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    Ever since Susie bonded with her Philosopher’s Stone and sent Lady Nyx back to Hell, Hellburn has been completely demon-free. Well, Daraxandriel’s still here but she doesn’t count. I’m in my final year of high school, I finally quit my job at the Dairy Queen, and my main character in Legends of Lorecraft just hit level 50. Life doesn’t get any better than this. I should be happy, but I’m not. 
 
    Something’s wrong with Susie. She’s wearing real clothes and makeup now, she’s suddenly popular at school, and she even talks to us at dinner sometimes. Mom’s thrilled that she’s finally growing up but it’s like there’s a completely different person inside Susie’s head. She left the coven and avoids the other witches, almost as if she’s afraid they’ll notice something she doesn’t want them to see. Near as I can tell, she isn’t possessed or cursed, but she isn’t the same surly, amoral, antisocial sister I grew up with. 
 
    Thinking back, I think it all started when she got her familiar, Max. I don’t even know where the damned thing came from, Susie just showed up with her one day. I’m not all that fond of cats in the first place but Max gives me an uneasy feeling whenever she watches me with those weird pale blue eyes, which is all the time. She spends more time around me than with Susie, like she’s just waiting for me to let my guard down before she kills me. I need to figure out what’s really going on before Susie – or Max – does something we’ll all regret. 
 
      
 
    My bed isn’t designed to hold two people, especially when one of them has a body temperature that rivals a typical Texas summer, but I don’t mind. Lying there with Daraxandriel snuggled up against my side with her horns scraping my shoulder and her slow breath tickling my skin, I can’t imagine anyplace else I’d rather be. If she weren’t a demon spawned in the depths of Hell, I might even describe it as heavenly. I could stay here forever in contented bliss. 
 
    I stroked her cheek with my thumb and she murmured something, raising a limp hand to brush mine aside. I closed my eyes and let myself drift into the welcome embrace of sleep, until cool fingers slithered through the opening in my shorts and traced a tingling line along Little Peter. 
 
    “Come on, Dara,” I protested softly. “We already did it twice tonight and I have a physics exam in the morning.” 
 
    “This will help you relax,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m already relaxed. If I were any more relaxed, I’d be a puddle of goo.” 
 
    “Oh, really? This part seems pretty solid.” She tugged Little Peter out into the open and he sprang to attention, the traitor. 
 
    “That’s entirely your fault.” 
 
    “I take full responsibility.” At least, I think that’s what she said. It’s hard to articulate clearly when your mouth is full. I sucked in my breath and forgot how to exhale as Little Peter was encased in a hot, moist sauna. Fangs scraped gently across his skin as her tongue wrapped itself around him in a way no human could ever hope to emulate. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I gasped shakily, gripping my sheets with my free hand. Little Peter was going to go full DEFCON 1 down her throat in about two seconds and there wasn’t a thing I could do to stop him, until she abruptly sat up, leaving him wobbling like one of those inflatable wavy things advertising a sale. 
 
    “Not so fast,” she whispered hoarsely. “Let’s not waste that wonderful seed of yours.” She slithered up my torso until something else just as warm and soft and wet slid along Little Peter’s length. She planted her hands on my chest and slowly rocked her hips back and forth. “I’ve waited a long time for this.” 
 
    My other brain was in charge now so it took a few muddled seconds for the one in my skull to make any sense of her words. “Huh?” Daraxandriel was the willing recipient of my seed countless times before. What made this time any different? 
 
    “Don’t worry … about it,” she gasped. “Take my maidenhead … and give me … a son.” 
 
    “Take your what?” My eyes popped open and, for a fleeting fraction of a second, I saw a pale, skinny figure poised over Little Peter, her eyes closed and her head thrown back. Then, between one heartbeat and the next, she was gone. 
 
    “What the hell?” I tried to sit up but Daraxandriel – the real Daraxandriel – had my arm pinned. I shoved her off, ignoring her mumbled protest, and scrambled out of bed, looking all around for the intruder. There were no naked tweeners in my room but a pair of icy blue eyes gleamed in the shadows. I summoned a witchlight and Max glared at me from the top of my dresser, her tail flicking menacingly. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I sighed. “How the hell did you get in here?” Max didn’t deign to answer. Her gaze was fixed on Little Peter, eyeing him hungrily like a link of sausage hanging in the window of a butcher shop. I hastily tucked him away and she growled her displeasure. 
 
    I had to unlock my door to open it, which made Max’s presence here all the more puzzling. Maybe she’d been hiding under the bed. “Get out,” I ordered sternly but she just stared at me sullenly. “Get out! You’re giving me nightmares about Amy.” Now she looked smug but she didn’t move. “Damn it,” I grumbled, resigning myself to a new set of claw marks. My Philosopher’s Stone would heal them quickly but that didn’t mean getting them wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    I approached her cautiously and she arched her back with a hiss. I feinted a couple of times and then lunged for her, grabbing her by the scruff of her neck and wrapping my arm around her chest, pinning her tight against me. She wriggled and yowled and raked her claws across my arm but I held fast and she finally gave up struggling, settling for an angry snarling instead. 
 
    My initial impulse was to throw her into the hall and slam the door before she could scurry back into my room but a faint light glowed under Susie’s door. I cautiously released a hand but Max seemed disinclined to escape, so I unlocked the door with a quick spell. 
 
