie’s new wardrobe with a hopeful expression. 
 
    Clearly I wasn’t going to get any help from that quarter. I tried a different tack. “What I meant was, Lilith comes from a completely different background.” She’s a demon, Susie! I wanted to yell. “She might not know what’s appropriate for you.” 
 
    “Lilith says I shouldn’t listen to you anymore,” Susie retorted. “She says you don’t understand what I’m going through right now.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, taken aback. Oh my God, it’s worse than I thought. 
 
    “Lilith says that I should stop doing what you tell me and think for myself,” Susie went on. “She says I’m my own woman with my own goals and desires.” She closed the fridge without taking anything and looked around the kitchen. Her eyes fell on the donut box. “Are those vegan?” She took a glazed donut without waiting for a response and walked out while I was still trying to formulate a convincing counter-argument. 
 
    “But – but – Susie!” I called. “Lilith’s just trying to – I mean, she doesn’t have –” I let my voice trail off. There was nothing I could tell her that would make a difference, not with Dad sitting right here. I heard Susie’s door open and close and I slumped back in my chair. “That’s just great,” I muttered. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Peter,” Dad assured me. “Susie needs to find her own way. Although this way is a step in the right direction,” he mused approvingly. 
 
    “Right,” I sighed gloomily. I’d underestimated Lilith’s powers of persuasion. Susie was a lost cause for now. All I could do was hope she wouldn’t actually turn against us when the time came. Maybe Mrs. Kendricks can talk some sense into her, I thought, feeling a tiny flicker of hope. I’d better call her. 
 
    “I’m, uh, going to take my shower,” I told Dad, pushing my chair back from the table. “Are you heading out soon?” 
 
    “As soon as I finish my coffee,” he said, raising his mug to illustrate the point. “I’ll probably be gone before you’re done.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably. Well, good luck.” Dad looked at me with a puzzled expression. “With Agent’s Prescott’s case, I mean.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, I’m not holding out much hope,” he said with a shrug, “but you never know. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find a witness who knows where Lily Cantrell is.”  
 
    She’s asleep in my bed, I thought, but all I said was, “Maybe. See you later, Dad.” I turned away and came face-to-face with Olivia. “Gah!” 
 
    “Are you all right, Peter?” Dad asked worriedly. 
 
    “I’m fine! I just, uh, stubbed, my toe,” I assured him hastily, despite the fact that I was wearing shoes and there was nothing around me to trip over. “See you later!” I ushered Olivia back into the hallway, which probably looked really strange to Dad. “What are you doing?” I hissed at her as soon as I was out of sight. 
 
    “I want my panties back!” she insisted. She still clutched her nightgown in both fists. 
 
    “I don’t have them! They evaporated or something.” I continued down the hall but she stuck right with me. 
 
    “But what am I going to do?” she moaned. “I can’t go around like this forever!” 
 
    “What you want me to do? I can’t conjure up ghost clothes.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Look, what do you think’s going to happen if I accidentally see something I shouldn’t?” 
 
    Olivia looked aghast. “You’ll be overwhelmed with lust!” She gripped her nightgown even tighter. 
 
    “Olivia,” I sighed, “I’ve seen more naked women in the last month than most porn stars and I haven’t ravished a single one of them.” Yet, Little Peter added, but I ignored him. “Besides, I couldn’t do anything to you even if I wanted to.” She looked at me quizzically. “Hold out your hand.” She hesitated, as if she thought this was some sort of trick to look up her nightgown, but she finally complied. I reached out to grab it and my hand passed right through it. All I felt was a waft of chilly air. “See? I can’t even touch you.” 
 
    “Oh.” She looked down at her hand like she was seeing it for the first time. “You can’t hurt me at all, can you?” 
 
    “No one can,” I told her. “You’re perfectly safe.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” she said quietly. She slowly unlocked her fingers from her nightgown and clasped them together nervously. “No peeking, though, okay?” 
 
    “Scout’s honor,” I told her, making the sign. She snorted and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, like that’s worth anything, Mr. Panty Collector Merit Badge guy. So what are we going to do now?” She looked around the hallway doubtfully. “It’s daytime now, isn’t it? How come Dara’s still asleep?” 
 
    “We were up all night. With any luck, she’ll stay that way for a while.” I listened at my door and then eased it open, peeking through the crack. Dara and Lilith were tangled together on the bed with their clothing scattered across the floor, as usual. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Olivia hissed in shock. “They’re naked!” I felt goosebumps on my arm as she tried to pull me away. 
 
    “I’m just making sure they’re asleep. It’s not like I haven’t seen them before.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it right!” 
 
    “I’ll keep my lust in check, I promise.” I carefully closed the door and continued down the hall with Olivia on my heels. 
 
    “It’s still not right, looking at naked girls all the time,” she grumbled “So now what?” 
 
    “So now I need to call Mrs. Kendricks.” I walked into the bathroom but Olivia stopped outside. “Are you coming in?” 
 
    “What?” She looked shocked. “No!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m just making a phone call.” 
 
    “In the bathroom?” 
 
    “It’s just so Dad doesn’t overhear. He thinks I’m taking a shower.” She seemed unconvinced by my explanation and I rolled my eyes. “Look, in or out? She probably has some news about you.” 
 
    “In, I guess.” She sidled into the room, eyeing me uneasily, and she gasped when I closed and locked the door behind her. “What are you doing?” she squeaked nervously. 
 
    “I’m just making sure nobody walks in on us.” I pulled up Mrs. Kendricks’ number on my phone and hit the call button, turning on the speakerphone so Olivia could hear as well. The ringing echoed in the small space and I hastily turned the volume down. 
 
    “Good morning, Peter,” Mrs. Kendricks said when she answered. “I didn’t expect you to be up so early. I didn’t wake you, did I?” 
 
    “No, I was up already. What’s going on? Oh, Olivia’s with me,” I warned her. 
 
    “Well, good morning to you, Olivia. How are you feeling?” 
 
    Olivia blinked in surprise at being addressed. “Oh, uh, fine, thanks,” she stammered. 
 
    I waited for Mrs. Kendricks to respond but all I heard was traffic noises in the background. “Did you hear her?” I asked. 
 
    “No, I’m afraid I didn’t. What did she say?” 
 
    “She said she’s fine.” 
 
    “Does she feel any different from yesterday?” 
 
    I looked at Olivia, who shook her head. “She says no. She can move things now, though, and she’s not as transparent.” I wondered if I should mention Olivia driving my car but I decided no one really needed to know about that. 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means that I’m not sure what that means. I’m surprised she’s progressed so quickly. Her bond to your Philosopher’s Stone must be very strong.” 
 
    “Is that bad?” 
 
    “It may make what I have in mind a bit more challenging.” 
 
    “Have you figured out how to free her?” I asked eagerly. Olivia leaned in close to hear her answer. 
 
    “I think so.” Olivia clapped her hands excitedly and bounced on her toes in complete silence. “But we don’t have much time.” Olivia stopped in mid-bounce, staring at the phone in dismay. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. 
 
    “Ryan’s already out looking for the demon who took Olivia’s soul. If he figures out that that’s Lilith – or worse, if he finds Dara – well, there’s no telling what might happen.” 
 
    “But he already met both of them last night,” I argued. “He didn’t recognize either of them as demons.” 
 
    “No, but he’s suspicious. He has a familiar watching your house just in case.” 
 
    “A familiar? You mean a cat?” 
 
    “I told you!” Olivia berated me, poking an icy finger into my side. 
 
    “He picked one up at the local shelter yesterday and bound it to his service before he went over to your place. If you see an unfamiliar cat in the area, that’s probably it.” 
 
    “I saw it last night,” I told her, feeling another knot form in my stomach. “And Olivia saw one inside the library.” 
 
    “There’s a cat in the library?” Mrs. Kendricks echoed incredulously. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Olivia nodded vigorously. “She’s sure. It’s not yours?” 
 
    “I don’t use familiars, they’re too unreliable. How did it get in there?” 
 
    “Beats me. You should look for it when you get there.” 
 
    “I will.” She sounded annoyed. “In fact, why don’t you meet me there? I want to go over what I’ve learned and it’ll be easier to do that face-to-face. Bring Olivia if you can.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll head right over.” Olivia nodded her agreement. “She’ll vanish when Dara wakes up, though,” I reminded her. 
 
    “That’s fine, we’ll deal with that when it happens. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “All right. Goodbye.” I hung up, feeling vaguely uneasy. “If that cat is Prescott’s familiar, we can’t let it see Dara in demon form. But if I wake her up to get her to disguise herself as a human, you’ll disappear.” 
 
    “Maybe she’ll stay asleep while we’re gone,” Olivia suggested hopefully. 
 
    “Maybe.” I doubted it. Lilith was going to wake up soon and when she did, she’d get Daraxandriel up as well. The clock was ticking. “Let’s go. We need to find out what Mrs. Kendricks is planning.” 
 
    I unlocked the bathroom door and hurried to Susie’s room, tapping on her door before poking my head inside. “Susie?” She was at her desk soldering something again. 
 
    “What?” she said without looking up. 
 
    “I need you to keep Dara indoors until I get back. Agent Prescott has a familiar watching the house.” 
 
    She paused and looked over her shoulder. “A familiar?” 
 
    “A black cat. I saw it yesterday.” 
 
    “A black cat? Seriously?” she snorted scornfully and turned back to her labors. “No imagination.” 
 
    “Regardless, can you keep Dara inside for me?” 
 
    “Lilith says I’m not your slave.” 
 
    “Did Lilith say anything about not doing everything Lilith says either?” I snapped irritably. 
 
    Susie paused thoughtfully. “No.” 
 
    “Look, I’m in a hurry. Just do it, please? I’ll even pay you. That way you’re not my slave.” 
 
    “Twenty dollars.” 
 
    “Deal. Call me if anything happens.” She shrugged noncommittally. “Thanks,” I said dryly. I shooed Olivia back out into the hallway and hurried towards the front door. 
 
    “Can I drive?” Olivia asked me hopefully, jogging along beside me. 
 
    “No. I don’t need you disappearing in the middle of an intersection.” I paused at the end of the hall and peered around the corner into the kitchen. Dad was nowhere in sight. “The coast is clear. Let’s go.” 
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    I sometimes wonder why people have children. Back in the old days, you needed a constant supply of new bodies to do all the work that needed to be done and replace the ones that died from accidents or disease. Nowadays, the average life expectancy is over 80, at least here in the US, and machines take care of a lot of the hard labor. We don’t really need children to keep things going anymore. 
 
    Children are also time-consuming and expensive. The cost of raising a child to adulthood is nearly a quarter of a million dollars now and I strongly suspect that most parents never recoup their investment. They’d be a lot better off if they just took all that money and stuck it in an index fund for twenty years 
 
    Sure, people talk about the joys of parenthood, but children are just a never-ending series of headaches and crises from the get-go, from diapers and teething, to walking and potty-training, to adolescence and driving lessons, to college and jobs and marriage and grandkids and divorce and on and on and on. The problems never go away, they just evolve and mutate over time. 
 
    Medical science figured out what causes pregnancy a long, long time ago and there are a wide variety of options for preventing it, the misguided views of certain religious groups notwithstanding. There’s really no excuse for anyone to have unplanned children these days, unless alcohol was involved. Or Netflix. 
 
      
 
    I parked beside Mrs. Kendricks’ BMW and jumped out, getting halfway up the steps to the front door before I realized that Olivia was still sitting in the car. I ran back down and opened the passenger door for her. 
 
    “We’re in a bit of a hurry, you know,” I reminded her irritably. 
 
    “There’s always time to be polite,” she insisted, stepping out and carefully settling her nightgown around her legs. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to say please to Agent Prescott when I beg him not to kill Dara. Come on.” I took the steps two at a time and reached the top without breaking a sweat or even breathing hard, which was something of a surprise given my generally sedentary lifestyle. Olivia followed at a more sedate pace. “Why are you going so slow?”  
 
    “I’m nervous,” she admitted.  
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Well, about Mrs. Whatshername. What if she decides that the best way to help Dara is to banish me or something?” Olivia was a lot harder to see out in the morning light but there was no mistaking her uneasy expression. 
 
    “She wouldn’t do that,” I assured her. “She’s trying to help both of you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “What do you mean, why?” 
 
    “I mean, why is she helping us? That Prescott guy isn’t and he’s a witch or a warlock or whatever, right?” 
 
    “Well –” That was actually a good question. Mrs. Kendricks was helping mostly because I asked her to, but that was back when she was still trying to get me into her bed. Now that that option was off the table, I couldn’t help but wonder if she might be having second thoughts about saving a demon. “Don’t worry about it, everything’s fine.” I really hoped I was telling the truth. 
 
    We reached the doors and I tried to open one, but it was locked. The others were equally immobile. “I guess they’re not open yet. Mrs. Kendricks must have gone in through the side door.” 
 
    “I’ll check.” Olivia steeled herself and walked through the nearest door, leaving me alone on the landing. She reappeared a few seconds later. “The lights are on,” she reported, “and that cat was sitting on the star again. It ran off.” She sounded peeved at that. 
 
    “I’ll call Mrs. Kendricks and let her know we’re here.” I pulled out my phone and then froze in surprise. A black cat sat at the far side of the landing with its tail wrapped around its feet, glowering at us with narrowed yellow eyes. “Olivia,” I whispered out of the side of my mouth. “That’s not the cat you saw, is it?” 
 
    “What cat?” I pointed and she blinked at it. “It can’t be. The other one ran down the hallway. How could it get out?” 
 
    “It doesn’t have a collar so it’s not Agent Prescott’s familiar. Maybe it’s the one Dara and I saw this morning. Shoo!” I told it, waving my hands at it. It just flicked an ear at me. “Go on, shoo, get out of here!” 
 
    “Leave it alone, Peter,” Olivia chided me. “It’s not bothering anyone. Here, kitty kitty, come over here.” She bent over and held out her hand, wiggling her fingers, but the cat hissed, arched its back, and bounded down the steps out of sight. “Why don’t cats like me anymore?” she complained. 
 
    “They’re just fickle that way.” I dialed Mrs. Kendricks’ number. “We’re here,” I told her when she answered. “We’re out front.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in a minute,” she promised and hung up. 
 
    “She’s coming,” I reported. We stood there watching the traffic on Milton Street slowly build up until one of the doors clacked behind us and swung open, revealing Mrs. Kendricks in her usual blouse-and-skirt combo. 
 
    “Good morning, Peter,” she said with a welcoming smile. “You made good time.” She looked around curiously, her gaze passing right through Olivia twice. “Is Olivia here?” 
 
    “Right here.” I held my hand over Olivia’s head and Mrs. Kendricks’ peered right at her face, but she shook her head with a grimace. 
 
    “Sorry, I still can’t see her. Come on in.” She stepped back to let us enter but didn’t leave enough time for Olivia to pass before she followed us in. Olivia had to scamper out of the way and glared at her resentfully as Mrs. Kendricks walked across the star to the hallway beyond. “We’ll go to my office,” she said. “The rest of the staff will be getting here soon.” 
 
    “Did you see the cat?” I asked her. “Olivia said it went down this way.” 
 
    “It could be anywhere in the building by now, Peter,” she said over her shoulder. “I’ll ask everyone to keep an eye out for it.” 
 
    “No, I mean just now. It was on the star back there before Olivia chased it off.” 
 
    “I didn’t chase it,” Olivia grumbled. “It just ran off.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t see anything,” Mrs. Kendricks said, looking a bit worried. She lifted a tentative hand to the wands pinning her hair up but then let it drop. “Very strange,” she murmured, but she continued on. 
 
    I remembered Mrs. Kendricks’ office from Melissa’s initiation, but there was no sign of any magical paraphernalia when she waved me inside. This time she shut the door right in Olivia’s face. 
 
    “How rude!” Olivia muttered as she phased through the door. 
 
    “You’re just going to have to deal with it,” I told her. “She can’t see you, remember?” 
 
    “Hmph.” Olivia plopped down into one of the guest chairs and crossed her arms. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” Mrs. Kendricks asked, seating herself behind her desk. 
 
    “We’re still getting used to the whole ghost thing.” I took the other chair. 
 
    “Ah. So where is Olivia now?” She looked around her office curiously. 
 
    “Over there, in the chair.” I pointed and Mrs. Kendricks peered intently in that direction for a long moment.  
 
    “I can almost imagine a shape there,” she murmured. She pulled her wands from her hair, letting her locks tumble down, and then traced a symbol in the air with one of them. I watched carefully but I didn’t see anything different. 
 
    “Did that do something?” I asked finally. 
 
    “Nothing useful,” Mrs. Kendricks sighed, setting her wands aside. “I don’t have any practical experience with ghosts, I’m afraid.” She sat back and tapped her lips with her forefinger. “Olivia, can you move something for me? Nothing breakable, preferably,” she added. 
 