    “Here’s your damned cat!” I tossed Max in the general direction of Susie’s bed and she made a perfect four-point landing on the covers, whirling around to hiss at me before settling down on her haunches, trying to look like she wanted to be there all along.  
 
    Susie was awake, sitting cross-legged on her bed reading one of her romance novels beneath a hovering witchlight. This one featured a bare-chested highlander in a clinch with a bonny lass whose bodice was barely up to the task of keeping her bosom covered.  
 
    “Lock the door when you leave,” she told me, turning the page. Her tone made it clear that my departure was already long overdue. 
 
    “Why do you keep letting that thing out of your room?” I gripped my Stone and let its healing warmth flow down my arm, erasing my injuries. Bloody streaks still marked where the scars should have been, though. 
 
    “She’s my familiar,” she reminded me tersely. “She’s supposed to be looking for demons.” 
 
    “There aren’t any demons in my room!” Susie just looked at me. Her eyes were the color of new leaves backlit by a spring sun, with no whites at all. The witchlight gleamed off her polished horns and made her pale hair look like spun silver. “Dara doesn’t count. And why do you look like a demon?” 
 
    Susie looked down at herself. Other than the larger breasts she favored in her succubus form and the spade-tipped tail draped across her lap, the rest of her looked exactly like it was supposed to. Since she never smiled, I just had to assume she had the fangs as well. “I like being a succubus.” 
 
    “Except you’re not a succubus,” I pointed out. “You have a soul, technically, and you can’t do succubus things.” 
 
    “Not yet.” She went back to her book. Something about the way she said that sent a shiver down my spine. 
 
    “What do you mean, not yet?” I asked uneasily. “What are you up to?” 
 
    “Nothing. Are you done or is there something else you want to bother me about?” 
 
    There was clearly only one correct answer but I hesitated, eyeing the silver medallion hanging from a thin chain around her neck. The faceted Philosopher’s Stone in its center was almost bright enough to render her witchlight redundant. “You didn’t let Amy out of your Stone tonight, right?” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “I can think of plenty of reasons and none of them are good. Did you or didn’t you?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    Susie can convince a jury that she’s innocent of murder despite a dozen unimpeachable eyewitnesses, irrefutable DNA evidence, and high-resolution videos catching her in the act of stabbing her victim, but over the years I’ve gotten pretty good at detecting her lies. This sounded like the absolute truth but I didn’t find it as reassuring as I should have. “Are you’re sure she’s still in there?” 
 
    That earned me another verdant and irritated look. “What makes you think she isn’t?” 
 
    “I could have sworn she was just in my room trying to, um –” I cleared my throat awkwardly. Susie and I had been through a lot together ever since Daraxandriel showed up on our doorstep four months ago but that didn’t mean I wanted to discuss my sex life with her. “Never mind, it was just a crazy dream. Go to sleep,” I told her. “You have school tomorrow.” 
 
    “I have a Philosopher’s Stone. I don’t need to sleep anymore.” 
 
    “It’ll keep your body awake,” I agreed, “but you still need sleep to rest your mind. You’ll go insane otherwise.” 
 
    She dismissed my concerns with an indifferent shrug. “I’m going out on patrol soon.” 
 
    “Patrol for what? There haven’t been any demons in town for months.” 
 
    “There are imps.” 
 
    “Who cares? Imps can’t hurt anybody.” 
 
    “They’re demons and I’m a demon hunter.” 
 
    “You’re not – all right, fine,” I said, throwing up my hands in exasperation. “If you want to waste your time wandering around in the dark looking for imps, go right ahead. Just don’t let the police see you. They haven’t forgotten about the horned girl who caused that panic back in June.” 
 
    “That was Faximbral.” 
 
    “They don’t know that. The only person they saw was you, looking exactly like you do now.” 
 
    “They can’t catch me.” 
 
    “Susie –” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, Peter,” she insisted. “You don’t need to worry about me.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I will anyway. Good night,” I sighed. “Keep Max in your room. Preferably in a cage.” Susie’s only response was to gesture the moment I stepped into the hall, not quite slamming her door behind me. The lock snicked quietly, leaving me alone with my unsettled thoughts. 
 
    Why is she so obsessed with looking like a succubus? I wondered. It’s not like she can walk around town like that. She doesn’t have Dara’s ability to make people think her appearance is perfectly natural, so she has to cover it up with a glamour. She might as well just stay human. I never really understood Susie’s thought processes but this was weird even for her. She wasn’t supposed to bond with her Stone so soon. It must be affecting her in some way. The problem was, there was no way to unbind her without her cooperation and that was never going to happen. 
 
    I absently rubbed my arm where the claw marks used to be and grimaced at the sticky sensation of drying blood. I started for the bathroom to clean myself up and then made a U-turn and headed to the kitchen instead. If Mom or Dad happened to wake up and saw me like this, I’d be hard-pressed to explain why I looked like I’d been mauled by a miniature tiger. 
 
    A bit of soap and warm water took care of that problem and I glanced around the kitchen as I dried my arm with a paper towel, trying to decide whether I wanted a drink before I went back to bed. It was a clear night and the moon was nearly full. Silvery light cast everything in black and white and the world was unsettlingly still and quiet, as if it was waiting with bated breath to see what I did next. 
 
    I shook off that unnerving thought and got myself a glass of ice water. As I sipped it, my eyes kept straying to the patio door. Something niggled at the back of mind as if I’d forgotten to do something important, but I couldn’t for the life of me imagine what it could be. 
 
    I set my glass down and moved cautiously towards the door, casting around with my Sight. I rarely used the powers Dr. Bellowes thrust upon me these days, now that the Courts of Hell were taking a break from trying to kill me, so I was a bit rusty interpreting what I sensed, but it seemed to me that there was something in our back yard. It didn’t feel scary or dangerous, quite the opposite in fact, but if there was one thing I learned about the world of magic, it was that things were rarely what they seemed at first glance. 
 
    I stood by the patio door and rested my hand on the doorknob, listening intently, but all I heard was my own breathing, the thump-thump-thump of my heartbeat, and the ticking of the clock on the wall behind me. I let my breath out slowly, readied my strongest shield spell, and carefully turned the knob, easing the door open.  
 
    The air was warm and still and the moon cast most of the back yard into deep shadow. I surveyed the yard but absolutely nothing moved out there. I shook my head, berating myself for my overactive imagination, and nearly jumped out of my skin when three voices suddenly spoke in unison. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you.” 
 
    When I was sure I wasn’t about to drop dead from a heart attack, I looked again and this time I had no trouble at all spotting the Goddess. She glowed with her own light, shifting seamlessly between white and green and gray as she glided towards me across the lawn. 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” I asked, perhaps a bit more curtly than I should have. She wasn’t the sort of goddess to demand tribute from everyone around her but she was a goddess nonetheless and deserved my respect. 
 
    “And good evening to you, too, Peter.” The Goddess settled into her Mother persona, a tall, handsome woman about Mom’s age, with brown hair and green eyes and a flowing green robe. Her face was open and friendly but I could tell she was irked. “No offence, but I was hoping Susie would answer my call, not you.” 
 
    “Susie?” I looked over my shoulder but there was no one else in the kitchen. “She’s in her room. Do you want me to get her?” 
 
    “No.” Now she was the Maiden, clad in gleaming white. She shook her blonde head with sad blue eyes. “If she doesn’t come of her own volition, there’s little point.” 
 
    “Does she even know you’re here?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “She knows,” grumbled the Crone, all gnarled and gray. “She’s hiding from me.” 
 
    “Why would she do that?” 
 
    “Because she’s afraid.” The Mother shook her head despondently. 
 
    “Of what?” Susie faced down Lady Nyx, the Dread Lord’s handmaiden, without flinching. 
 
    “Of me,” said the Crone irritably. 
 
    “Of what she thinks I might do,” the Maiden corrected her. 
 
    “She turned away from me, Peter,” explained the Mother. “Ever since she bonded with her Stone, she’s become, well, reclusive.” 
 
    “She’s always been that way,” I scoffed. 
 
    The Mother shook her head. “Not like this. Her Stone has become her sole focus, almost an obsession. She believes it’s the only thing that makes her special.” 
 
    “I knew she wasn’t ready for the responsibility,” muttered the Crone. “She’s too young.” 
 
    “That’s why I sealed it,” said the Mother. “It’s unfortunate the seal was broken prematurely.” 
 
    “Unfortunate?” retorted the Crone. “Is that what we’re calling this now? It’s a disaster! One of the Guardian Stones is bound to that – that reckless, self-centered child!” 
 
    “Morgana was the same age when she acquired her Stone and she turned out just fine,” the Mother pointed out. 
 
    “That was a different time,” argued the Maiden. “Things were simpler then.” 
 
    “Tell that to Guyomar,” snapped the Crone. “Was his death simple?” 
 
    “Hush,” said the Mother mildly. “This isn’t about Morgana.” 
 
    “So you’re here to take the Stone back?” I asked uneasily. I couldn’t imagine Susie giving it up without a fight. All three of the Goddess’s aspects flickered into view, one after the other, and they all looked worried. 
 
    “It’s not that simple, Peter,” sighed the Mother. “Thanks to Tenebrax’s interference, Susie is linked to the Abyss. That, combined with her new-found talent for demonic magic, make challenging her a difficult proposition, even for me. I would much rather she came back into the fold willingly.” 
 
    “Before the Horned God goes hunting,” warned the Crone with a grim set to her thin lips. 
 
    “It won’t come to that,” insisted the Maiden. “Susie’s not evil, she’s misguided. We just need to show her the error of her ways before it’s too late.” 
 
    The Crone and I rolled our eyes in unison. “Susie’s going to do whatever she needs to do to get what she wants,” I told them. “At the moment, she wants to hunt demons.” While cosplaying as one, I mused sourly. 
 
    “That’s good!” said the Maiden gamely. “She’s trying to do the right thing, she’s just going about it the wrong way.” 
 
    “Fortunately for us but unfortunately for Susie, Hell has learned to stay away from her,” the Mother noted dryly. “She doesn’t have any demons to hunt, so what’s she going to do with all of that power at her command?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I shrugged. “She hardly knows any spells.” All three of the Goddess’s aspects looked at me incredulously. “What?” 
 
    “You haven’t noticed?” The Maiden looked shocked. 
 
    “Susie isn’t limited to the spells you or Ariel give her, Peter,” the Mother told me. “She can cast any spell her imagination dreams up. The only thing holding her back is her lack of experience.” 
 
     “What are you talking about?” I frowned. “I can’t do that!” 
 
    “You’re a spellcaster,” the Crone informed me bluntly. “She’s a spellcrafter.” 
 