    Olivia glanced at me and I just shrugged. She stood and looked around and then reached for a book sitting on top of a stack on the side of Mrs. Kendricks desk. It shifted a fraction of an inch and Mrs. Kendricks sat back, startled. Olivia couldn’t seem to get a grip on it, though. “It’s too heavy!” she complained. “My fingers are going through it.” 
 
    “Is she moving that book?” Mrs. Kendricks asked a bit breathlessly. I supposed it looked a lot creepier for her than it did for me. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s her. Try something lighter,” I suggested. Olivia blew her breath out in frustration and then reached for one of Mrs. Kendrick’s wands. She had no problems with it at all, waving it around like she was trying to cast a spell. Then she poked me in the shoulder with it. “Ow! Stop that!” I grabbed the wand from her and handed it back to Mrs. Kendricks. “Sorry about that,” I said, glaring a warning at Olivia, who didn’t look in the least bit contrite. “She’s still trying to be bad.” That earned me a flash of her tongue. 
 
    “She wants to be bad?” Mrs. Kendricks asked doubtfully, turning her wand over in her hands. 
 
    “Yeah but don’t worry, she’s not very good at it.” Olivia sniffed and turned her back on me. “So what’s the plan?” I asked. “How are we going to free her soul?” 
 
    “An acquaintance of mine called me as I was leaving work yesterday. That’s why I was late getting to your house last night.” 
 
    “Oh?” I prompted hopefully. 
 
    “He gave me the number of someone who developed a ritual to remove captive souls from demons, a fellow named Roger Vandermeer. I’ll call him later this morning to get the details.” 
 
    “Really? That’s great!” 
 
    “It might not work, Peter,” she cautioned me. “I gather he only tried it once and things didn’t go as planned. He apparently knows what went wrong, though.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, suddenly deflated. As far as I was concerned, staying on the run from Agent Prescott the rest of our lives was preferable to losing Daraxandriel in a faulty magic ritual. “Maybe we shouldn’t try it, then.” 
 
    “No!” Olivia protested. “Call him right now! I don’t want to disappear again!” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks noticed my distraction. “Is Olivia saying something?” 
 
    “She wants you to call him now but I don’t know. If it’s not going to work –” 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia stamped her foot without making any noise whatsoever. 
 
    “Roger lives in Oregon,” Mrs. Kendricks explained. “He’s probably not even awake yet. It’s still worth looking into, Peter,” she insisted. “If we have any doubts about the ritual, we won’t use it.” 
 
    “I guess,” I said reluctantly. 
 
    “I’ll let you know what I find out.” She twisted her hair into a loose rope and coiled it atop her head, stabbing it into place with her wands. “Before that, let’s make sure your Philosopher’s Stone isn’t going to cause any problems. Could you take it out, please?” 
 
    “Problems?” I echoed uneasily. I pulled the chain out from under my shirt and let the Stone dangle from my fingers. 
 
    “Just a moment.” Mrs. Kendricks locked her eyes on the Stone like she was trying to hypnotize it and then her gaze moved sideways to where Olivia was standing. “The trace is very strong now,” she observed. She rose and walked around her desk, standing in front of me and reaching out with her forefinger, almost but not quite touching the Stone. Then she drew an invisible line through the air that ended right in the middle of Olivia’s forehead. “Is Olivia here?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. Olivia leaned away from Mrs. Kendricks finger, looking cross-eyed at it. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” She returned to her chair, looking thoughtful. “You said the Stone keeps her close to you?” 
 
    “Olivia said she can feel it pulling her.” Olivia nodded. 
 
    “That may be to our benefit. We might be able to use it to pull her out of Dara once we start the ritual. Or –” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “Or?” 
 
    “Or her bond with the Stone will block the spell.” 
 
    “So it’ll either work great or fail miserably?” 
 
    “Basically,” she smiled. “We can try it and see. If it doesn’t work, we’ll break the bond. We’ll need Susie for that, since she cast the original spell.” She eyed the Stone and then frowned. “What’s that light?” 
 
    “What light?” I looked down at the Stone but it seemed the same to me. 
 
    “There’s something twinkling inside.” 
 
    “Oh, that. It started doing that a couple of days ago.” 
 
    “How very odd. May I see it?” Mrs. Kendricks held out her hand and I pulled the chain over my head. As soon as I dropped it into her palm, a wave of dizziness swept over me and I had to close my eyes. “There’s a lot of energy building up inside,” I heard her say. 
 
    “Is that bad?” A jaw-breaking yawn nearly swallowed my question.  
 
    “Are you okay, Peter?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, although I could barely hold my head up. “I was up all night and it just hit me all of a sudden.” I leaned back in my chair and let my head roll back. “I’ll get a nap later.” 
 
    She didn’t respond and I felt myself drifting down into darkness. Then something touched my hand and I suddenly snapped awake. I looked around, startled, and found Mrs. Kendricks standing over me, pressing my fingers around the Philosopher’s Stone. “What did you do?” I asked. My exhaustion had completely evaporated. 
 
    “Nothing,” she told me. “You’ve been drawing life energy from the Stone to keep yourself awake. When you gave it to me, you lost contact with it and your body didn’t have enough energy to keep you going on its own.” 
 
    “Really?” I stared at the Stone dubiously. “So I’ve been running on battery power all this time?” 
 
    “Something like that,” she smiled. 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. “That’s pretty cool, actually. How did I do that?” 
 
    “It’s bound to you by your blood, remember. It’s probably been doing this all along but you never noticed until you starting doing something unusual.” 
 
    “Like staying awake all night.” She nodded. “So I never have to sleep ever again?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend that,” she said, shaking her head. “You might not feel tired while you’re wearing it but you still need sleep to rest your mind and your body. I suggest you go home, take it off for a while, and get a real sleep.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said doubtfully. “I need to keep an eye on Dara. What if that familiar sees her?” 
 
    “Just keep her inside and out of sight. If Ryan’s familiar doesn’t report seeing her, he has no reason to go over there.” I still hesitated and she made a dismissive motion with her hand. “Go. There’s nothing else you can do here anyway and it’ll take me a few hours to contact Roger and sort out the ritual. I’ll call you when I’m ready.” 
 
    “All right,” I said reluctantly, getting to my feet as I slung the chain over my head. We’d left Dara unguarded for too long anyway. “Are you ready to go?” I asked Olivia. 
 
    “I guess,” she shrugged. “What about the cat?” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “It’s still running around here, isn’t it? Shouldn’t someone be looking for it?” 
 
    “Someone’s bound to see it.” Mrs. Kendricks had a bemused expression as she listened to my half of our conversation. “Olivia’s asking about the cat,” I explained. 
 
    “I’ll tell the staff about it,” she assured us. “If we find it, we’ll call the animal shelter to take it off our hands.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the one outside, too.” 
 
    “There’s another one?” I nodded. “Another black cat?” I nodded again. “And one at your house?” I nodded a third time. “That’s … odd.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’re all familiars, do you?” 
 
    “I can’t imagine why they would be. None of the witches in the coven have familiars.”  
 
    “What about Agent Prescott? Maybe he has more than one.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    I blinked at her. She looked perfectly serious. “Agent Prescott.” She shook her head. “Your, ah, friend from Pennsylvania. Ryan Prescott.” 
 
    Her lips formed an O of surprise. “His name is Prescott?” 
 
    My mouth fell open in return. “Are you kidding me? How can you not know his name?” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks cleared her throat, unable to meet my eyes. “Well, we were never formally introduced.” 
 
    “But isn’t he –” I stopped and glanced at Olivia, who was looking at the two of us like we were speaking gibberish. “Isn’t he Mr. Kendricks?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Isn’t he –” I cleared my own throat, “Stacy’s, um, you know.” 
 
    “Oh.” Mrs. Kendricks let out a long sigh. “Yes.” 
 
    “Does he know?” She shook her head sadly. “Why not?” 
 
    “I never saw him again. I had to leave home before he returned.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh! That’s why your mother was mad at you.” 
 
    “Yes,” she admitted. “I waited as long as I could but when I started showing, I had to tell Mother. Warwick was no place to be a pregnant teenager, especially when the father was nowhere to be found.” Olivia gasped as she finally figured out what we were talking about but Mrs. Kendricks just stared off into the distance.  
 
    “Mother sent me to live with her sister in Kentucky,” she went on. “I was supposed to give the baby up for adoption after she was born but I couldn’t do it. I just stayed there until Anastasia was old enough to put into daycare so I could start working to support her. Eventually we ended up here.” Mrs. Kendricks smiled. “I can’t complain, though. It all worked out well in the end.” 
 
    “Does Stacy know about him?” 
 
    “I never told her. Ryan and I met under very unusual circumstances, remember. He almost died saving my life and I showed him my gratitude the only way I could. But he had to leave the next morning and we never saw each other again until last night. That’s a little hard to explain,” she added wryly, “even to someone as worldly as Anastasia.” 
 
    “How did you know he was still alive, then?” She gave me a quizzical look. “You told me a while back that Stacy’s father was still alive. How could you be so sure if you didn’t know his last name and you never saw him again?” 
 
    “I was a pretty fair witch even back then. He was in bad shape before his friends found us so I made a bond with him that night, something that would let me know me if he, well, died. It’s still going.” 
 
    “A bond? You mean like the one he made with Olivia?” 
 
    “Nothing that strong, just a little feeling in my heart whenever I think of him. I doubt he even knows it’s there. Don’t tell him,” she grimaced. “He might be upset with me.” 
 
    “I have no intention of talking to him at all if I can help it,” I assured her, “but aren’t you going to tell him about Stacy?” 
 
    She hesitated. “Maybe after all this is over. Last night notwithstanding, we’re at cross-purposes at the moment.” 
 
    “Last night?” I frowned. “At our house?” 
 
    “No, afterwards. He and I, ah, spent some time catching up on things.” A pink glow tinged Mrs. Kendricks’ cheeks and Olivia sucked in a shocked breath. 
 
    “Is she talking about sex?” she demanded. “They’re not married!” 
 
    “He’s the father of her daughter,” I pointed out. 
 
    “That’s even worse! She must have been just a kid! He should be in jail!” 
 
    “It’s been nineteen years. I think the statute of limitations is up.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it right!” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Mrs. Kendricks asked. 
 
    “Sorry, Olivia has some strongly-held beliefs about premarital sex.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, I won’t apologize for it, Olivia,” she said to the empty space to Olivia’s left. “Marriage license or not, Ryan and I still love each other very much. He never married either,” she added with a shy smile. 
 
    “So are you going to marry him?” I asked her. “After all this is over, I mean?” 
 
    “Well,” she cleared her throat delicately, “let’s worry about that later. For now, you two go home and I’ll see if I can find that cat. Or cats,” she added ruefully. 
 
    “We can help,” I offered. 
 
    “No, go home and get some real rest. Let Susie know we’re going to need her later.” A door banged loudly somewhere in the building and Mrs. Kendricks checked her watch. “That’s probably Mrs. Phipps. I’d better walk you out so she doesn’t think you’re trespassing.” 
 
    “Why would anyone want to sneak into a library?” I asked skeptically as she led the way out into the hall. 
 
    “You’d be surprised. Good morning, Mrs. Phipps!” she called. A rail-thin woman with gray-white hair paced slowly towards us from the foyer. “She’s been here longer than I’ve been alive,” Mrs. Kendricks whispered. “She mostly just dusts the shelves but I don’t have the heart to let her go.” 
 
    “Good morning, Mrs. Kendricks.” Mrs. Phipps’ voice was as dry and creaky as a rusty gate. “And who is this?” She squinted at us through the thick lenses of her glasses. 
 
    “Peter’s sister is in the library club,” Mrs. Kendricks explained. “He just dropped by to say hello.” 
 
    “Hmm. You don’t look at all alike.” Mrs. Phipps tsked under her breath. “And you should be wearing proper footwear, young lady. A library is a hallowed institution, it deserves respect.” 
 
    All three of us blinked in unison. “You – you can see me?” Olivia stammered. 
 
    “Of course I can,” Mrs. Phipps replied primly. “I may be past my prime but everything still works. I’ll start upstairs, if that’s all right, Mrs. Kendricks.” 
 
    “Oh, ah, yes, that’ll be fine, Mrs. Phipps.” We stood there and watched Mrs. Phipps make her slow and tottering way down to the end of the hall and vanish around the corner. “Well, that was … unexpected.” 
 
    “Are you sure she’s not a ghost?” Olivia asked doubtfully. “She looks like someone dug her out of a tomb this morning.” 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks can see her,” I pointed out, “so probably not. She’s not going to be a problem, is she?” I asked Mrs. Kendricks. 
 
    “No, she’s fine. She didn’t even realize Olivia is a ghost. What was that about footwear, though?” 
 
    “Oh, ah, Olivia’s just wearing what she died in. Her, uh, nightgown.” 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia protested, clutching her skirt again. “Don’t tell her that!” 
 
    “I see,” Mrs. Kendricks said, hiding a smile, “or I guess I don’t see. All right, I’ll call you later, Peter.” 
 
    “What should I do if Prescott shows up at our house?” I asked anxiously. 
 
    “Call me immediately,” she said seriously, “and then run.” 
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    The passage of time is subjective. Some things just drag on forever, like waiting for Mom and Dad to wake up on Christmas morning. Other things zip past faster than you want them to, like the clock on the wall when you’re stuck on the last page of the test.  
 
    Sometimes time can alter your perception of time. I remember us visiting the Fort Worth Zoo one summer. It’s maybe an hour’s drive from Hellburn but back when I was ten, it seemed like it took all day, especially stuck in the back of the van with Susie. Today, I wouldn’t think twice about hopping in the car and zipping up there for an afternoon. The distance between Fort Worth and Hellburn hasn’t changed in the past eight years but now it hardly seems further than the corner store. Time and space have shrunk over the years. 
 
    Einstein’s Special Theory of Relativity explains the relationship between space and time and the speed of light. Among other things, it describes how time slows down for you the faster you go, which is the exact opposite of my own personal experience. The faster I drive – staying under the posted speed limit at all times, of course – the sooner that stop sign way down the road suddenly pops up right in front of me. Conversely, sitting at the railway crossing waiting for a freight train to pass takes longer than most NFL games. Einstein was a smart guy but his theories really don’t have much bearing on real life. 
 
    His most famous equation, E = mc2, has nothing to do with time – it describes the relationship between mass and energy – but I think it encapsulates the variable nature of time perception very well: Expectations = motivation x consequences2. My expectation of how quickly something should happen is a function of my interest in it happening times the square of the consequences if it doesn’t happen. In other words, the more I care about something and the bigger the problems it might cause me, the shorter the time I’m willing to wait. When reality fails to align with my expectations, that’s when I start to get stressed out. 
 
      
 
    There used to be a time, not all that long ago, when I could drive up to the house and not wonder what might be waiting for me inside. I turned off the car and carefully surveyed the property but everything seemed perfectly normal. “Do you see the cat anywhere?” I asked Olivia. 
 
    “Why are you whispering?” she asked irritably. “It can’t understand you.” 
 
    “It might,” I argued, although I really had no idea if that was true. I should have asked Mrs. Kendricks about familiars when I had the chance. “Is it out there or not?” 
 
    Olivia rolled her eyes but dutifully looked around. “I don’t see it.” 
 
    Neither did I but there were at least a dozen places in the garden where it might be lurking. Still, sitting out here wasn’t going to do anyone any good. I got out and walked around to open Olivia’s door. “If it tells Agent Prescott that I’m opening the door for no reason, he might wonder what’s going on.” 
 
    “I think he’d wonder more about you talking to yourself all the time,” she sniffed as she got out. 
 
    “Why are you being so difficult all of a sudden?” I headed for the front door and she had to scurry through the gate before it closed. 
 
    “I’m bored!” she complained. “I wanted to go out and do something and we just keep driving back and forth to the library.” 
 
    “Sorry if the current crisis is inconveniencing you.” I opened the door carefully and peered inside. Everything was still and quiet, which was either very good news or very bad news. “It’ll all be over in a few hours.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What happens to me? Do I just stay here being dead or do I go to Heaven or what?” 
 
    “We’ll find out tonight, I guess. Are you coming in or not?” She stepped inside, looking dissatisfied, and I closed the door behind her. “Go watch a movie if you need something to do. Just keep the volume down. I have to check on Dara.” 
 
    Olivia made a grumpy sort of noise and walked through the den door as I headed down the hall. I listened at my bedroom door and then peeked inside. Dara was still sound asleep – although I knew that already, since Olivia was still haunting me – but Lilith was gone. Uh-oh. I stepped all the way in to make sure she wasn’t playing on my computer but the room was otherwise unoccupied. 
 