    “What’s the difference?” 
 
    “A spellcaster bakes a cake by following the recipe,” explained the Mother. “It’s the same cake every time. A spellcrafter looks in the pantry and uses the ingredients to create a cake no one has ever seen before.” 
 
    “Susie can See the flow of magic around her,” added the Maiden, “which allows her to manipulate it in ways most witches can’t even conceive. It’s rare and wonderful talent.” 
 
    “When it’s not used to destroy civilization as we know it,” growled the Crone. 
 
    “Shit,” I breathed, and then I remembered who I was talking to. “I mean, uh, shoot.” 
 
    “We still have time,” said the Mother firmly, “but we need your help, Peter. Find some way to turn Susie away from the demonic influences leading her astray.” 
 
    “I don’t require worship from those who choose to follow me,” said the Maiden solemnly, “but those who are blessed with greater skills would be well-advised to seek me out. Susie possesses incredible power now but she still has a lot to learn about being a witch, especially if she’s to become the Guardian of the West.” 
 
    I blinked at her. “The what of the what?” 
 
    The Mother sighed, as if she wished the Maiden hadn’t mentioned it. “There are four Guardian Stones, Philosopher’s Stones of exceptional power, passed down through the ages. Morgana – Fay Morgan – became the Guardian of the West when she moved to America. Until recently, Lady Harwood was the Guardian of the North. My hope was that, when Susie was ready, Fay would return to England to take up the mantle of the North once more and Susie would become the Guardian of the West in her stead.” 
 
    “She’s not even ready to be the Guardian of this patch of grass!” retorted the Crone. 
 
    “Not yet,” the Mother admitted, “but I believe in her.” 
 
    “As do I,” said the Maiden. The Crone just snorted. 
 
    “But I’m not a witch!” I protested. “I don’t know what to say to her.” 
 
    “You may not be able to teach her how to be a witch,” said the Mother, “but you can teach her how to be a hero.” Her eyes crinkled in amusement at my expression. “I know you don’t think of yourself as a hero, Peter, but you’ve been to Hell and back, literally. You’ve fought alongside witches to protect the ones you love and pretty much everyone else on the planet. That’s all Susie wants to do.” 
 
    “She wants to save the planet?” I asked doubtfully. That didn’t sound like Susie at all. 
 
    “That’s what witches do, by slaying demons or healing the sick or protecting the environment, whatever it takes to maintain the balance. But that’s far too great a task for any one person. That’s why witches form covens, so that the burden can be shared by many. Even Morgana doesn’t fight alone.” 
 
    “This world is the crucible in which souls are tested and weighed,” explained the Crone. “When it’s in balance, where there is peace and harmony, more souls ascend to Heaven to join the celestial hosts. When it’s not, more souls are corrupted by fear and hatred and descend into Hell to become fodder for the Dread Lord’s machinations. I and the witches who follow me serve the Almighty in many ways but maintaining the balance of the world is our solemn duty and our foremost responsibility.” 
 
    “There must a million witches around the world,” I argued. “How does the world ever get out of balance?” 
 
    “Witches are only human,” admitted the Mother with a sad smile. “They make mistakes and they succumb to temptation. Nothing helps the Dread Lord more than a witch who falters and goes astray.” 
 
    “Like Susie.” I felt a knot tighten in my stomach. 
 
    “Not yet,” the Maiden assured me, “but she stands at the crossroads. We have to make sure she turns the right way.” 
 
    “And if we can’t?” 
 
    “That,” intoned the Crone, “is why the Guardians exist, to restore the balance by whatever means necessary when things get too far out of hand. It is a terrible responsibility. I’m not surprised Evelyn Harwood finally asked to be relieved of her burden. She wasn’t the first to do so and she won’t be the last.” 
 
    Despite the lingering summer heat, my blood ran cold. I gripped my Stone in my white-knuckled fist. “You’re telling me I might have to kill my own sister!” 
 
    “No,” said the Mother grimly. “Should that ever become necessary, it won’t be by your hand.” 
 
    I opened my fingers and frowned down at the teardrop-shaped ruby resting on my palm, pulsing faintly in time with my heartbeat. “But you said –” 
 
    “You’re not a Guardian, Peter,” the Maiden told me gently. “That isn’t a Guardian Stone. Daraxandriel stole it from the Dread Lord’s trove, remember?” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Despite the relief that washed through me, I still felt vaguely disappointed. 
 
    “Susie trusts you,” she went on. “Talk to her, convince her that the path she’s on leads only to pain and despair. Bring her back to me.” I just shook my head. She might as well ask me to flap my arms and fly to the moon. Susie was the poster child for stubborn intractability.  
 
    “Tell her that if she allows me to remove her connection to the Abyss,” said the Mother, “I’ll teach her magics no witch has wielded since the time of Merlin. She’ll become the most powerful witch of this age. That should be an offer she can’t refuse.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked incredulously. “Isn’t she dangerous enough already?” 
 
    “Under my guidance, she’ll become the force for good that she was always meant to be, but only if she submits to my will.” 
 
    “Susie’s not very good at submitting,” I reminded her. 
 
    The Crone pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger. “This is a terrible idea.” 
 
    “What choice do we have?” replied the Maiden. “We either have to rescue her –” 
 
    “– or kill her,” I finished grimly. 
 
    “It won’t come to that,” said the Mother firmly. “Speak with her, Peter. Do whatever it takes to bring her back from the precipice.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes, suddenly exhausted. It seemed like such a hopeless task. “I’ll try,” I sighed. 
 
    “That’s all I can ask.” All three aspects raised their hands, overlapping each other. “Bless you, Peter,” they chorused. “May the Almighty guide you and keep you safe.” The Goddess’s divine power surrounded me like a warm blanket on a cold night and the tension and anxiety our conversation generated in me faded into the background. When my eyes finally fluttered open again, the Goddess was gone. 
 
    I tilted my head back to look up at the sky. Between the moon and the downtown lights, only a handful of stars were visible. “Why me?” I complained to them. “Why now? Everything was going along just fine.” The Almighty didn’t deign to respond and I went back into the house with a resigned sigh. 
 
    I walked down the hallway and stopped in front of Susie’s door. I reached for the doorknob, readying my unlocking spell, but I hesitated. Despite the Goddess’s assurance that Susie trusted me, she rarely paid any attention to me unless she wanted something from me and she certainly didn’t take orders from me. But as much as I wanted to believe that the Goddess’s dire prediction of Susie’s future was unfounded paranoia, I couldn’t take that chance. I lifted my hand and tapped gently on the door. 
 
    “Susie?” I called softly. “Are you awake? It’s Peter. I need to talk to you.” There was no answer, which didn’t surprise me at all. I tried the doorknob and it opened, which did surprise me, but a quick glance around her room told me why. Susie wasn’t here. 
 
    “Shit.” She must have snuck out to go demon hunting while I was talking to the Goddess. I cast around with my Sight to no avail. Between Susie’s invisibility glamour and the odylic barrier masking her aura, it was virtually impossible for anyone to find her if she didn’t want to be found. 
 
    I resigned myself to a long and sleepless night waiting for Susie to return and went into my room. Daraxandriel was still asleep, curled up in the middle of the bed like a hedgehog. I shifted her over, ignoring her mumbled protest, and set my pillow against the wall so I could sit up comfortably during my vigil.  
 
    I unlooped my Philosopher’s Stone and coiled the chain in my hand, watching the Stone’s softly pulsating ruby light and wondering what made the Guardian Stones so special. Agent Morgan’s Stone didn’t seem to be any more potent than mine and Lady Harwood barely used hers at all. Handing the Stone of the North to Susie was obviously a horrible miscalculation on the Goddess’s part. Granted, she was the only viable candidate around after Sir James and Mrs. Berry turned it down, but surely the Goddess could have waited until somebody more suitable showed up. Maybe leaving an unbound Guardian Stone lying around was too risky but I couldn’t help but think this whole situation could have been avoided. 
 
    This is all Amy’s fault, I thought dourly. And Tenebrax’s. They’re the ones who messed everything up and got Susie started on all this demon nonsense. Tenebrax is dead, Amy’s locked up in Susie’s Stone, and Nyx is back in Hell where she belongs, so what demonic influence was the Goddess talking about? It has to be Max. Familiars are demons or animals possessed by demons or something like that. I need to convince Susie to get rid of her. If nothing else, I won’t have to worry about the damned thing stalking me all the time. 
 
    Daraxandriel rolled over and snuggled up against me, using my stomach as a pillow. She made a contented noise when I skritched the top of her head between her horns and then settled down again with a sigh. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes, wondering how long it was going to take for Susie to scratch her demon-hunting itch and come home. Then I wondered what I was going to tell her when she did come home. 
 
    So the Goddess came by while you were out. No, that was way too casual. This isn’t working. Either Max goes or I go. I already knew which option she’d pick. Susie, I love you and I only want what’s best for you. That would send her running for the hills. If you keep going down this road, you’re going to lose everything you care about. That might get her attention. Maybe she didn’t care about balance or the Goddess or anything else, but she absolutely didn’t want to give up her Stone. 
 
    I’ll be tough but fair. My thoughts felt like they were wading through cotton. I have a Stone too, I understand how special it is. We have that in common, at least, so she’ll listen to me. Shadows crept into my brain, smothering my synapses. She’ll stop what she’s doing … and the Goddess won’t have to send … the other Guardians … after … her … My consciousness finally surrendered to the darkness and I fell fast asleep. 
 
    

  

 
  
   2 
 
      
 
    The Industrial Revolution in the late 18th and early 19th Centuries changed the face of public education forever. Up until then, laborers could get by just fine with a basic grasp of the English language. However, the powers-that-be quickly realized that industry relied on paper as much as it did on coal, spurring the need for a workforce with a whole new skillset epitomized by the classic R’s: reading, writing, and arithmetic. 
 
    Since the lower classes couldn’t afford tutors, this led directly to the establishment of public schools and standardized curriculums, taking the same assembly-line approach to education that worked so well with textiles and steam engines. Everyone graduated with the same knowledge and skills, ready to take their places as dutiful cogs in the industrial machine. 
 
    Over time, though, the system originally designed to crank out clerks and foremen was repurposed to prepare the nation’s youth for college, regardless of whether said youth had the means, ability, and ambition to actually go to college. As a result, our formative years are wasted on subjects of little practical value. That’s not to say that physics and fine arts and philosophy aren’t worthy of study, but most of us would be far better off learning how to balance a checkbook, change a flat tire, and determining whether that meme your friend just reposted is actually true. 
 