    Maybe she’s with Susie again. I ran across the hall and tried her door but it was locked. “Susie?” I called. “Is Lilith in there with you?” 
 
    “None of your business,” she replied testily. That meant yes. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Nothing. Go away.” 
 
    This approach clearly wasn’t going to get me anywhere. I needed to figure out what Lilith was up to and put a stop to it before I lost Susie completely. I pressed my ear to the door but all I heard was a muted mumbling. I need my own familiar to listen in on them, I thought in frustration, and then inspiration struck. No, I need an invisible spy. I ran down the hall towards the den. 
 
    “Peter!” Mom was at the sink rinsing out a cup. “There you are! Where have you been all morning?” 
 
    “Oh, ah, I was just out running an errand,” I hedged, eyeing the door to the den. 
 
    “Is Dara up yet? I tried to wake her up for breakfast but she’s completely out of it. Did something happen to her last night?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    “No, she’s fine,” I assured her. “She was probably just up late on the computer or something.” 
 
    “I swear, that silly game of yours will be the death of the both of you some day,” she said, shaking her head dolefully. 
 
    “It’s just a game, Mom,” I sighed. This wasn’t the first time she’d predicted my demise by computer game. 
 
    “Well, she should be more like her sister,” she insisted. “Lilith’s already up and helping Susie.” 
 
    “Helping her do what?” Maybe I didn’t need a spy after all. 
 
    “She didn’t say,” Mom admitted, “but the two of them have been locked in her room all morning. We’re so lucky Lilith decided to come by and visit, don’t you think? She and Susie have really hit it off.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said unenthusiastically, “really lucky.” 
 
    “She’s been such a positive influence on her, too! Did you see what Susie was wearing this morning?” Mom was practically giddy with excitement. 
 
    “Um, yeah, I did.” 
 
    “This has been the most amazing week. I can hardly wait to see what happens next!” 
 
    “I can,” I muttered to myself. “So is there anything else going on today that I should know about?” 
 
    “No, just the usual list of chores.” She perused the calendar on the fridge but today’s square was blank, a rare occurrence in the Collins household. “I may go down to the museum and help out with the exhibits. You could come along,” she added hopefully. 
 
    “Gee, I’d love to, but I still need to take a shower and I’ll probably lie down for a bit. I didn’t sleep well last night.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that! Are you feeling all right?” She reached up to feel my forehead but I fended her off. 
 
    “I’m fine, Mom, I just need a quick nap, that’s all.” We both started when an orchestral fanfare blared from the den. “Sorry, I must have left the TV on!” I told her hastily. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    I double-timed it into the den and set my back to the door. Olivia was sitting on the couch with a remote in each hand and a scowl on her face. “I told you to keep the volume down!” I hissed. 
 
    “I can’t figure out which remote it is.” She pointed the right-hand one at the TV and pressed a button but nothing happened. 
 
    “It’s this one.” I grabbed it off the coffee table and tapped the volume all the way down to zero. 
 
    “Peter! I can’t hear anything!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter right now. I need you to go into Susie’s room and find out what she and Lilith are doing.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just ask them?” She tried to grab the remote from me but I hid it behind my back. 
 
    “I did. They won’t tell me. Come on, it’ll just take a second.” She just crossed her arms and glared at me. “If Lilith convinces Susie not to help us, you might be stuck inside Dara forever.” That was probably overstating things but I didn’t have the patience to stand there and argue with a balky ghost. 
 
    “Fine,” she grumbled. She dropped her remotes onto the table with a clatter and followed me out. I watched Mom out of the corner of my eye as we passed the kitchen but she didn’t seem to notice anything amiss. 
 
    I stopped beside Susie’s door and gestured to Olivia. She heaved a put-upon sigh and stuck her head through the door. The result was very disconcerting but she stepped back after a few seconds. “They’re putting on makeup,” she reported. “Can I go now?” 
 
    “Makeup?” That sounded harmless but Lilith couldn’t be trusted. “Just regular makeup, nothing weird?” 
 
    “Eyeliner and mascara. It looks nice. Are we done?” 
 
    “What are they talking about?” 
 
    “Peter, eavesdropping on people is rude!” she protested. 
 
    “Unless one of them is an evil, manipulative demon bent on destroying our souls and consigning her sister to a fate worse than death,” I countered. “Get a move on.” 
 
    Olivia huffed her irritation but complied. This time she stepped completely inside Susie’s room and stayed there forever, although it was probably only a couple of minutes. When she finally reappeared, she wore a doubtful frown. 
 
    “Well?” I prompted. 
 
    “Lilith said that witches are wasting their time trying to maintain their balance. What does that mean?” 
 
    “Not their balance, the balance. The balance of nature or life or something like that. What did Susie say?”  
 
    “She said it would be a lot simpler just to change things that needed to be changed but witches have rules and stuff to keep people from being hurt.” 
 
    “So was she agreeing with Lilith or arguing with her?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “I’m not sure, actually,” Olivia admitted. “No offense, but your sister’s kind of strange.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” I muttered. “Well, at least she’s keeping Lilith away from Dara for the moment. All right, keep an eye on things while I take my shower.” Olivia made a face. “You can go watch your movie, just listen for trouble. And don’t do anything to Mom if she happens to walk in, okay?” 
 
    She agreed reluctantly and we went our separate ways. I crept into my bedroom and grabbed a pair of shorts to change into and then headed for the bathroom. I brushed my teeth and lathered and scrubbed and rinsed with alacrity, listening intently for shattering windows and screaming all the while, but all I heard was the rush of water from the shower head. I hoped that meant everything was okay. 
 
    I threw my dirty clothes into the hamper, remembering to empty my pockets this time, and came across Melissa’s panties again. I debated with myself what to do with them and finally just tossed them in as well. It wasn’t like Mom was going to be surprised by finding strange underwear in the laundry anymore. 
 
    The hallway was empty and I listened at Susie’s door, but all I heard was the faint cadence of someone talking. I couldn’t even tell which of them it was, let alone what she was saying, so I gave up and headed down the hall towards the den. Halfway there, I realized that trying to take a nap while Olivia was watching a movie would be an exercise in futility. Instead, I retreated into my room. 
 
    Daraxandriel was curled up on the bed hugging her tail, absolutely motionless except for the slow rise and fall of her breathing. I closed my door and just watched her for a while, feeling a bit wistful. Things used to be so good, I thought glumly, before Lilith showed up.  
 
    I shook off my despondent mood and set my wallet and keys on the night table before sitting on the edge of the bed. I pulled the Philosopher’s Stone over my head and dropped it onto the table. A warm, enveloping cloud of gray nothingness settled over me as soon as the last link of the chain slithered from my grip and I barely had time to lie down beside Daraxandriel before everything went away. 
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    There’s a side quest in Lorecraft that only becomes available if you’re at least sixteen years of age in real life and are playing a male human character. In one of the taverns in Glenhollow, a barmaid named Helgun will offer to show you a good time for a small financial consideration. If you accept, she’ll take you upstairs to her room. At that point, the screen will fade to black for a few seconds to indicate the passage of time so you have to use your imagination for what happens next, but that’s usually not a problem. 
 
    The interesting thing about this quest is not the subject matter, although it has a certain prurient appeal. It’s that the mission is actually a test of character. If you pay Helgun the agreed-upon amount after the deed is done, you get some XP, a random potion, and the Proud Member badge. If you tip her something extra, she’ll also greet you by name every time you enter the tavern and give you a free drink. 
 
    On the other hand, if you try to walk out without paying, the bouncers will stop you at the door, knock your HP down to half, and take every coin you’re carrying. To add insult to injury, you’ll also be stuck with the Wet Noodle badge for a week, earning you scorn and ridicule from NPCs and players alike. 
 
    The nice part about all this is that it teaches good habits and reinforces good behavior among the players, which hopefully carries over into real life: honor your agreements, respect other people, and keep your valuables locked away someplace safe until you need them. 
 
      
 
    Waking up was like trying to crawl out of a dark, bottomless pit filled with cotton balls. There was no sense of direction, no up or down, just a muddled, purposeless floundering that accomplished nothing. Once, I thought maybe I heard someone calling my name off in the distance, but the sound faded away and I sank back into the pit. 
 
    Eventually, though, I felt the slight give of the mattress under my back, the comfortable sensation of something warm snuggled up against my side, and the syncopated beat of two hearts in close proximity. My eyelids drifted open ever so slowly and I discovered Daraxandriel tucked into the crook of my arm, her cheek resting on my shoulder and her finger drawing shapes on my chest. 
 
    “Thou didst sleep most soundly, Peter Simon Collins,” she said absently, continuing her artistic endeavors. “I feared thou wouldst not awaken ere the coming of the night.” 
 
    “Mm.” I had a crick in my neck but I didn’t feel like moving. “I must have really needed that nap. How long have you been up?” 
 
    “Not long,” she said. “I awoke but minutes afore thee. I lack the desire to arise from my bed.” 
 
    “My bed,” I corrected her but I felt exactly the same way. My eyes were already losing their battle with gravity. “What time is it? It must be close to lunch by now.” My stomach felt hollow. 
 
    Answering that necessitated Daraxandriel climbing on top of me so that she could see my alarm clock. The sensation of her skin sliding across mine woke Little Peter up beneath her hips but she didn’t seem to notice. “Thy numbered clock states it to be three two six.” 
 
    “Mm. Wait, what?” I craned my neck around to see for myself. It was 3:26. “That can’t be right. That means I slept for almost eight hours.” 
 
    “We did spend the night traversing the town,” Daraxandriel reminded me. She laid her head down on my chest like she meant to use me as a pillow. “Our repose was well deservèd.” 
 
    “That’s not the point. Mom should have gotten us up hours ago.” I tried to sit up but Daraxandriel’s soft, boneless weight pinned me to the bed. “Get up!” I insisted. “We have to find out what’s going on. Maybe Mrs. Kendricks is ready to do the ritual.” 
 
    “There is no need for haste,” she murmured. “I am content to stay here a while longer.” 
 
    “Normally I’d agree with you but Agent Prescott is still out there looking for you. Come on, get up.” I levered her off me and she rolled onto her back with a resentful noise. “You can sleep after Olivia’s out of your head. And put on some proper clothes.” What she was wearing now – nothing – threatened my resolve. 
 
    I sat up and scrubbed my fingertips vigorously through my scalp, trying to get my brain cells functioning again. I retrieved my cellphone from the night table and checked to see if I’d missed any calls. There was nothing in the call log but there was another text from Melissa, sent just after noon. “Oh God,” I muttered. I took a deep breath and opened it. 
 
    To my relief, there was no attachment. To my astonishment, her message went on for three full screens, filled with exclamation marks and words in all caps that she didn’t learn in English class. The fury she must have felt as she was writing it came through loud and clear, to the extent that I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d cracked her screen while typing it. 
 
    I had to read it through twice before I grasped what it was about. The gist was that I was so dumped it wasn’t funny, that I was just like all those other guys who’ll say and do anything to sleep with a girl, and that if I ever so much as looked at her sideways I’d better start running for the hills. Oh, and forget about moving in together. 
 
    “What the hell?” Melissa was clearly upset with me but I had absolutely no idea why. Everything seemed fine this morning and I hadn’t talked to her since. 
 
    “What is amiss?” Daraxandriel asked. 
 
    “Did you do anything to Melissa to make her mad at me?” I asked her doubtfully. 
 
    “Nay, I have not spoken to her ere yesterday. Whyfor?” 
 
    “When I asked you to stop making her want me, you didn’t accidentally turn the dial the other way?” She blinked at me in confusion. “She’s really angry with me for some reason.” I showed her the text and she sat up to read through it. Her glowy eyes widened as she scrolled down to the end. 
 
    “I do not ken the meaning of all these words, yet her ire is clear. Thou hast made a mortal enemy this day, Peter Simon Collins,” she said, shaking her head dolefully. 
 
    “I get that, but why? What set her off and why does she think it’s my fault? I’ve been asleep this whole time.” I took my phone back and read through the message again, trying to find some clue in Melissa’s screed that might give me a hint. Then I noticed the text just above it.  
 
    It was from me to her, sent just a few minutes before her impassioned response. The text seemed harmless – Wish you were here – but the photo attached to it stopped my heart in my chest. It showed me and Daraxandriel lying in bed, entangled in each other’s arms, with her stark naked and me nearly so. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I groaned in a strangled voice. Apparently I’d invited Melissa over to join me in threesome with Daraxandriel, except I’d been fast sleep at the time. Did I sleep-text her or something? I wondered frantically. Why would I do that? This isn’t some subconscious fantasy of mine, is it? 
 
    “Art thou well, Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel asked. “Thou art most pale.” 
 
    “I sent a picture of us to Melissa!” I showed her the image. “No wonder she’s ready to kill me.” 
 
    Daraxandriel studied the picture with a frown. “Doth my buttocks seem overlarge to thee?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter!” I snatched my phone back. “How am I going to explain – wait a minute.” I peered closer. Both of my hands were visible in the shot. “This isn’t a selfie. Someone else took this picture and sent it to Melissa.” 
 
    “Who would do such? Who bears thee such ill-will?” 
 
    As soon as she said that, I knew the answer. “Lilith,” I growled. “She must have come in while we were sleeping and seen us together. Crap! She probably knows you’ve stopped trying to get my soul.” 
 
    I ran across the hall and barged into Susie’s room. She was sitting cross-legged on her bed, engrossed in another one of her romance novels. “Where’s Lilith?” I demanded. 
 
    “Not in here,” she said, turning the page. 
 
    “I don’t need to know where she isn’t, I need to know where she is!” 
 
    “Then ask someone who knows.” 
 
    “She was in here this morning, right? Where did she go after that?” 
 
    “Out.” 
 
    “Out? Out where?” 
 
    “Out of my room.” 
 
    “That’s not helpful!” 
 
    “I don’t follow her around, Peter,” she said irritably. “I didn’t see her again until we went out for lunch.” 
 
    “Lunch?” 
 
    “It’s that meal between breakfast and dinner.” 
 
    “I know that,” I gritted between my teeth. “Why did you go out for lunch?” 
 
    “Mom wanted to cheer Lilith up so she decided to take us out as a treat. I had a salad,” she added thoughtfully. 
 
    “Why did Lilith need cheering up?” 
 
    Susie shrugged. “She was in a bad mood.” She turned another page. 
 
    “So what happened after lunch?” 
 
    “We came home.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “And what happened afterwards?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “So where’s Lilith then?” 
 
    “Not in here.” 
 
    I took a long, steadying breath. “We established that already.” 
 
    “So where else did you look?” 
 
    “Uh.” Nowhere, to be honest, other than my room. Susie finally looked up at me to deliver her patented eyeroll and I had to do a double-take. Her pale green eyes were always sort of striking but now they were stunning, outlined in black and framed with long, thick lashes and dark gold shadowing. It felt strange to admit it but my sister was actually pretty. A “Wow” escaped from my mouth before I could stop it. 
 
    “Wow?” she frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Nothing!” I said hastily. “Sorry to bother you.” 
 
    I beat a hasty retreat and ran through the rest of the house, even peeking into Mom and Dad’s bedroom. The place was deserted and Mom’s van was missing from the garage. I returned to my bedroom, my stomach knotting with anxiety, to find Daraxandriel sitting in her chair wearing a cotton tee and a denim skirt and tying up the laces on her sneakers. 
 
    “Lilith’s gone somewhere with Mom,” I reported tersely, rooting through my drawers for something to wear myself. I stripped off my shorts and yanked on boxers, jeans, and a tee shirt of my own. 
 
    “If she strives to do thee ill in retribution for our reconciliation, whyfor would she depart with thy mater?” Daraxandriel frowned. “How would such aid her cause? Does she seek to turn Dame Collins against thee as well?” 
 
    “Mom won’t do anything to us, no matter what Lilith says to her,” I insisted. I hope. “But you’re right. If Lilith isn’t here causing trouble, she must be somewhere else causing trouble.” I grabbed my phone and called Mom’s number. 
 
    “Peter, you’re finally up!” There was a lot of hubbub in the background and I had trouble hearing Mom’s voice. “I was starting to get worried about you. Is Dara awake?” 
 
    ‘Yes, we’re both up,” I assured her. “Where are you?” Something yowled in the distance. “Is that a cat?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mom sighed. “I’m at the animal shelter. They had a sudden influx of strays so I offered to stay and help get them sorted out.” 
 
    “Is Lilith with you?” 
 
    “She was. She found a cat with a registration tag in our back yard, so we brought it down here to see if they could contact the owner.” 
 
    “Lilith found a cat?” I asked incredulously. “In our back yard?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mom said a bit testily. “I just told you that.” 
 