      
 
    My alarm dragged me out of the dark depths of slumber and cast me onto the shores of consciousness, all muzzy-headed and disoriented. I tried to silence the incessant beeping but my limbs were tangled up with Daraxandriel’s and I had to unknot myself before I could reach the button. The blissful quiet that followed nearly pulled me back under but I fought off my lethargy and levered myself up to a sitting position. 
 
    “Rise and shine,” I told Daraxandriel around a yawn, nudging her shoulder. Her only reaction was to tighten her grip around my waist. “Come on, get up. We have a physics test first thing.” 
 
    “Thou hast a physics test first thing,” she mumbled into my side. “I but attend thy lessons to keep thee company. I have no will nor desire to become a philosopher.” 
 
    “Neither do I but I need good grades to graduate next spring. Get up!” I tried to shove her off but she clung to me like a barnacle. 
 
    “Nay!” she protested. “Let us remain abed and seek pleasure in each other’s arms.” 
 
    “We already sought pleasure last night,” I reminded her. “Twice. What’s with you and sex all of a sudden? You haven’t been eating chocolate, have you?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I did nibble upon a muffin infused with chocolate morsels yestermorn,” she admitted grudgingly, “yet it had no effect upon me.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Verily!” She sat up finally, straddling my hips and making me all too aware that my boxers had gone missing sometime during the night. “Yet mayhap there is some truth in thy unwarranted accusation, for the very air in this place is charged with carnal energy. I cannot help but respond. Does thou not sense it?” 
 
    “I’m sensing something, certainly.” Mostly her nether regions pressing against Little Peter. “Wait, are you saying somebody cast a love spell on us?” 
 
    “Nay, nothing so deliberate.” Her hips began to shift slowly back and forth. I wasn’t sure she was even aware she was doing it. “It is more akin to the influence a succubus has upon others when she seeks to sway them to her purpose.” 
 
    “You’re the only succubus here,” I pointed out. I grabbed her hips to hold her still but that just pushed Little Peter harder against her. She gasped and arched her back, cupping her breasts. 
 
    “The waif wears the guise of a succubus more often than not,” she reminded me breathlessly. Her tail snaked around and wrapped itself around my forearm like a boa constrictor, threatening to cut off the circulation to my hand.  
 
    “You think Susie’s doing this?” I had to let her go to wrestle with her tail and she resumed her rocking. Little Peter felt like he was being drenched in boiling water but he didn’t mind one single bit. “You’re imagining things. She’s not a real succubus, she just looks like one. She can’t do succubus magic.” 
 
    “Did I imagine the eager couplings of thy dame and sire these past several nights? We are not the only ones to seek carnal pleasure within this abode.” 
 
    “You mean Mom and Dad –? Ew! Don’t tell me that!” Little Peter instantly dropped from DEFCON 2 to DEFCON 5 and Daraxandriel looked down, startled. 
 
    “Hast thou achieved thy completion already?” she asked in dismay. “Yet I am still unsatisfied!” 
 
    “Don’t talk about my parents having sex! It’s not normal!” I toppled her onto the bed and scrambled to my feet, shuddering with the heebie-jeebies. 
 
    “Thou wouldst not exist had thy sire not planted his seed within thy dame’s womb,” she replied tartly, getting up on her knees with her fists on her hips. “Copulation is a natural and essential act.” 
 
    “I’m never having sex again.” The more I tried to erase the image Daraxandriel planted in my head, the more lurid it became. 
 
    “Nay, thou hast unfairly aroused me, thou needs must complete the task.” She lay face-down on the bed and stuck her butt up in the air.  
 
    “You started it!” I argued. “I was just lying there!” 
 
    “And now I require thee to finish it.” She wiggled her buttocks, looking back at me as her tongue moistened her lips. “Couple with me, Peter Simon Collins,” she purred. “Pleasure me in the manner of Sodom.” 
 
    “No, I, uh, we need to, uh, get ready.” I couldn’t quite remember what we were getting ready for. Little Peter, for his part, was more than willing to go along with Daraxandriel’s suggestion. Her tail slowly arched over her back, swaying sinuously, and I had to lick my own lips. “Well, maybe if we hurry,” I said, clearing my throat. 
 
    “The sooner thou dost begin,” she reminded me, “the sooner we shall be done.” 
 
    I tried my best to move things along but by the time Daraxandriel declared herself satisfied, we barely had time to rush through our shower, get dressed, and scurry into the kitchen to toast a couple of frozen waffles. Mom looked at us askance as we hastily chomped our way through our makeshift meal. 
 
    “Did you forget to set your alarm?” she asked pointedly. “Your father had a proper breakfast before he went to work and that was even after we had a good cuddle before we got up. A really good cuddle.” She turned away to fiddle with something in the sink but not before I caught a glimpse of the blush coloring her ears. 
 
    “Oh God,” I cringed as my waffle turned to lead in my stomach. “Sorry, Mom, we gotta go.” I practically dragged Daraxandriel out of the house but we only got halfway to the car before I stopped dead in my tracks. Susie wasn’t standing there glaring at me impatiently like she usually did. 
 
    I ran back into the house but she was nowhere in sight. I hurried down the hall and flung open her door. “Come on, Susie, we need to –” She wasn’t there either. I sucked in my breath in sudden horror. What if she never came back from her patrol last night? What if she encountered something she couldn’t handle, despite her Philosopher’s Stone? I ran back out, looking around frantically, but I had no idea where to start searching for her.  
 
    Mom came out of the kitchen, looking at me askance. “What’s wrong, Peter?” 
 
    “Have you seen Susie this morning?” I asked her anxiously. “I can’t find her anywhere!” 
 
    “Yes, she left a little while ago.” 
 
    That brought me up short. “What?” 
 
    “She said she had to meet up with some friends before class so she took the bus. If you’d gotten up on time, you could have taken her,” she admonished me. 
 
    I just blinked at her. That didn’t make any sense. Susie didn’t have any friends. “And she seemed okay?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “She was perfectly fine. You’re acting pretty strange, though. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing!” I assured her hastily. “I’m just worried about my physics exam.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with Susie?” she frowned. 
 
    “Nothing! Gotta go, I don’t want to be late!” I ran for the front door, catching Daraxandriel just as she was coming back in. I spun her around to propel her back outside. “Love you, Mom! See you later!” I closed the door behind me and let my breath out in a whoosh. 
 
    “What is amiss, Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel asked me peevishly. “Thy helter-skelter peregrinations are most disconcerting.” 
 
    “Susie’s avoiding me.” I used my key fob to unlock the Mustang as I hurried down the walkway with Daraxandriel trotting after me. “She must have overheard me talking to the Goddess last night.” 
 
    “Thou didst converse with thy Goddess?” 
 
    “She’s not my Goddess,” I retorted, sliding in behind the wheel as Daraxandriel clambered into the passenger seat beside me. I winced as her horns scraped the edge of the door. “She came to warn me about Susie.” 
 
    I told her about my encounter as I zigzagged across town, trying to reach the school in time to claim one of the woefully few parking spots in front of the entrance. We were far too late for that, though, and I was forced to park in the dirt lot across the street along with the rest of the stragglers. 
 
    “The Goddess fears that the waif will become a demon?” Daraxandriel frowned as we waited anxiously on the curb for a break in the traffic. “Such is impossible. Tainted though it is, she still possesses a soul.” 
 
    “Unless she decides to sign it away for even greater power, like Angelica Spencer did.” I didn’t think Susie would actually do that, if only because she hated to give up anything she viewed as hers, but who knew what a particularly enterprising demon might offer her in exchange? A succubus, even a pretend one like Susie, would be virtually unstoppable with the power of a Guardian Stone at her command. “We need to convince her to give up her Stone.” 
 
    “How are we to do that? Our words will fall upon deaf ears.” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I sighed. A gap opened up in the flow of cars and we jogged across the street onto the school grounds, joining the dregs of tardy students hurrying to their classes before first bell rang. “At the very least, we need her to get rid of Max.” 
 
    “In that, we are in full agreement.” Daraxandriel had no love for Susie’s familiar and the feeling was definitely mutual. 
 
    We hurried up the steps leading to the front door where Mrs. Grady waited to pass judgement on all who crossed the threshold. My usual polo-and-khakis combo barely merited a sniff from her but she smiled in pleasure at Daraxandriel’s much-too-short skirt and much-too-tight and far-too-revealing blouse, both serious violations of Mrs. Grady’s unofficial but strictly-enforced dress code. 
 
    “What a delight to see you again, Miss Alexander!” she gushed. “If only the other girls had half your sense of style.” 
 
    “You’d arrest them for indecent exposure if they did,” I muttered to myself, but not quietly enough. Mrs. Grady’s gimlet gaze locked on me like a laser. 
 
    “What was that, Mr. Collins?” she demanded frostily. 
 
    “Nothing! I was just saying that we arrived in decent time for my exam.” 
 
    “Then you shouldn’t be lollygagging about in the hall, should you?” she observed tartly before turning back to Daraxandriel with a smile that amplified every wrinkle on her face. “Have a wonderful day, Miss Alexander.” 
 
    “Thou as well, Dame Grady,” she responded politely. She barely had time to drop a curtsy before I grabbed her hand and hauled her away. We made it inside the classroom with mere seconds to spare before the bell rang. 
 
    The only positive thing that came out of my physics exam was that I had plenty of time to make up for it before the semester ended. It was hard to concentrate on coefficients of friction and pulley equations with Susie’s imminent demise lurking in the back of my mind the entire time. I didn’t bother asking Daraxandriel how she did. Near as I could tell, she just checked off random answers and spent the rest of the time illuminating the pages like a medieval manuscript. Mr. Patterson would probably give her the highest grade in class just for the artistic value alone. 
 
    World History was next on my schedule, just a few doors down, so I leaned against the wall and let my fellow students flow past like khaki blood cells in a linoleum artery. Quite a few of them greeted Daraxandriel and she cheerfully responded to each of them by name. She was going to give Melissa Andrews a run for her money when we voted for homecoming queen at the end of the month. 
 
    A burst of laughter heralded the approach of a gaggle of young girls, freshmen and sophomores to judge from the flash of braces and too-bright nail polish. Right in their midst, to my astonishment, strode Susie, clearly the gravitational center of their orbits as they swept past. I started to call out to her but my voice caught in my throat as her emerald eyes snapped to mine, promising immediate and painful death if I so much as uttered a sound. The other girls instantly picked up on her displeasure and they all eyed me narrowly in ominous silence. Their excited chatter didn’t resume until they were well down the hall, once more hidden by the crowd. 
 