    “A black cat?” 
 
    “Yes. How did you know?”  
 
    “How did she catch it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Peter. She just brought it into the kitchen. It seemed perfectly happy to let her hold it.” 
 
    “She brought it in the house?” I stared at my phone in disbelief. “She didn’t bring it into our room, did she?” 
 
    “I can’t imagine why she would. Really, Peter, what is with all these strange questions? It’s just a cat. You’re acting like Lilith threw a rattlesnake at you.” 
 
    That might have been preferable, actually. “Did Agent Prescott come to get it? Is he still there?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “No, he and Lilith left a little while ago.”  
 
    “Lilith went with him?” 
 
    “She didn’t want to stay. I’ll probably be here all the way to dinnertime,” she sighed. “I don’t know what we’re going to do with all these cats. It’s like someone decided to clone Mr. Prescott’s cat and drop the copies all over town. Wait a minute,” she said suspiciously. “How did you know it was his cat?” 
 
    “Just a lucky guess! Gotta go! Love you!” I hung up and grabbed Daraxandriel’s hand, hauling her out of her chair and out into the hall.  
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” she protested. “What is the need for such unseemly haste?” 
 
    “Lilith’s bringing Prescott back here. We have to leave, now!” We made it to the end of the hall before I remembered a critical oversight. “Wait, stay here. Susie!” I yelled. “Get your magic stuff!” I slammed into her room before she even had a chance to lower her book. “Why are you just sitting there? Hurry!” 
 
    “What’s going on, Peter?” she asked irritably. 
 
    “Lilith’s bringing Prescott back here any minute! We have to get Dara out of here and meet up with Mrs. Kendricks to get Olivia out of her head!” Anyone else hearing that statement would have assumed, not unreasonably, that I was certifiably insane, but Susie was already familiar with the situation. “Come on!” I tried to grab her hand but she pulled it out of reach. 
 
    “You don’t need me for that,” she said. “Go away.” 
 
    “You might have to break the spell on the Philosopher’s Stone. Mrs. Kendricks said – oh, crap!” I slapped my hand against my chest. I wasn’t wearing the Stone. 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks actually said that?” Susie asked dubiously. “That doesn’t sound like her.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter! Get your wand and head for the car! I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    I bolted across the hallway and grabbed everything off the night table, jamming my wallet and keys into my pockets while I searched around for the Stone. It wasn’t where I left it. I checked around my neck again and then looked all around the floor in case it had fallen off. Then I pulled the night table away from the wall and looked behind it, went through every drawer, and yanked the bed covers aside. It was nowhere to be found. “Shit! Where is it?” 
 
    “Problems?” Susie stood in the doorway with her book bag hugged to her chest. 
 
    “I can’t find the Stone!” 
 
    “Ah. Good.” 
 
    “Good?” I echoed incredulously. “How can that possibly be good?” 
 
    “If you don’t have it then you don’t need me to break the spell.” She turned away but Daraxandriel was standing right behind her, blocking her retreat. 
 
    “Did I hear thee correctly, Peter Simon Collins?” she asked worriedly. “The Stone is truly missing?” 
 
    “Yes! I took it off so I could go to sleep. You don’t have it, do you?” I knew that was a stupid question as soon as I said it. The only person who could possibly have taken it was – “Lilith! Son of a bitch! She has it!” 
 
    “Yet that would avail her not,” Daraxandriel argued. “The Stone is bound to thee, she cannot use it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. If she has it, we can’t use it. Damn it!” I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to come up with a plan. I had nothing. “Let’s go,” I said resignedly. “At least they won’t know where we went. That’ll buy us some time.” 
 
    “Well, let me know how it turns out,” Susie said, but I grabbed her hand before she could escape. 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t,” I told her. “You’re coming with us.” 
 
    “Why?” she complained, trying to shake me off. “I don’t know anything about releasing souls from demons.” 
 
    “No, but you can throw lightning balls or something at Lilith if she catches up with us.” 
 
    Susie paused in her struggles. “I can?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “Absolutely. Total mayhem, fire and destruction. It’ll be fun.” I ushered the two of them back down the hall. 
 
    “We could just wait here and set an ambush for her,” she suggested, extracting her wand from her bag and giving it an experimental wave. 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks first and then epic magical battle later, okay?” I opened the front door cautiously and peered out. There were no black SUVs in sight and I used my key fob to unlock the Mustang. “All right, make it quick before anyone sees us. Dara, you’ll need to hide in the back seat.” 
 
    Daraxandriel balked in dismay. “Peter Simon Collins!” 
 
    “It’s either that or change into human form,” I told her. “We can’t risk them spotting you.” 
 
    She hemmed and hawed and finally capitulated, grumbling as she crawled into the back and lay down on her side with her knees bent awkwardly. “Lilith shall pay for this indignity,” she promised darkly. 
 
    “That’s the spirit.” Susie and I got in the front and I pulled out as fast as I dared, checking the mirrors to make sure no one noticed our departure. “Here.” I held out my phone to Susie. “Call Mrs. Kendricks and tell her we’re coming.” 
 
    Susie looked at it like it was a dead rat. “Lilith says that people should take care of their own business instead of expecting other people to do everything for them.” 
 
    “Oh, for God’s sake, take the goddamn phone! I can’t use it and drive at the same time!” As it was, I nearly swerved into the other lane trying to shove it into her hands. She took it with ill grace and tapped the screen. 
 
    “Gosh, Melissa’s really mad at you,” she observed after a few seconds. “What did you do to her?” 
 
    “What? Don’t read that!” She easily fended off my attempt to retrieve my phone. 
 
    “Ooh, you shouldn’t have sent her that picture. Lilith says that women should always be treated with respect.” 
 
    “She’s the one who sent it!” 
 
    “She did? Wow, she’s really evil.” I would have felt a lot better about her revelation if she didn’t sound quite so envious. 
 
    “Yes, she is,” I gritted. “Could you please call Mrs. Kendricks?” 
 
    “Fine,” she sighed. She searched through my contacts. tapped the number, and then inspected the polish on her fingernails while she waited for an answer. “Mrs. Kendricks? No, it’s Susie. Peter wanted me to call you. No, he’s freaking out. Lilith sent a picture of him and Dara in bed to Melissa.” 
 
    “What? That’s not what you’re supposed to say!” I snatched the phone back. “Mrs. Kendricks?” 
 
    “Peter?” she said doubtfully. “What’s this about a picture?” 
 
    “Forget about that! Lilith found Prescott’s familiar and used Mom to get him to come down to the shelter to claim it. They’re together now.” 
 
    There was a long silence on the other end. “Ryan is with Lilith?”  
 
    “Yes and they’re probably on their way over to the house right now! She’s going to turn Dara over to him!” 
 
    “But that doesn’t make any sense,” she protested. “Why would Ryan believe her? Even after she passed muster last night, he’s still suspicious of her. He’d think it was a trap.” 
 
    “She’s very persuasive.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t matter. Ryan’s wards are better than mine, she wouldn’t be able to influence him. Actually, that’s all moot, isn’t it? She’s human now, she doesn’t have any demonic powers.” 
 
    “That hasn’t slowed her down at all, believe me. Regardless, he’ll still check out her story, won’t he?” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks thought that over. “Yes,” she said, “he probably would. You should leave immediately.” 
 
    “We’re already on the way over to you. Is the ritual ready?” 
 
    “I’m still studying it. I’d planned on having Anastasia help with it but she’s up in Dallas with Todd at the moment. Susie and I can probably manage it alone but maybe I should ask Melissa to join us.” 
 
    “Um, that might be a problem,” I said awkwardly. “Lilith convinced Melissa I was cheating on her with Dara and she’s a bit upset with me right now.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks sighed heavily in my ear. “So she’s taken Melissa out of the picture and tricked Ryan into doing her dirty work for her. This is why we fight demons, Peter. They’re devious and evil.” 
 
    “Except for Dara.” Mrs. Kendricks’ silence was telling. “So is the ritual going to work?” I pressed. 
 
    “We’ll make it work,” she said, although she didn’t sound especially confident about that. “The Philosopher’s Stone should help provide some of the power we’ll need.” 
 
    “Oh, um, that’s the other thing.” 
 
    “What?” she asked carefully. 
 
    “Lilith has the Stone.” 
 
    The Mustang made it all the way down to the end of the block before Mrs. Kendricks said anything. “Let me get this straight. You fell asleep in Dara’s bed where Lilith couldn’t help but find you and left one of the most powerful and precious magical artifacts in the world out where she could steal it?” 
 
    “Well, it sounds a lot worse when you say it like that.” I could easily imagine her rubbing her temples while resisting the urge to scream. “It doesn’t really matter, though, does it?” I asked hopefully. “She can’t use the Stone.” 
 
    “No, but we bound Olivia’s soul to it, remember? Any witch who knows what to look for will be able to follow the trace back to Dara. Or any warlock,” she added pointedly. 
 
    “And he’ll know to look for it because Lilith will tell him about it. Crap.” Now I wanted to rub my temples myself but I needed to keep at least one hand on the steering wheel. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “Get over here as fast as possible. If we can break Dara’s bond with Olivia before they track her down, she can hide in the shadowed paths. And then,” she said, “we can try to talk Ryan out of killing her.” 
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    Every animal with a nervous system feels pain. Pain lets you know that whatever you’re doing is causing a problem, so you might give serious consideration to not doing it anymore, or at least learn to do it properly. This sort of pain reminds you to use a mitt when taking the cookie sheet out of the oven, ease up a bit when you’ve been running too long, and lift heavy loads with your legs, not your back. 
 
    Pain also tell you that something has gone terribly wrong and you should get it looked at. Broken bones, stomach cramps, and migraines all fit into this category. Both types of pain are essential to your survival and it’s rare to get through a week of regular living without experiencing pain of one sort or another. 
 
    The question is, why does pain hurt so much? Surely our brains are capable of informing us that our arms are broken without leaving us writhing on the floor. Stubbed toes and paper cuts are hardly life-threatening conditions, so why do these always turn into extended cussing episodes? Are we just calibrated wrong or is life so easy and safe now that we haven’t built up the thick skins necessary to shrug off these minor bumps and bruises? 
 
      
 
    I’d driven to the library so many times over the last couple of days I could probably do it with my eyes closed, except I needed them open to watch for Prescott’s SUV. None of the black vehicles we encountered had Louisiana plates but I couldn’t help but imagine him lurking around every corner, just lying in wait for us to pass by. It didn’t help that I drove the only cherry red Mustang in town. Even if Prescott hadn’t noticed it sitting in front of the house, Lilith knew what my car looked like and she’d gleefully point it out to him. 
 
    We made it to the library undetected, though, and I parked in the back alley by the loading dock, hoping they weren’t expecting a delivery today. Another black cat watched us warily from atop the dumpster but it jumped down and scurried off when I opened my door. I wondered whether it was the same one we saw this morning or one of Mom’s clones. 
 
    “Stay down,” I told Daraxandriel as she tried to sit upright. “Let’s make sure the coast is clear first.” She grumbled her displeasure but complied as I pulled out my phone and called Mrs. Kendricks. “We’re out back,” I told her when she answered. 
 
    “No problems, I hope?” she asked. 
 
    “None. Are you ready?” 
 
    “As ready as I’m going to be. I’ll let you in through the side door. I originally planned to use the room where we did Melissa’s initiation since it’s already blessed but there are too many people wandering around up here. We’ll have to use one of the storerooms downstairs.” 
 
    “Is that going to work?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “It’ll be a bit cramped but it’ll be fine. I’ll be right down.” 
 
    “All right.” She hung up and I let my breath out slowly. “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
    Susie got out and Daraxandriel extracted herself from the back seat, arching her back with a grimace. “Thou needs must acquire a larger conveyance, Peter Simon Collins, an we number more than two.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on that. Come on.” 
 
    We scurried along the wall single-file, with me in the front and Susie bringing up the rear. My attention was on the parking lot, keeping an eye out for any black SUVs screeching around the corner, so I was surprised when Daraxandriel gasped and grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” she exclaimed in a frightened squeak. “A cat abides!” 
 
    “Where?” I looked around but I didn’t spot any felines in the area until Daraxandriel pointed a shaky finger at a battered metal trashcan standing beside the side door. A pair of yellow-slitted eyes stared at us unblinkingly from behind the container. “Shoo,” I told it sternly. “Shoo! Go on, get out of here!” It ignored me with the sullen disdain perfected by its entire species. “There’s never a friendly ghost around when you need one,” I muttered. “Forget it, it’s just a cat. It can’t hurt you.” 
 
    I grabbed Daraxandriel’s hand to pull her forward but she dug in her heels, shaking her head in vehement denial. Susie heaved a sigh and pointed her wand at the cat. “Fuge,” she intoned and it exploded with a muffled pop! 
 
    All three of us stood there with our mouths hanging open. All that remained of the cat was a rapidly-dissipating smudge of greasy black smoke and the odor of rotten eggs. I was the first to find my voice as I turned on Susie. 
 
    “What did you do?” I demanded.  
 
    “That wasn’t supposed to happen,” she said. She tapped her wand against her palm like it was a malfunctioning toy with a loose connection. “It should have just run away.” 
 
    “You just killed a cat!” 
 
    Daraxandriel cautiously edged closer to the trashcan, wringing her tail between her hands, and peered down at the ground where the cat had been. “Nay, Peter Simon Collins,” she said uneasily. “Naught remains of its corpse, no blood and no bone. ‘Twas an imp she dispatched.” She stared back at me with her wide eyes glowing red with worry. 
 
    “An imp?” I echoed incredulously. She nodded. “A real honest-to-goodness herald-the-arrival-of-a-demon-lord imp?” She nodded again. We both looked up at the sky but it remained clear and blue. “Maybe there was just the one,” I suggested hopefully. 
 
    “Nay,” she insisted, shaking her head firmly. “What of the others we have seen this past day? What of those within? They assemble here for a purpose.” 
 
    “What are you two talking about?” Susie asked peevishly. “Did I just detonate a cat or not? I’m good either way,” she added, “I just want to know for next time.” 
 
    Daraxandriel and I both jumped when the door suddenly clattered and opened, revealing Mrs. Kendricks. She waved us in urgently. “Come on,” she told us. “We don’t have much time.” Then she paused and wrinkled her nose. “What is that awful smell?” 
 
    “It was either a cat or an imp,” Susie informed her. “They’re not sure. Hey, there’s another one. Fuge!” She flicked her wand past my right ear and I turned just in time to see another black cat drop down behind the retaining wall. “Rats,” she grumbled, “it didn’t explode. Did I miss it or was that a real cat?” 
 
    “Stop doing that!” I shoved her through the doorway past Mrs. Kendricks and pushed Daraxandriel after her. “Dara thinks there are imps disguised as cats out there.” I pulled the door closed and made sure the latch clicked. 
 
    “Imps?” Mrs. Kendricks looked shocked. “Are you sure?” she asked Daraxandriel. 
 
    “Who better than I to know the signs and portents of other demons?” she replied haughtily. “I am of their ilk and I –” 
 
    “A simple yes will do,” Mrs. Kendricks told her testily. “We’re in a bit of a hurry at the moment. Down this way, the second door on the left.” She ushered us along a narrow corridor to a door labeled, simply, Supplies. “In here.” 
 
    We found ourselves in a narrow room lined with open metal shelves stacked with an eclectic array of office supplies. The place was harshly lit by a fluorescent light fixture in the middle of the ceiling and it had a vaguely papery smell. 
 
    “Peter, lock the door and make sure no one tries to come in,” Mrs. Kendricks ordered briskly. “Susie, you’re over there. Dara, lie down here.” She pointed at the floor between the shelves.  
 
    “Is such truly necessary, Dame Kendricks?” Daraxandriel asked, eyeing the spot uneasily. “Whyfor must I recline when all others stand?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want you falling over when I put you to sleep.” 
 
    “Sleep?” she asked in alarm. “Whyfor?” 
 
    “Dara, you’re going to have to trust me,” Mrs. Kendricks told her firmly. “Ryan and Lilith will be here any minute and these aren’t the best conditions for casting spells. If I have to explain the ritual to you, we won’t have time to complete it. All right?” 
 
    Daraxandriel looked over at me and I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring nod, even though I was starting to have qualms about this whole plan. She let her breath out slowly and then she lay down on the scuffed linoleum, smoothing out her skirt before knotting her hands together on her stomach. Mrs. Kendricks nodded approvingly. 
 
    “What do I do?” Susie asked.  
 
    “Olivia should manifest once Dara’s asleep. You need to cut the demonic bond tying her to Dara. It’s similar to removing a compulsion or curse.” 
 
    Susie shook her head. “I don’t know how to do either of those things.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks stepped over Daraxandriel with a murmured apology and traced a looping symbol on Susie’s forehead. From where I was standing, it looked like her finger actually penetrated Susie’s skull, although there was no mark when she lowered her hand. “Now you do.” 
 
    Susie blinked. “Cool.” She set her book bag on the floor and took out her ceremonial blade, slashing with it a couple of times like a gang member prepping for a knife fight. 
 
    “Do you know what went wrong with the original spell?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    Daraxandriel pushed herself up in alarm. “What didst thou say, Peter Simon Collins?” she asked. “Is thy ritual flawed, Dame Kendricks?” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks threw me an irritated look. “The last time someone tried to free a soul, the demon didn’t want to give it up and the ritual failed. You want Olivia out, don’t you?” Daraxandriel nodded uncertainly. “Then it’ll be fine. Lie down and let’s get started.” 
 
    Daraxandriel complied, staring anxiously up at the ceiling, and Mrs. Kendricks removed her wands from her hair, holding them lightly between her fingertips like conductor’s batons. “Are you ready?” she asked Susie, who nodded. “All right, let’s begin. Peter, tell me as soon as you see Olivia.” She raised her wand again. “Somnum,” she murmured and Daraxandriel’s eyes fluttered closed. “I’m going to set a circle, just in case.” 
 
    “Just in case what?” I asked but she ignored me.  
 
    Instead, she closed her eyes and spread her hands, nearly touching the shelves to either side, and took several deep, slow breaths. She murmured something that sounded like My Goddess, grant us clarity, My God, give us strength before gesturing with the wand in her right hand. 
 
    A gleaming silver-white pentagram appeared on the floor, centered under Daraxandriel’s head and partially obscured by her body and the shelves, and I felt my tension ratchet up a few notches. The last time Daraxandriel found herself inside a pentagram, Dr. Bellowes trapped her inside a geode. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks studied her preparations for a moment and then nodded to herself. “Well?” she asked me. “Is Olivia here?” 
 
    I looked around the room. “I don’t see her.” 
 
    “Hm.” Mrs. Kendricks chewed on her lip as she thought. “Perhaps she needs to be in a deeper sleep.” She gestured with her wand again. “Somniare.” Daraxandriel stirred ever so slightly and then lay still again. “Now?” she asked. 
 
    “I still don’t – oh!” A hazy shape appeared behind Susie, like a warm breath on a cold winter’s day. It hovered there for a few seconds and then it suddenly transformed into Olivia. She looked around, disoriented and wide-eyed. “Olivia!” 
 
    She turned and spotted me. “Peter!” Her relieved smile faded out almost immediately when she saw Daraxandriel on the floor. “What’s going on? What happened?” 
 
    “We’re trying to get you out of Dara. She’s standing behind Susie,” I told Mrs. Kendricks, who nodded curtly. She looked alarmingly grim as she raised both wands now. 
 
    “Ostende vinculum. Do you see it, Susie?”  
 
    Susie peered at Daraxandriel. “I see it. It’s really thick.” 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” I said. Both of them ignored me. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Olivia asked nervously. 
 
    “Cut every strand,” Mrs. Kendricks ordered. “Don’t stop, no matter what happens.”  
 
    Susie nodded and knelt, holding her athame in an odd sort of grip. Then she moved it sideways and something crackled along its edge, as if it was touching a high voltage wire. Olivia gasped and clutched her stomach. 
 
    “What – what did you do?” she moaned. “That hurts!” 
 
    “Susie, stop!” I yelled. “You’re hurting her!” 
 
    “Keep going,” Mrs. Kendricks snapped. 
 
    Susie’s blade crackled again as it moved, louder this time, and black wisps of smoke drifted up. Olivia’s doubled over in agony. “Stop it!” she screamed. 
 
    “Susie, stop!” I jumped forward to grab the athame from her but suddenly my feet were welded to the floor. I couldn’t shift them no matter how hard I pulled. “What are you doing? Stop the ritual, something’s wrong!” 
 
    “Don’t interfere, Peter,” Mrs. Kendricks said coldly. Susie paid no attention to us at all. Smoke billowed from her blade, casting sparks that absorbed light instead of casting it. Olivia collapsed on the floor behind her, writhing wordlessly, and all I could do was watch in helpless frustration.  
 
    Daraxandriel groaned softly, moving her head from side to side as a frown creased her features, and her tail reared up suddenly. It lunged at Susie, wrapping itself around her outstretched hand, and yanked her off-balance. The crackling ceased as Susie struggled to free herself and Olivia gasped in shocked relief. 
 
    Then Susie grabbed the tail with her other hand and squeezed. “Sile!” she said sharply and the tail went limp, releasing her. She tossed it aside like an old rag and positioned her athame again. 
 
    “No!” Olivia and I shouted together but Susie’s blade sparked even more and Olivia shrieked in a shrill, never-ending wail. I closed my eyes and covered my ears to block off Olivia’s agony but it wasn’t enough. I still felt every moment of her torture, as if Susie was cutting into me instead. 
 
    And then it stopped. I was afraid to look but I had to make sure Olivia was still there. I steeled myself and opened my eyes. 
 
    No one had moved from their spots, although Susie sat back on her heels now, frowning at her athame. Olivia lay in a huddled ball, shivering and whimpering, and I tugged at my feet, trying to get to her. To my surprise, I was no longer bound to the floor and I jumped over the pentagram to kneel at her side. “Olivia!” I wanted to pick her up in my arms and comfort her but of course I couldn’t. “Olivia, are you okay?” 
 
    “It hurts, Peter,” she whispered. “It’s worse than when I was sick.” She lifted a face to me that would have been tear-stained if ghosts could cry. 
 
    “Why did you do that to her?” I raged at Mrs. Kendricks, my voice shaking. “You could have killed her!” 
 
    “It was the only way,” she said quietly. “Demons don’t surrender their prey willingly.” 
 
    “You could have warned us!” 
 
    “Would you have let us do the ritual if you knew what would happen?” 
 
    “I –” I hesitated. I couldn’t bear the thought of Olivia being hurt like that but I also knew we had to free her in order to save Daraxandriel. “You knew it was going to hurt her,” I accused her. 
 
    “Yes,” she confessed somberly. “Roger Vandermeer told me the soul he tried to save begged him to stop. It wanted him to let the demon take it to Hell instead.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “He didn’t have the heart to continue. He tried to undo the ritual but the demon broke free, killed Roger’s assistant, and took both souls with it when it fled.” 
 
    Olivia gasped in horror. “Oh my God,” she said shakily. “You shouldn’t have tried! It’s too dangerous!” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks made no response to that and I realized belatedly that she still couldn’t hear or see Olivia. “Why did you agree to do the ritual,” I asked her, “if you knew someone already died trying it?” 
 
    “I knew what to expect and I had faith in Susie’s resolve,” she added dryly. Susie scowled at her, as if she wasn’t sure whether that was a compliment or not. 
 
    “You owe me a new athame,” she groused. The blade of her knife was blackened and pitted and an acrid odor hung in the room. 
 
    “I also hoped that Olivia’s bond with the Philosopher’s Stone would give her the strength to overcome the pain of severing the link.” 
 
    “I don’t have the Stone!” I reminded her angrily. 
 
    “The bond is still there regardless, Peter,” she told me. “How is she?” 
 
    Olivia sat up gingerly. “I’ll be okay,” she said with a feeble smile. “It’s not as bad now.” I couldn’t tell whether she was actually telling the truth but at least her voice was steadier. She looked awfully pale, though, as if most of the color she’d gained had been leached out by her ordeal. 
 
    “She says she’ll be fine,” I reported. “She’s really, um, ghostly again.” Olivia examined her hands with a doubtful frown. 
 
    “She’s still bound to the Stone so she should recover over time. Unfortunately, that also means Ryan can still track her. Let’s finish up here and regroup.” Mrs. Kendricks raised both wands. “Everyone stand away from the circle, please.” 
 
    Olivia scooted over to the wall as Susie and I moved back a couple of steps. Mrs. Kendricks took a slow breath and murmured, “Expergo.” 
 
    Nothing happened for a long, gut-churning moment and then Daraxandriel’s eyes fluttered open. She looked around warily, obviously not recognizing her surroundings, as she squeezed her temples between her palms with a pained grimace. Then her gaze settled on Mrs. Kendricks’ wands and she sat up abruptly. 
 
    “What hast thou done to me, Dame Kendricks?” she asked suspiciously. “Art thou the source of this piercing ache within me?” She looked down at herself and saw the glowing lines of the pentagram surrounding her. “Nay!” she gasped. “I shall not be bound again!” 
 
    She launched herself straight at Mrs. Kendricks, but her outstretched hands got nowhere near her as the circle arced brighter than a welding torch, throwing her back and wreathing her in smoke. She shook her head groggily and then attacked again, like a wild animal trapped in a cage. Each time she tried to break through she was sent staggering but the circle seemed to be getting dimmer with every discharge. She was going to escape any minute and there was no telling what would happen next. 
 
    “Dara!” I shouted, getting as close to the circle as I dared. “Dara, stop!” Daraxandriel either couldn’t hear me or wouldn’t listen. Susie had her wand out now but I grabbed her wrist before she could do anything with it. “Dara! It’s okay! Listen to me! Just stop and we’ll let you out!” 
 
    She rounded on me, her fang bared and her eyes blazing like a furnace, and I flinched back. “Peter Simon Collins!” she snarled. “Art thou aligned with my captors?” 
 
    “No! The circle’s just there to protect everyone while we freed Olivia. See?” I gestured to Olivia, forgetting that Daraxandriel couldn’t actually see her. “It’s over. We’ll let you out now, okay?” I nodded vigorously to emphasize the point and she slowly lowered her hands. 
 
    “Thou hast not betrayed me?” she asked uncertainly. 
 
    “No, of course not! I love you!” Susie made a rude noise as she rolled her eyes and Olivia looked at me like I’d grown a second head as she rose to her feet on unsteady legs. “Just give us a second to open the circle. Don’t attack anyone, okay?” Daraxandriel scanned our faces and then nodded slowly. “Mrs. Kendricks?” 
 
    “Roger warned me this might happen as well,” she noted but she gestured and the lines of the pentagram faded away. Daraxandriel warily tested the floor with a toe and then hurried over to my side. “You can go now, Dara,” Mrs. Kendricks said. She looked exhausted. “We’ll deal with Ryan and Lilith.” 
 
    “Go?” Daraxandriel looked puzzled. 
 
    “Olivia’s not holding you on this plane anymore. You can walk the shadowed paths. They can’t follow you there.” 
 
    “But what of Lilith?” she asked uneasily. “She still seeks us.” 
 
    “We’ll deal with –” 
 
    We all jumped when the door knob suddenly rattled. Whoever was on the other side tried a couple of times to get the door to open before it fell silent again. “Fuss and bother,” muttered a querulous voice. “Who keeps locking this door?” 
 
    “It’s Mrs. Phipps,” Mrs. Kendricks said with a relieved sigh. “Stay put, I’ll get rid of her.” 
 
    She quickly did her hair up and pinned it in place with her wands. She shook out her skirt, straightened her blouse, and then unlocked the door, opening it just a few inches. “Mrs. Phipps,” she greeted her casually.  
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks!” the older woman exclaimed. “What are you doing in the supply room? I could have gotten anything you needed.” 
 
    “Thanks for the offer but I don’t mind fetching my own pencils. Did you need something in here?” She glanced over her shoulder with a doubtful look. There was absolutely no place for us to hide in the room. As soon as the door opened wider, Mrs. Phipps was going to see us and wonder what in the world we were doing. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Mrs. Phipps assured her. “I was just looking for cats.” 
 
    “Cats?” 
 
    “I was straightening up in Mr. Jensen’s office and I could have sworn I heard someone screaming, which is ridiculous, of course. I thought perhaps it was another one of those miserable cats yowling so I’ve been checking all the rooms on this floor. There isn’t a cat in there, is there?” She tried to peek through the opening but Mrs. Kendricks held her ground. 
 
    “We got rid of all the cats, Mrs. Phipps,” she said firmly. “Perhaps you just imagined it.” 
 
    “I may be old, Mrs. Kendricks,” she retorted stiffly, “but I’m not crazy. I heard what I heard.” 
 
    “Of course you did. Well, carry on. Let me know if you find anything.” 
 
    Mrs. Phipps complied with a sour grumbling and Mrs. Kendricks watched her continue down the hallway. She finally let out her breath and turned back to us. 
 
    “I’d forgotten she can hear ghosts,” she said ruefully. “We’re lucky she didn’t call the police.” 
 
    “Olivia’s invisible,” I pointed out. “They wouldn’t have found anything.” 
 
    “Except for a few suspicious-looking individuals hiding in the supply room for no good reason,” she countered, nodding to Daraxandriel with her horns and tail and Susie with her wand and ruined athame. “Let’s get you out of here.” 
 
    She checked the hallway and then waved the rest of us out. We retraced our path back to the side exit in single file, with Mrs. Kendricks in front and me in the rear, looking over my shoulder to make sure Mrs. Phipps didn’t reappear behind us. 
 
    “So now what?” I asked worriedly. “How do we convince Agent Prescott that Dara’s harmless now?” 
 
    “She’s not harmless,” Mrs. Kendricks argued. “Ryan’s been fighting demons his entire life. He’s not going to believe that she suddenly renounced all her demonic powers.” 
 
    “So we did all this for nothing?” I asked in dismay. 
 
    “We accomplished what we set out to do,” she reminded me. “Olivia and Dara are no longer bound together. Now we just need to get the Philosopher’s Stone back.” 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks pondered that question until she stopped by the exit. “You three go back home and stay out of sight. Ryan doesn’t know you’re involved in all this so it’s best to keep it that way. Where’s Olivia?” 
 
    Olivia and I exchanged a worried look. “She’s right beside me,” I told her, pointing. “Why?” 
 
    “Ryan’s tracking her with the Stone. If Olivia stays with me, it’ll lead him right to me and I’ll be able to explain what’s been happening. We should be able to resolve this without any unnecessary fireworks.” 
 
    Olivia shook her head. “That won’t work, Peter,” she said. “If you leave, I’ll be pulled after you.” 
 
    “I’m not wearing the Stone, remember?” I told her. “You’ll be pulled to Lilith and she’s with Prescott. Except ...” My voice trailed off. “Why aren’t you with her now? Why are you still here?” 
 
    “I got dragged along with her earlier,” Olivia groused, “right in the middle of my movie. Your mother drove her to some sort of animal place and then Lilith left with the same guy who talked to me just before I died. Wasn’t he supposed to be chasing her or something?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “It’s a long story. Did they go to the house?” 
 
    Olivia shrugged. “I don’t know. I just appeared here with you before they got very far. I guess Dara woke up and then fell asleep again.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Peter?” Mrs. Kendricks asked. 
 
    “Olivia’s bond with the Stone won’t let her get very far away. If she’s still here with us, Lilith must be really close. Where’s the Stone now?” I asked Olivia urgently. “Can you feel it?” 
 
    Olivia blinked at me and then looked around worriedly. She turned in a complete circle and then tilted her head back. “There,” she said, pointing up at an angle. “It’s up there.” 
 
    “They’re upstairs!” I gulped. 
 
    “Quick! Everyone outside!” Mrs. Kendricks shoved the door open. “I’ll head them off.” 
 
    I pushed Dara through the opening but she immediately recoiled. “A cat stands watch!” she gasped.  
 
    I looked past her and saw a black cat sitting just outside, glowering at us with its tail wrapped around its legs. It looked like all the other cats we’d seen hanging around the library, except this one wore a collar with a tag. 
 
    “That’s Prescott’s familiar!” The cat hissed at me as if it was mad at me for blowing its cover and then it scurried off towards the parking lot. “Stop it! It’s going to tell him where we are!” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks snatched her wands from her hair but Susie was faster. “Fuge!” she yelled, brandishing her wand. The cat leapt a good foot into the air and then it sped away like a black lightning bolt. “It didn’t explode,” she grumbled.  
 
    “That’s a real cat, you nitwit! Come on!” I grabbed Daraxandriel’s hand to haul her to the Mustang but only took two steps before I turned back. “Olivia! Go upstairs and lead them away from us. Make them think we’re hiding in the stacks or something.” Olivia nodded jerkily and ran back into the library. 
 
    “Go!” Mrs. Kendricks urged us. “I’ll call you when it’s safe.” 
 
    “There’s another one! Fuge!” Something popped behind me and I spun around. Susie’s wand pointed at a smudge of black smoke settling to the ground a few feet away. “Ha! That one worked.” 
 
    “Another imp?” Mrs. Kendricks murmured uneasily. “Where are they coming from?” 
 
    “There, upon thy carriage!” Daraxandriel pointed a shaky finger at the Mustang. Two cats sat on the hood and another peeked out from underneath. 
 
    “There’s more on the wall,” Susie added. Three cats sat there and two more ran along the top to join them, all of them identical. “Fuge!” One of them poofed into smoke but two new cats arrived to take its place and several more perched on top of the dumpster. 
 
    “That’s not helping, Susie,” I said nervously. I used my key fob to beep the Mustang’s horn but this time the cats stayed put, staring at us with baleful eyes. No, they were staring at Daraxandriel. “Can we use your car?” I asked Mrs. Kendricks hopefully. 
 
    She shook her head. “My keys are in my office.” 
 
    “Any suggestions?” The cats blocked the far end of the alley. They seemed content to just watch us for now but that could well change if we got too close. 
 
    “Explode them?” Susie asked hopefully, brandishing her wand. 
 
    “We don’t have time, there’s too many,” Mrs. Kendricks told her tersely. “Go around front, hurry!” 
 
    “What if Prescott’s there?” I protested. 
 
    “Find someplace with a lot of people. He can’t do anything drastic if there are witnesses. I’ll try to talk some sense into him.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure about that but I didn’t have any better ideas. I grabbed Daraxandriel’s hand and ran towards the parking lot and Milton Street beyond but we stumbled to a halt as two figures appeared ahead of us. 
 
    “Stop right there, demon!” The tip of Ryan Prescott’s ebony wand glowed blue-white as he aimed it at Daraxandriel. I jumped in front of her and spread my arms and he jerked his hand back in surprise. “Peter? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “She twisted his mind,” Lilith told him, striding up beside him. “He thinks he’s in love with her.” My silver chain hung around her neck and the Philosopher’s Stone gleamed feebly through the fabric of her plain white dress. “Destroy her and he’ll be freed.” 
 
    “No! Lilith’s lying!” I shouted. “She wants Dara dead!” 
 
    “Of course I do,” she agreed smoothly. “Look at her, those horns, that tail. A monster like that threatens everyone. Kill her, Ryan.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her.” Mrs. Kendricks came up beside me and Susie stood on my other side, both of them holding their wands at the ready. “Dara’s no danger to anyone.” 
 
    “Arial, what are you doing?” Prescott demanded, his voice anguished. “Why are you protecting that thing?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” Lilith smirked. “She overcame your true love’s wards and turned her against you. Are you going to leave her at the mercy of a demon or are you going to take her back?” 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia’s voice came from somewhere behind me but I didn’t dare turn away to look. “It didn’t work, I’m sorry! One of those cats showed up and they just – Oh my God! They’re here?” 
 
    Prescott’s hand shot out and a crackling bolt lanced straight at Daraxandriel. I didn’t have time to do anything other than blink before the bolt shattered against a silvery bubble that formed around us, scattering sparks everywhere. “Arial, stop!” he shouted. “I don’t want to fight you!” 
 
    “Then don’t,” she said tightly. “Dara hasn’t broken my wards. I’m helping her because it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “Well, of course she’d say that,” Lilith retorted. “The demon knows you’re stronger than she is, Ryan. She’s trying to trick you into lowering your guard.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her!” Mrs. Kendricks gritted angrily. “She’s twisting the facts. Give me a chance to explain.” 
 
    “The longer you wait, the harder it’ll be to stop her,” Lilith warned. “It’s now or never, Ryan. Knock them all out and kill the demon where she lies.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Arial,” Prescott said quietly. 
 
    “Don’t do it, Ryan,” Mrs. Kendricks warned him. “Lilith’s the real enemy, not Dara.” 
 
    Lilith laughed. “She’s getting desperate. Just get this over with so we can all go home.”  
 
    Prescott’s lips tightened into a grim line as he raised his wand again and then he looked up as the alley was suddenly plunged into darkness. A black cloud roiled directly overhead, bubbling like boiling tar. It spread out quickly. blotting out the sky. and a clammy wind swept around us, carrying with it a warm, oily rain. All of the cats stared up at the cloud unblinkingly as it began to spin counter-clockwise. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked nervously. It looked and felt wrong. 
 
    “I haven’t the faintest idea,” Mrs. Kendricks breathed. 
 
    The center of the cloud dipped lower, forming a twisting, writhing funnel that reached down to the ground and scoured the pavement clear of debris. The wind picked up, rattling the windows and whipping our hair and clothing. One of the cats ran straight towards the whirlwind and disappeared within and then another followed it. One after another, all of them jumped into the spinning column of mist and vanished, until we were alone in the alley. 
 
    “The imps return to their master!” Daraxandriel whispered hoarsely, her nails digging painfully into my arm. “We needs must flee, Peter Simon Collins!” 
 
    That sounded like a really good idea. The town’s tornado sirens started wailing in the distance as I backed away from the phenomenon, pulling Daraxandriel and Susie with me. Olivia stood frozen in place by the side door, closer to the cloud than any of us, gripping the front of her nightgown fearfully. 
 
    “Olivia!” I called. “Get out of here!” I had no idea if the cloud could hurt her but I wasn’t willing to take the chance. 
 
    Before she could move, a ruddy glow flared within the column, as if someone had lit a fire somewhere deep inside. The light dimmed suddenly as a shadow passed in front of it, a very large and not-entirely-human shadow, and then a demon stepped forward out of the mist. 
 
    He stood at least eight feet tall, all rough-hewn angles like an unfinished sculpture and naked except for a ragged loincloth. His horns were cracked and twisted and a crude black patch covered one eye but the other one gleamed bright orange as the demon took in his surroundings. He didn’t seem to have a tail but a pair of massive bat wings rose above his broad shoulders like badly folded umbrellas. One scarred hand gripped a battered warhammer and an ugly amulet hung about his thick neck on an iron chain. The unnatural rain hissed into vapor wherever it touched his dark red skin. Behind him, the column faded away into the shadows but the cloud continued to churn overhead. 
 
    “Bellaxragor Stormreaper,” Daraxandriel whispered and the demon’s baleful eye latched onto her. 
 
    “Daraxandriel,” he said, his voice rumbling through my bones like an avalanche. “I am come for thee.” 
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    Death is a fact of life in MMOs. There are a thousand different ways to die in Lorecraft, from freezing to death in the mountains to being poisoned by giant spiders to getting stabbed in the back by that guy standing outside the dungeon exit. The reasons you die, though, generally fall into four categories. 
 
    First, you were caught by surprise by some unexpected event or random encounter. This usually occurs when you’re not paying attention to your surroundings, especially in dark or cramped locations with lots of hiding places, like forests and caves. Most of the time you’re able to make a run for it or fight your way out of it, but every now and then you’re just in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
 
    Second, you weren’t as prepared for the encounter as you thought you were. This happens a lot with newer players, who are prone to grossly overestimating their own skills while blithely ignoring the dangers in front of them. Jumping into a fight without knowing what the enemy you’re facing is capable of is generally not a recipe for success. Game wikis, user forums, and player guides are your friends. 
 
    Third, you were just plain unlucky. The combat system in Lorecraft makes extensive use of random number generators to determine the likelihood of your attack succeeding and the extent of the damage you cause when it does. You can have the best weapons and armor money can buy but if your dice roll keeps coming up 1, you’re pretty much toast. 
 
    Finally, you just weren’t good enough. No matter how well you prepare and how lucky you are, the boss in front of you might be so overwhelmingly powerful that nothing you do makes the slightest difference to the outcome of the battle. You might as well just stand there and await your inevitable demise and save your potions and spell scrolls for some other time. 
 
    Fortunately, death is merely an inconvenience in Lorecraft. You can be resurrected by a cleric or a compassionate soul with a revive spell, or you can choose to respawn in a nearby temple. You may end up losing a lot of your equipment or loot, but at least you can learn from the experience, regroup, and try to do better the next time. 
 
    Real life is the same, except that there’s no next time. You’ve got exactly one chance to get it right. If you screw it up, well, it’s game over. 
 
      
 
    “Creare circulus!” Mrs. Kendricks shouted, sweeping her wands in an arc to either side. A pentagram appeared under our feet, much larger and more ornate than the one she made in the storeroom. Five small circles – gold, green, blue, white, and red – marked the points of the star and the entire pattern was bound within another silver circle. She moved to the green circle. “Ryan, water!” she snapped. “Susie, air!” 
 
    Prescott hesitated and then ran towards us, stopping on the blue circle. Susie eyed the white circle distastefully. “I should be fire,” she insisted. 
 
    “Just do it!” Susie let out her breath in a huff but complied. 
 
    Daraxandriel and I stood in the center of the pentagram and I looked at the two remaining circles. “Where do we go?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “Just stay where you are and don’t leave the circle.” Mrs. Kendricks’ attention was focused on the demon, who watched us as if he couldn’t understand why we bothered trying to protect ourselves. 
 
    “We’re unbalanced,” Prescott protested. 
 
    “They’re not witches, they can’t help us. Defendat.” The wind and rain suddenly ceased within the circle as a shimmering dome sprang up around us. A sneer twisted Bellaxragor’s lips. 
 
    “Our Dread Lord summons thee before Him, Daraxandriel,” he told her. “Dost thou truly believe that feeble shell will keep thee from my hand?” 
 
    “I will not submit to His will!” she called defiantly, although her voice shook badly and her fingers crushed mine. “I forsake Him!” 
 
    “All who defy Him suffer in His fires for eternity,” said the demon with grim finality. “Thou shalt join them an thou dost delay me further, as shall these humans who would defend thee.” His gaze swept over us and I shuddered at the cold malice in his uncovered eye. 
 
    A rapid tap-tap-tap sounded behind us, growing quickly louder, and I looked around to see what new danger we were about to face. My breath caught in my throat as I recognized Melissa sprinting towards us with a wand clutched in her fist, her outfit already drenched by the rain and her hair snapping in the wind. 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks!” she called. “I felt something –” She skittered to a halt and almost lost her balance as she caught sight of Bellaxragor looming in front of us. “Oh my God!” she squeaked. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “Melissa, hurry!” Mrs. Kendricks beckoned her over urgently and Melissa ran for the pentagram. The dome flickered out just long enough to let her pass through and Prescott had to catch her to keep her upright. “Take fire!” Mrs. Kendricks ordered. 
 
    “What?” Melissa asked blankly. Mrs. Kendricks pointed and she shifted over, kicking off her heels and planting her stockinged feet on the red circle. “What do I do?” 
 
    “This.” Mrs. Kendricks’ finger plunged into her forehead and Melissa blinked at her. “Get ready.” 
 
    “Okay,” she breathed, raising her wand in an unsteady hand. Then she noticed me and Daraxandriel standing there hand in hand and her dark eyes narrowed in anger. “Peter,” she snarled. 
 
    “I can explain –” I started to say but Mrs. Kendricks cut me off. 
 
    “Deal with it later, you two,” she told us firmly. “We have bigger problems.” 
 
    “We’re still short one,” Prescott said tersely. “Can Lilith help?” 
 
    “No,” she stated flatly. 
 
    “But –” He looked back to where she’d been standing but she wasn’t there. “Where is she?”  
 
    Daraxandriel spotted her first, walking straight towards Bellaxragor. “Lilith!” she called. “Flee for thy safety!” 
 
    Lilith just sneered at her and continued towards the demon, holding her hands out to her sides. Her dress was a sodden rag and her hair was matted to her skull but she still exuded poise and confidence. 
 
    “My lord Bellaxragor!” she hailed him. “I have a proposal for you.” 
 
    “What is she doing?” Prescott gasped as Bellaxragor looked her over with an expression of distaste. “Is she insane?” 
 
    “Thou wouldst bargain with me, human?” Bellaxragor growled. “The price is steep, thy soul for mine aid.” 
 
    “Not a bargain, my lord,” she countered. She stopped just a few feet in front of him, looking like a child next to his bulk. “A trade.” 
 
    “No human has aught of any worth to me save its soul,” he said dismissively. “Step aside lest thee be trampled into the mud.” He hefted his hammer threateningly to emphasize his point but Lilith just laughed. 
 
    “Don’t you recognize me, my lord? I am Lilixandriel, a true and faithful servant of our Dread Lord.” 
 
    “What?” Prescott gaped. “She really is Lily Cantrell? But she was helping me!” He stared down at the palm of his right hand. 
 
    “Thou art as human as these other vermin,” Bellaxragor growled, heedless of our exchange. “I am done with thee.” He raised his hammer over his head and I cringed, certain that Lilith was about to be flattened. 
 
    “You’re wrong, my lord,” she declared and Bellaxragor paused with a perplexed frown, as if no one had ever dared to contradict him before. “I carry our Dread Lord’s curse, the one He used to punish Daraxandriel. Remove it from me and you’ll see.” 
 
    Bellaxragor slowly lowered his arm and perused Lilith with his glowing eye for a long, tense moment. “Thou dost speak truly,” he said finally. “Yet even I cannot break our Dread Lord’s curse.” 
 
    “But you can set it aside,” Lilith argued. “Free me and I’ll give you a reward in thanks.” 
 
    “Reward?” I echoed uneasily. “What does she have that he could possibly want?” 
 
    “She lies,” Daraxandriel insisted. “She seeks only to unfetter herself from her curse.” 
 
    Bellaxragor glowered suspiciously at Lilith, as if he shared the same thought, but then he raised his other hand and made a sweeping motion to the side. Lilith cried out in pain and collapsed to the ground in a shivering heap as something ripped itself out of her body, reforming a short distance away. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Melissa breathed, looking pale. “What is that?”  
 
    It looked like a human body woven from black, gnarled vines and wreathed in smoke. Wicked blood-red thorns dotted every tendril and it writhed and twitched as if it yearned to latch on to something and never let go. 
 
    “That’s the curse?” I asked Daraxandriel and she nodded, looking strained. “That was inside you?” 
 
    “Our Dread Lord does not punish lightly, Peter Simon Collins,” she said tightly. “To remove His curse without His leave is to court death.” 
 
    “Yet it can be done,” Lilith chuckled. She raised her head from the ground and her eyes glowed brightly in the darkness. Her hair was silver once again and two horns curled back from her forehead. “An one has a willing host to take on the burden or the strength and will to survive its withdrawal.” She held her hand up, turning it back and forth to admire her ruddy skin, and her grin revealed her fangs. “Beautiful,” she declared with great satisfaction. 
 
    “Thou art restored, Lilixandriel,” Bellaxragor said impatiently. “I await the repayment of thy debt.” 
 
    “Certes, my lord.” Lilith – no, Lilixandriel now – got slowly to her feet and then she reached under the skirt of her dress to shimmy out of her panties. She cast them aside as her tail uncoiled and then she faced the demon lord with her hands on her hips. “Tell me, my lord, what is thy most fervent desire?” 
 
    Bellaxragor snorted angrily. “Dost thou seek to seduce me, succubus? Thy frail body would be broken upon mine.” 
 
    “Nay, my lord,” she said slyly, “I am not worthy of thy attentions. I speak of thy other desires. Thou hast labored in our Dread Lord’s shadow for an age. Dost thou not seek a higher station?” 
 
    The demon regarded her closely. “All do.” 
 
    “Yet thou canst achieve it this very day,” she smiled. “All I ask is one small thing in return.” 
 
    “I have freed thee from thy curse, Lilixandriel,” he reminded her sternly. “Thou art already in my debt.” 
 
    “And I have repaid thee, by giving thee the honor of first claim to a great treasure. Grant my boon and thou shalt hold infinite power in thy hands. Power,” she smiled, “to rival our Dread Lord’s.” 
 
    “Thou dost speak of treason against Him,” Bellaxragor said, but he sounded thoughtful instead of outraged. “Many have tried afore and all have failed. Whyfor should I succeed where others have stumbled?” 
 
    “Because thou shalt have this.” My breath stuck in my throat as Lilixandriel pulled the Philosopher’s Stone over her head and horns and held it up high.  
 
    “Our Dread Lord’s soulstone!” Bellaxragor exclaimed in wonder. “Where didst thou come by this? I thought it secure within His trove.” He reached for it eagerly but Lilixandriel snatched it away, cupping it protectively in her hands.  
 
    “Nay, my lord!” she chided him. “First swear to keep my at thy side as thou ascends the Burning Throne.” 
 
    “Is that thy boon?” he scowled. “Thou wouldst become my concubine?” 
 
    “Nay,” she grinned wickedly. “I would become thy queen.” 
 
    “Thou art bold for one of such meager status,” he smirked. He either didn’t notice Lilixandriel’s eyes narrow and lips tighten at his slight or he didn’t care. “Yet thy proposal intrigues me. Cede yon soulstone to me and I shall seize our rightful place in the netherworld with thee at my left hand.” He held out that hand again and this time she placed the Philosopher’s Stone within it. 
 
    “Peter, no!” Olivia ran towards me, passing through Mrs. Kendricks’ shield like it wasn’t there. “If he takes the Stone back to Hell, I’ll go with him! Stop them! Get it back!” She grabbed my arm and desperately tried to pull me out of the circle but all I felt was a breath of chilly air on my skin. 
 
    “How?” I demanded. “Look at him! How are we going to beat him?” I watched in despair as Bellaxragor set his hammer on the ground and lifted the Stone by its chain. 
 
    “They’re all witches!” Olivia insisted. “Can’t they just wave their wands and – and do something?” 
 
    “It’s not that simple.” 
 
    “Peter,” Melissa asked warily, “who are you talking to?” 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia pleaded. “Help me! You have to do something!” 
 
    “I can’t,” I said helplessly. “I’m sorry, this is all my fault.” 
 
    A deep, angry rumble filled the alley and we all turned to see Bellaxragor rise up to his full height. “Thou miserable spawn,” he ground between his teeth. “Thou deceitful temptress! This bauble is worthless!” He cast the Philosopher’s Stone aside angrily and I watched it jounce across the pavement, slithering to a halt under the back bumper of the Mustang. “It is already bound by blood!” 
 
    “Nay, my lord!” Lilixandriel assured him even as she slowly backed away. “It can be undone!” 
 
    “Lies!” Bellaxragor snatched up his hammer and took a step towards her, the ground cracking beneath his foot. “Thou didst but seek to draw our Dread Lord’s ire away from thee! Thou wouldst have me accused for His soulstone’s theft!” He lifted his hammer to strike. 
 
    “Slay that boy!” Lilixandriel shouted desperately, her finger stabbing right at me. “The Stone is bound to him! Slay him and it is thine to claim!” Bellaxragor’s head swiveled to face me and his eye narrowed dangerously. 
 
    “Peter, get behind us!” Mrs. Kendricks urged. The circle flared brighter but I couldn’t see how that would do any good. Bellaxragor was too big and too powerful. 
 
    “More lies,” growled the demon. “The soulstone will protect him. He cannot be slain.” 
 
    “He can!” Lilixandriel insisted. “Cast our Dread Lord’s curse onto him. ‘Twas crafted for demons, no mere human can withstand its touch, Stone or no. Do it and thy rise to power begins this very day!” 
 
    We all held our breaths as Bellaxragor glowered at her, no doubt wondering if this was another trick, but then he raised his empty hand and my heart stuttered in my chest as the curse turned to face me. “What do we do?” Melissa whispered. 
 
    “Hit him with everything you have!” Prescott ordered. “Don’t let up!” He raised his wand and its tip flared blindingly white. “Fulgur!” 
 
    A bolt of lightning thicker than a tree trunk slammed down on Bellaxragor through the cloud and lit up the alley like a camera flash. The demon howled in rage and agony, his skin blackened and smoking, but he lifted his hammer and slammed it on the ground. The pavement rippled like water, throwing us all to the ground, and the circle flickered ominously. 
 
    “Ventus!” Susie shouted, still on her knees as she brandished her wand, and a screaming whirlwind surrounded the demon, catching at his wings and staggering him. 
 
    “Ignis!” Melissa swept her wand around in a complicated pattern and the whirlwind ignited into blazing red-orange flames. I had to shield my face from the heat but Bellaxragor still remained on his feet. 
 
    “Insects!” he bellowed, his voice shaking the windows of the library and shattering a few. “These pinpricks shall not avail thee!” He swept his hammer in a circle over his head and the fiery tornado shredded into smoke. Another crackle of lightning struck him but he shrugged it off. “Thou shalt pay the price for thy defiance,” he said menacingly. “Thy lives are forfeit.” 
 
    “Nay, my lord!” Lilixandriel shouted. She crouched by the back wall of the alley, well out of range of our attacks. “They seek to distract thee. Kill the boy lest all be lost!” 
 
    Bellaxragor huffed his frustration but he raised his hand towards the curse, still hovering a short distance away. A burst of wind suddenly howled along the alley, picking up stones and dust and pushing him back a step as he used his arms to protect his face, but it faltered almost immediately.  
 
    “Don’t just stand there, Peter,” Susie sniped at me, her wand trembling in her grip. “Do something!”  
 
    A trio of fireballs launched from the end of Melissa’s wand, arcing towards Bellaxragor from all sides. He batted one away with his hammer but the other two struck, exploding like balloons filled with gasoline and covering him with a sheet of fire. The endless rain quickly snuffed out the flames, though, and he roared wordlessly at the sky. “We can’t keep this up!” Melissa gasped. “He’s too strong!” 
 
    Bellaxragor reached for the curse again but he suddenly collapsed to the ground with a grunt, as if someone had cranked up the gravity underneath him. Mrs. Kendricks’ eyes were squeezed shut and her entire body quivered with the strain as she struggled to hold him in place but the demon lifted his head slowly, his eye blazing with fury. 
 
    “Thou art strong, witch,” he snarled ominously, “but not strong enough to restrain a lord of demons.” His fingers dug into the pavement as he started to lift himself up, his joints creaking and cracking with the effort. 
 
    “Ryan, help me!” Mrs. Kendricks gasped, blindly reaching out a hand towards him. He interlocked his fingers with hers and Bellaxragor sagged again, but only for a moment. Susie grabbed their hands and Melissa did the same and the demon shrieked his frustration, tearing up the pavement beneath him as he fought against Mrs. Kendricks’ spell. 
 
    For a fleeting instant, I almost thought we were going to win. Bellaxragor slumped to the ground, breathing raggedly like a wounded animal, his wings flailing impotently, but he was only gathering his strength. With a raging shout that echoed through the alley like a relentless rockfall, he ripped his hand from the ground. The pentagram flickered one last time and vanished as Mrs. Kendricks fell to her hands and knees, sending her wands clattering across the ground. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Peter,” she whispered, her tears mixing with the rain. “I can’t hold him.” 
 
    I turned just as Bellaxragor swept his hand around, sending the curse hurtling towards me. It struck me before I could even draw a breath to scream and I died before my body hit the ground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



31 
 
      
 
    People spend a lot of time predicting the future. Most of us aren’t very good at it but that doesn’t stop us from trying. Even meteorologists with supercomputers at their beck and call only get the weather forecast right about half the time, especially in Texas. It’s about the only job there is where you can screw up day after day and not get fired. 
 
    The simplest – and least accurate – form of prediction is guessing, essentially rolling the dice and going with whatever option turns up. Pattern recognition is a big step up from that, remembering previous experiences and correlating those to their consequences: the last time X happened, Y was the result. The more complicated the situation, though, and the more variables involved, the less practical this approach becomes. Instead, scientists and mathematicians have to rely on complex models and simulations to simplify the problem and make it more manageable, which often leads to dubious results. At that point, we’re pretty much back to guessing again. 
 
    There’s a whole spectrum of words people use to describe the future. I know X will happen implies absolute certainty in X, that any outcome other than X will call into question everything we know about the universe. I believe X will happen takes that certainty down a notch, acknowledging that there’s a chance X might not happen but the odds are definitely in X’s favor.  
 
    I want X to happen states that X may or may not happen but it darn well better if it knows what’s good for it. I wish X will happen casts doubt on the likelihood of X but it would be nice if X came to be.  
 
    I hope X will happen pretty much acknowledges that X isn’t happening but it really, really needs to. Sometimes hope is the only thing we have left when every prediction we make for the future turns out bleak. 
 
      
 
    I stared down at my corpse, sprawled on the ground in a shapeless heap. My eyes were closed, thankfully, and it almost looked like I was sleeping, except for the thin trickle of blood dripping from the corner of my mouth. 
 
    Everything was curiously muted, with dull colors and muffled sounds. Susie leaned over my body, shaking me and shouting something at me, and Melissa stood back with her hands over her mouth. Olivia knelt beside me with her hand over my heart. Mrs. Kendricks lay motionless on her side and Prescott crouched beside her, his wand pointed at Bellaxragor as the demon lord slowly lifted himself up from the pavement. Lilixandriel straightened her dress and swept her hair away from her face as she grinned delightedly at the scene laid out in front of her. She’d beaten us and she knew it. 
 
    There was someone missing, though, and it took me a puzzled moment to remember who it was. I looked around and gasped as I spotted Daraxandriel running straight at Bellaxragor as he used his hammer to lever himself to his feet.  
 
    “Thou hast slain Peter Simon Collins!” she shrieked, her face twisted in primal rage. “Die by my hand!” She leapt at him with her fingers bent into claws but he knocked her aside with his arm, sending her tumbling across the broken pavement. 
 
    “Dara!” I shouted, running towards her, but she rolled into a low crouch, snarling as her tail whipped back and forth. 
 
    “Worthless hellspawn,” Bellaxragor spat. A new trio of ragged scars crossed his cheek, oozing thick black blood. He rose to his full height and spread his wings, their clawed tips scraping the side of the building. “I shall smite thee into dust.” 
 
    “Nay, my lord!” Lilixandriel told him. “Spare her life!” 
 
    We all looked at her in shock, including Bellaxragor. “To what purpose?” he demanded. “Art thou overcome with sentiment for thy clutch-mate?” 
 
    “Hardly,” she sneered. “But her swain is dead and her companions will soon join him. Let her wallow in the misery her defiance has caused.” Daraxandriel glared at her with pure hatred in her eyes. “Her Dread Lord will come to claim her anon and His punishment will be,” her smile spread slowly across her face, exposing her fangs, “merciless.” 
 
    “Dara!” I reached out to her and stopped, staring at my hand. It was paper-white and almost transparent. I looked down and the rest of me was just the same. I’m really dead, I thought. 
 
    “Thou art most cruel, Lilixandriel,” Bellaxragor told her with a smirk. “Thou shalt make a formidable queen.” 
 
    “And thee a fearsome king,” she replied, strutting up to his side like she already wore a crown. “Slay them and let us quit this world.” 
 
    Prescott staggered to his feet and Melissa stood beside him, looking desperately frightened. Even if they had the strength to muster up another attack, they couldn’t stop Bellaxragor from killing them and they knew it. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I told them, even though none of them could hear me. “This is all my fault.” I looked around helplessly, wishing there was something I could do, but I was just a stupid kid who wanted to be a hero one more time. 
 
    Something touched me then, like a ray of sunlight bursting through a stormcloud. I looked up but I couldn’t see where it was coming from. It beckoned me gently and I thought I heard someone calling my name from far away, urging me upwards. I felt warm and light and curiously calm as I drifted up slowly. The world started to fade away around me as the voice called again and then someone grabbed my hand and jerked me back down. 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia hung on desperately, holding me in place. Her color was coming back and her blue-gray eyes were anguished. “Don’t leave me!” 
 
    I shook my head. “I have to go.” 
 
    “No!” she wailed. “You’re my only friend! You’re the only one who can see me!” 
 
    That wasn’t exactly true but I supposed she didn’t consider Mrs. Phipps to be a friend. “Come with me, Olivia,” I told her. “It’s time.” 
 
    “But what about everybody else? You have to help them!” Bellaxragor hefted his weapon, as if he was deciding how best to slaughter everyone with it. 
 
    “I can’t do anything,” I told her sadly. “I’m dead.” 
 
    “So am I but I’m not giving up! What about your Stone? Use that!” 
 
    “The Stone?” I looked around. It was still lying there under my car. I sincerely doubted Bellaxragor had forgotten about it but he had all the time in the world to retrieve it now. “I’m dead. It’s not bound to me anymore.” 
 
    “But I’m still bound to it!” she protested. “I don’t want to go to Hell! Do something!” She grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me. 
 
    “Stop that!” I said, fending her off. “I’m sorry, I really am, but there’s nothing I can do. I’m a ghost. I can’t even pick up the Stone, let alone make it do ... anything ...” My voice trailed off as we stared at each other. “Oh my God,” I breathed. “I’m dead. Someone else can bond with it now.” 
 
    Olivia gasped in sudden hope. “I’ll get it!” She bounded across the pavement towards my car, just as Lilixandriel glanced that way. Her eyes narrowed thoughtfully and I immediately realized what she was about to do. If I still had a heart, it would have jumped into my throat. 
 
    “Lilith’s going to take it for herself! Hurry!” 
 
    Bellaxragor stepped closer to where the others still huddled around my body, clearly savoring the fear and despair on their faces. Behind him, Lilixandriel sidled over towards the Mustang, keeping a careful eye on the demon lord. She crouched down and reached for the Philosopher’s Stone, just as Olivia snatched it up. Lilixandriel recoiled in surprise and then grabbed for it, her fingers just barely missing it. 
 
    “My lord, the Stone!” she shouted. “Kill them now! They seek to steal the Stone from us!” 
 
    Bellaxragor turned, scowling in confusion, and then he spotted the Stone floating in mid-air. He lunged for it and Olivia danced out of the way with a frightened squeak as his grasping fingers passed right through her body. 
 
    “Give it to Mrs. Kendricks!” I told her. “She’ll know what to do with it! Watch out!” 
 
    Olivia screamed as Bellaxragor slammed his hammer down right on top of her with an echoing boom, punching a hole through the pavement and sending cracks out in all directions. He plucked it out again and gave a satisfied grunt to see the Stone embedded in the concrete. Olivia knelt in a huddled ball right on top of it with her hands covering her head, looking up at him as if she couldn’t believe she wasn’t deader than she already was. 
 
    She scrabbled out of the way as Bellaxragor peeled the chain out of the pavement and held it up and then she jumped up and snatched it from his fingers. His startled shock at seeing the Stone fly out of his grasp all by itself gave her the few precious seconds she needed to reach Mrs. Kendricks’ side. She held it over her outstretched hand and then she pulled it back. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I shouted, aghast, as Bellaxragor loomed over them like a rampaging dragon bent on reclaiming its hoard. “Give it to her! It’s their only chance!” 
 
    “No,” she retorted stubbornly. “It’s not hers.” She spun around and touched the Stone to the blood on my corpse’s face as Bellaxragor reached down to reclaim it.  
 
    I only had a moment to gasp in horror and dismay before my eyes snapped open and I screamed as something tore itself out of my body, ripping every nerve I had to shreds before setting them on fire. Bellaxragor howled in rage and lifted his hammer for the final blow and Susie threw herself across my body in a futile attempt to protect me. She rolled over onto her back and pointed her wand straight up. 
 
    “Ventus fortis!” she shrieked and a blast of air harder than a wrecking ball slammed into the demon lord and tossed him up and back. He landed on top of the dumpster, crushing it like a tin can. Susie blinked at her wand. “Wow,” she said, “that worked better than I thought it would.” 
 
    “Peter!” Melissa dropped at my side and clutched my hand. “You’re alive? How is that – oh my God!” She leaned back in alarm. “What’s wrong with the Stone!” 
 
    “Wha–?” I could barely string two thoughts together and my body wasn’t quite listening to what my mind was telling it but I managed to prop myself up on my elbows. The Philosopher’s Stone slid off my face and dropped onto my chest, flaring with a painfully bright red-tinged light. “What happened?” 
 
    “It’s bound to you again!” Olivia told me, leaning over Melissa’s shoulder. “Hurry, put it on! He’s coming back!” 
 
    Metal screeched as Bellaxragor shoved the remains of the dumpster aside and staggered to his feet. “Miserable insects,” he spat, wiping black blood from his mouth. One of his wings hung askew and he limped as he came towards us. “Thy souls shall burn for all eternity!” 
 
    “Get up!” Susie urged me, hauling on my arm. With her help and Melissa’s, I got to my feet, swaying unsteadily as I looped the Stone’s chain over my head. The three of us stood side-by-side, feeling Bellaxragor’s every step shuddering the ground beneath our feet. The Stone burned like a miniature sun against my chest as the two witches gripped my hands and raised their wands. 
 
    “This would be a real good time for Sigfreund to show up,” I muttered. Melissa looked at me, startled, and then her lips twisted into a feral grin. 
 
    “Sigfreund’s a wimp,” she said. “We need Melisandre.” She raised her wand over her head and took a deep breath. “Nigrum inanis!” she shouted and a black orb the size of a softball appeared at the tip of her wand. 
 
    Susie’s eyebrows shot up and then she grinned. “Nigrum inanis,” she said, touching her wand to Melissa’s. The orb doubled in size, pulsing softly, and I felt it tugging at me. 
 
    A heavy hand clapped me on my shoulder and Prescott leaned past me to bring his wand to theirs. “Nigrum inanis,” he said, looking grim. “Be very careful.” The orb was larger than a basketball now, sparkling with tiny pinpricks of light and distorting everything around it, and I had to grab the Philosopher’s Stone to keep it from being pulled over my head.  
 
    Melissa gestured and the orb rose higher, almost invisible against the boiling cloud overhead, and Bellaxragor’s advance slowed. For the first time, I saw uncertainty on his rough-hewn features. 
 
    “The curse!” Lilixandriel screamed in frustration. “Slay him again with the curse! Reclaim the Stone from his bloodied corpse!” She pointed frantically off to the side and I gaped at the writhing shape standing there not ten feet away.  
 
    The Stone must have pushed it out of me, I thought bleakly. Oh my God, I’m going to die again. 
 
    Everything happened at once. Melissa snapped her hand down and the black orb shot at Bellaxragor like a cannonball as he swept his hand around. The curse leapt at me and Susie threw some sort of spell at it that had absolutely no effect on it. Bellaxragor tried to shatter the orb with his hammer but his weapon disintegrated into dust the instant it touched. I ducked away from the curse as Olivia shouted “No!” and then screamed. Bellaxragor somehow dodged out of the orb’s path at the last moment but it immediately looped around to come at him again. He roared in pain and fury as it punched a hole through his wing and he stumbled to his knees. 
 
    “Lilixandriel!” he bellowed, reaching out to her. The orb rose straight up over his head, swirling and crackling with black fire. “I am defeated. Open the shadowed paths and take us from here!” 
 
    Lilixandriel’s lip curled in disgust. “Beaten by a human,” she sneered. “Thou art worthless, Bellaxragor Stormreaper. I shall find a more worthy champion.” She turned away and a shadowy gateway formed in front of her. Just before the darkness closed around her, she looked back with a glare of pure hatred. “Until we meet again, dear sister,” she spat, and then she was gone. 
 
    “Lilixandriel!” Bellaxragor’s cry of anguish cut off when the orb slammed down and swallowed him whole, leaving only a fading echo of his voice behind. The orb sat there for a long moment and then it quickly shrank into the tiniest dot before blipping out of existence. Overhead, the cloud broke apart as the rain and wind faded away and in a few moments the sky was as clear and blue as it was before this entire nightmare started. 
 
    Melissa lowered her wand as she stared at the spot where Bellaxragor had been. “Oh my God,” she whispered. “Did I just kill a demon?” She started to shiver uncontrollably and I pulled her into my arms, holding her tight. 
 
    “No,” I told her, “you just saved us all. You’re a hero, Melissa.” 
 
    “I helped,” Susie grumbled. Her eyes were red and her mascara ran down the sides of her face like streaks of warpaint. 
 
    “Were you crying?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “No!” she insisted vehemently, wiping at her cheeks and making an even bigger mess. “The rain got in my eyes.” 
 
    “Of course it did.” I freed an arm and gathered her in. “Thanks,” I whispered. She shrugged in embarrassment but she didn’t pull away like she normally would. 
 
    Behind us, Mrs. Kendricks made a sound and we hurried to her side as Prescott helped her sit up. She lifted a shaky hand to her forehead, wincing as she opened her eyes to the bright sunlight. 
 
    “Are you all right, Arial?” Prescott asked anxiously. 
 
    “I’m alive,” she assured him softly, “although I’m not sure why.” She looked up at me and the Philosopher’s Stone hanging around my neck. Its blinding glow had finally tapered off to its usual ruby gleam. “I suppose we have you to thank for that, Peter,” she smiled. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” I said, shaking my head. “Melissa did all the work.” 
 
    “And me!” Susie reminded me with a poke in my side. “And I guess he helped a bit too,” she added reluctantly, eyeing Prescott. 
 
    “You didn’t need me,” he admitted ruefully. “My strongest spell could barely scratch that demon but you two – I only know one other witch with that much power. Did you teach them that?” he asked Mrs. Kendricks. 
 
    “I wish I could take credit for it,” she laughed softly, “but no, they did this all on their own.” She retrieved her wands and raised her hands to let him carefully help her to her feet. “With a little boost from that, I suspect,” she added, nodding at the Stone. 
 
    “We couldn’t have done it without Peter,” Melissa insisted, tucking a dripping strand of hair behind her ear. “But I don’t understand what happened. You were dead!” she told me with a little catch in throat. 
 
    “People aren’t supposed to come back to life,” Susie mused, eyeing me suspiciously. “You’re not a zombie, are you?” 
 
    “No,” I told her, exasperated. “Olivia used the Stone to – wait! Where’s Olivia? Oh my God, where’s the curse?”  
 
    Five wands suddenly snapped into position as we looked all around but the curse was nowhere to be seen. Daraxandriel, though, knelt off to the side with her back to us, leaning over a body sprawled on the ground. 
 
    “Get back, demon!” Prescott ordered sharply. The tip of his wand flared again but Mrs. Kendricks reached over and pushed his hand down. 
 
    “That’s enough of that, Ryan,” she said firmly. “Dara’s our friend.”  
 
    “Are you serious, Arial? Those other two demons just tried to kill us!” 
 
    “This one didn’t.” He blinked at her uncomprehendingly. “I’ll explain later,” she sighed. “For now, just put that away. Please, Ryan,” she added quietly. I let my breath out in relief when the glow finally faded and he dropped his hand to his side. 
 
    I ran over to Dara and gaped at the body lying there. “Oh my God!” I breathed. “Is that Olivia?” It couldn’t possibly be. The girl had the same features and the same wavy brown hair but she was obviously solid, her pale skin smudged with mud and dampened from the rain. She was also completely and utterly naked. “What happened to her?” 
 
    “My Dread Lord’s curse vanished ere it reached thee, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel told me, “and this girl fell to the ground in its place, just as you see her. Is this truly Olivia?” 
 
    “It looks like her.” I knelt down and carefully reached out to touch her arm. She was definitely real, albeit a bit cold to the touch. “Is she alive?” I grimaced, but the rise and fall of her chest answered that for me. 
 
    “Peter, stop looking at her!” Melissa jumped in front of me to block my view. “We need to cover her up!”  
 
    Prescott was the only one of us with any spare clothing on hand. He removed his jacket, draping it over Olivia’s body, and she stirred at the touch of the damp fabric. Her blue-gray eyes fluttered open and she looked around in confusion until her gaze settled on my face.  
 
    “Peter!” she smiled. “You’re alive! Did we win? Did we beat them?” She pushed herself upright and then frowned at the dirt and bits of gravel stuck to her hand. “What’s going on? Why am I dirty and where did this come from?” She lifted up Prescott’s jacket curiously and her shocked gasp nearly sucked up all the oxygen in the area. “Where are my clothes?” she squeaked and then she vanished. 
 
    At least that’s what everyone else saw, judging from their reactions as the jacket flopped to the ground. To me, Olivia was still there, once again clad in her nightgown and desperately trying to cover herself up with her hands and knees. 
 
    “She’s still here!” I assured them hastily. “She’s a ghost again. What’s going on?” I asked her. “You were alive just a second ago.” 
 
    “I – I don’t know.” She finally realized she was covered up again and cautiously lowered her hands. “I just remember that – that thing running into me and then everything went blank. It’s gone, right?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “It’s gone,” I confirmed, “but I think it’s inside you.” 
 
    “What?” She pulled the neckline of her nightgown open and looked down inside, as if the curse was clinging to her stomach. “Oh my God, get it out of me!” 
 
    “I don’t know how.” Everyone else was looking at me with varying degrees of uncertainty. “I think the curse turned Olivia human again,” I explained. 
 
    “Then why is she invisible?” Susie asked pointedly. 
 
    “Well –” That was an excellent question. I looked at Daraxandriel for help but she shook her head. 
 
    “I do not ken the workings of my Dread Lord’s curse,” she shrugged. “Mayhap its grip upon the dead is tenuous.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Olivia asked doubtfully. “Am I dead or alive?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I confessed. “Maybe you’re both. Can you control it? I mean, you were alive for a little while just now, right? Try being that way again.” 
 
    “How?” I just spread my hands helplessly. “You’re a lot of help,” she groused. She squeezed her eyes tight, grimacing in concentration. After a few seconds, she checked herself, huffed in frustration, and tried again. I was about to suggest she give up when her nightgown abruptly vanished and everyone else jerked back in surprise. Olivia’s eyes popped open and she held up her definitely solid hands.  
 
    “I did it!” she gasped in delight and then she noticed the rest of her. “Oh my God!” She lunged for the jacket but she vanished again before she reached it. 
 
    “Perhaps she should just stay as a ghost for now,” Mrs. Prescott suggested, “until she gets the hang of it.” Olivia nodded her frantic agreement as she clutched her nightgown with both hands, as if she was trying to keep it from disappearing again. Prescott silently retrieved his jacket, shaking it out and draping it over his arm. 
 
    “So what happens now?” Melissa asked uncertainly. “Is it over?” 
 
    In the distance, the tornado sirens finally wound down into silence, but there were plenty of others wailing in their place as the police and fire departments swung into action. I surveyed the alley with an uneasy lump twisting in my stomach. The pavement was broken and cracked, glass shards from the windows littered the ground, and the dumpster was a twisted ruin. To my astonishment and intense relief, though, the Mustang appeared to be completely unscathed. 
 
    “This is going to be hard to explain,” I noted glumly. “I don’t think the Hellburn Police Department has a code for Rampaging Demon Lord.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Susie insisted. “A freak tornado would totally do this.” 
 
    “Since when do tornados punch square holes through driveways?” I could still see the impression the Stone left in the concrete. 
 
    “Since when do demon lords attack in the middle of the day?” she countered. “Which story do you think people going to believe?” 
 
    “I think it best if we said nothing to the police,” Prescott told us seriously. “It would be even better if we weren’t here at all when someone comes to check on the damage.” 
 
    “An excellent point,” Mrs. Kendricks nodded. She looked up at the library with a sigh. “It’s going to take a while to straighten all this out.” 
 
    “But it’s over, right?” Melissa persisted. “We’re safe now?” No one answered her and one by one we all turned to look at Daraxandriel. She hunched her shoulders as she twisted her tail in her hand. 
 
    “A demon lord has been slain,” she told us. “There will be retribution.” 
 
    “How soon?” Prescott pressed her. Daraxandriel just shook her head helplessly. “I’m going to have to call this in,” he said grimly. 
 
    “You can’t be serious, Ryan,” Mrs. Kendricks protested. “What can the FBI do about something like this?” She waved her hand at the devastation around us. 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” he said with a wry smile. “My boss is the other witch I was talking about.” A querulous meow sounded around his ankles and a black cat with a collar rubbed its head against his leg. “Merlin! There you are, you little coward.” He picked it up and cradled it in his arm as he scratched its head. 
 
    “Merlin?” Susie rolled her eyes. “No imagination.” Merlin growled at her but subsided with a resentful glare when she raised her wand. 
 
    “We can’t get the children involved in this,” Mrs. Kendricks argued. “They’ve done nothing wrong.” 
 
    “They’re already involved,” he pointed out. She just looked at him and he shook his head with a sigh. “I’ll do what I can.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, her features softening into a smile. “You’d better get out of here,” she told us. “I need to make sure everyone’s all right inside so let’s regroup at my house tonight. Until then, stay out of sight and out of trouble,” she warned. 
 
    “What about her?” Prescott asked with a frown, nodding at Daraxandriel. “We can’t just leave her wandering around on her own.” 
 
    “She’s fine,” Mrs. Kendricks insisted. 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “You and I need to have a little talk,” she said firmly, “in private.” She grabbed his sleeve, pulling him toward the side door, but then she paused and looked back at us. “You did well, all of you,” she said somberly. “I’m very proud of you.”  
 
    She and Prescott disappeared inside as we all looked at each other. Olivia was the only one of us who didn’t look like a drowned rat. “So,” I said, clearing my throat, “who needs a lift?” I dug my key fob out of my pocket.  
 
    “I don’t think we’re all going to fit,” Melissa said doubtfully as the Mustang’s lights flashed. 
 
    “Dibs on the front seat!” Susie called, hurrying over to claim it. “Olivia can ride in the trunk.” 
 
    “It’s okay, my car’s at the office. I’ll just walk back over there.” Melissa shook her head with a resigned sigh. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Mr. Franklin’s going to kill me. We were right in the middle of a client meeting when I felt that magic – cloud – thing – whatever it was and ran over here.” She plucked her sodden blouse away from her skin. She looked like the winner of a corporate wet t-shirt contest. “This is just great,” she muttered. “I am so fired.” 
 
    “Just tell him you had an emergency,” I suggested. “That’s even true.” 
 
    “Right,” she said, rolling her eyes. “He’ll totally go for that. Sorry, Mr. Franklin, I had to cast a Dark Void spell on a demon lord before he killed my boyfriend. My ex-boyfriend,” she corrected herself hastily. She suddenly couldn’t look in my direction. “Where are my shoes?” she asked no one in particular, tucking another hank of wet hair behind her ear. 
 
    I cleared my throat awkwardly. “Well, um, good luck. Let us know how it goes. Dara, Olivia? Are you ready?” Olivia followed me to the car but when I opened the door for her I realized that Daraxandriel hadn’t moved at all. “Dara?” 
 
    “I cannot go with thee, Peter Simon Collins,” she said sadly. 
 
    “It’ll be cozy,” I admitted, “but it’ll just be for a few minutes.” 
 
    “Nay, thou dost not ken my meaning. I needs must depart.” 
 
    “Depart?” I blinked at her. “You’re leaving?” 
 
    “Thy very lives are at risk elsewise. My Dread Lord dispatched Bellaxragor to deliver me unto Him and we have slain His messenger. He will seek vengeance for my defiance and His wrath is legendary and limitless.” She looked up at the sky, as if expecting it to turn black again at any moment. “And we have thwarted Lilixandriel’s schemes. She will do all in her power to make us suffer for it. My proximity to thee and thine will spell thy doom.” She turned away and started walking as the shadows gathered around her. “Fare thee well, Peter Simon Collins.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” I told her. Daraxandriel’s pace slowed and she looked back at me uncertainly. “You didn’t kill Bellack – Bellagh – that demon, we did. Your Dread Lord’s going to come looking for us, not you.” 
 
    Melissa looked at me worriedly, balancing on one shoe as she shook the water out of the other. “Peter,” she said carefully, “that’s not actually a good thing.” 
 
    “And you didn’t keep the Philosopher’s Stone out of Lilith’s hands, we did,” I went on heedlessly. 
 
    “She’s pretty upset with us about that, Peter,” Olivia reminded me nervously. 
 
    “The point is, we’re in desperate trouble no matter where you go.” 
 
    “Wow,” Susie observed, “this is the worst motivational speech ever.” 
 
    “But we need you here with us if we’re going to have any chance to get through this,” I pressed on. “You know how Lilith thinks and you’re the only one of us who knows anything about demons first-hand. We need your help come up with a plan to defeat whoever comes after us. Stay with us.” I held out my hand to her. “Please.” 
 
    Daraxandriel hesitated, looking at each one of us in turn, except for Olivia who was still invisible, and one by one we all nodded to her.  
 
    “We are all surely doomed,” she predicted, but a hint of a shy smile crossed her lips and the shadows faded away behind her as she walked back towards me. 
 
    “But at least we’re all doomed together,” I told her. “Come on, let’s get out of here before Dad shows up with the entire police department and wonders what we’ve been doing back here.” I pulled the driver’s seat forward to let her climb into the back. 
 
    “Just tell him there was a freak tornado,” Susie insisted. 
 
    “You tell him,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I’m going to claim I’ve been home this entire time. Olivia?” 
 
    Olivia inspected the narrow confines of my back seat doubtfully. “Maybe I should ride in the trunk.” 
 
    “Just get in. Make some room for her, Dara.” Daraxandriel shifted over, pulling her tail into her lap, and Olivia eased in beside her. 
 
    “Wait!” Melissa called, hopping towards us on one foot while she tried to get her other shoe on. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “I thought you had to get back to work.” 
 
    “Mr. Franklin can’t fire me if I’m not there.” 
 
    “Just tell him there was a freak tornado,” Susie told her. 
 
    “Look, Peter,” Melissa said, planting herself in front of me. “I almost lost you today. I’m not letting you out of my sight until this is finally over.” 
 
    “You dumped me today, remember?” I pointed out. 
 
    “Well, we’re still alive because of you so now you’re un-dumped.” She hiked her skirt just high enough to remind me what she was – or wasn’t – wearing underneath and squeezed into the back seat. “We’re going to have a long talk about your sleeping arrangements, though,” she added ominously. She and Daraxandriel eyed each other. 
 
    Olivia hugged herself as tightly as she could and she still had body parts sticking into her. “Maybe I should ride in the trunk,” she said plaintively. 
 
    “Maybe I should,” I muttered. “All right, everyone, buckle up,” I said out loud, sliding my seat back and getting in. “Let’s get ready for the Apocalypse.” 
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