    “Wow, what did you do to piss her off?” Justin’s sudden appearance at my side nearly sent me flailing in surprise. You wouldn’t normally associate the word stealthy with a six-and-a-half-foot-tall red-headed teenager. 
 
    “I exist,” I grumbled. 
 
    Justin nodded at my sage observation. “I know what you mean. Cindy’s the same way.” Justin had more brothers and sisters than I could shake a stick at. I don’t know how he manages to keep them straight. “So, ready to fight some Nazis? Or read about them, anyway?” 
 
    I heaved a sigh and joined my fellow students migrating to their next classes. World War II was a child’s birthday party compared to what was going to happen if we didn’t get Susie back on track. My backpack felt like it was stuffed full of ticking timebombs with nothing but red wires to cut. I had no idea how I was going to defuse this crisis before it was too late. 
 
    I endured Mr. Graham’s lecture on how the flaws in France’s Maginot Line ultimately led to the evacuation at Dunkirk, followed by another round of verb-mangling in Señora Garcia’s Spanish class. When the fourth bell finally released us for lunch, I barely had the will to shamble down the stairs to the cafeteria. Daraxandriel, on the other hand, practically skipped in anticipation of her usual double helping of french fries. 
 
    The line already snaked out the door into the hall and we joined the tail end, shuffling forward step by step. The noise level jumped dramatically when we made it through the entrance and I glanced around the room with a vague feeling of unease. 
 
    “Why does everyone look so young?” I wondered aloud. The girls were barely out of training bras and facial hair was just a myth for the boys. 
 
    “Whyfor should they not?” Daraxandriel frowned. “Art thou not numbered amongst the most senior of the acolytes attending this academy?”  
 
    “I suppose.” I’m sure she meant that to be reassuring but I was a year older than most of my peers in Grade 12. The school boards in St. Louis, Missouri, and Hellburn, Texas, had very different ideas as to what subjects sixth-graders should take, forcing me to repeat a year when Dad became Chief of Police here. I wasn’t bitter about the injustice of it all, or so I kept telling myself. 
 
    We finally made it through the food line and scanned the room for someplace to sit. There weren’t any empty tables but we managed to snag a couple of vacant chairs and sat with our trays precariously balanced on our knees. Daraxandriel kept her head down, concentrating on her fries, but I scanned the cafeteria as I gnawed on my burger, looking for Susie. Her pale blonde hair should have been easy to spot but she wasn’t especially tall and the room was a riot of motion and color. 
 
    “Do you see Susie anywhere?” I asked Daraxandriel. She paused in mid-fry and looked around. 
 
    “Ngfh,” she said and then she swallowed and tried again. “Nay. Mayhap she brought her own meal and consumes it elsewhere.” 
 
    “She’s been eating here pretty regularly this year.” I tried my Sight just in case Susie’s odylic barrier had slipped but all I picked up were a couple of unfamiliar witch auras, probably from the few members of the Hellburn coven still in school. With Stacy and the McCaffrey twins off to college and Susie doing her own thing now, Mrs. Kendricks was going to have to replenish the coven’s ranks sooner rather than later. 
 
    I detected another aura, stronger than the others, and twisted around in my chair to see who it was. I was distracted by the sight of Melissa Andrews standing there, clad in her form-fitting black-and-orange cheerleader outfit, but when I checked again, I realized that the aura was hers. 
 
    “What is amiss, Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel followed my gaze and her back stiffened. “Art thou lusting after Melissa?” she demanded suspiciously. “Thou didst proclaim thy heart was mine.” 
 
    “I’m not lusting after her,” I assured her, although you’d be hard-pressed to find any male with a pulse who could say that truthfully. “She’s a witch!” 
 
    “Do not disparage her so!” she protested. “Melissa is my friend and possessed of good character.” 
 
    “No, I mean she’s a literal witch. I can See her aura.” It wasn’t the shadowy black one I recalled from the previous timeline, though. This one had a deep violet hue to it. 
 
    “Verily?” She peered at Melissa for a moment and then her glowing eyes widened in surprise. “It is so! Yet she is not of Dame Kendrick’s coven. From whence would she have learned the art of witchcraft?” We looked at each other as the realization struck us both at the same moment. “The waif!” 
 
    As if summoned by her words, Susie appeared beside Melissa, bearing a salad on her tray. The two of them surveyed the cafeteria for a place to sit and Susie’s eyes met mine. Her irritated scowl sent a shiver down my back and she deliberately turned her back on me, marching to a table overflowing with freshmen boys. At a word and an imperious gesture from her, they snatched up their belongings and fled the cafeteria like the Dread Lord Himself was after them. Susie claimed their abandoned table and Melissa joined her, followed shortly after by three other girls I didn’t know. They were all witches and, by some eerie coincidence, everyone except Susie had black hair. 
 
    “I don’t like the looks of this,” I murmured to Daraxandriel. “Susie’s assembling her own coven.” Never mind the fact that, in my previous life, Melissa came this close to murdering me for my Philosopher’s Stone. To be fair, she wanted to use it to destroy Metraxion and Lady Nyx, but all things considered, Melissa and magic were not a reassuring combination. 
 
    I couldn’t confront Susie in the middle of the school cafeteria surrounded by hundreds of witnesses, not to mention her cabal of witches who would no doubt come to her defense. My best bet was to talk to her on the ride home and somehow convince her to submit to the Goddess’s will. I couldn’t imagine that conversation going well, no matter what opening line I picked. 
 
    I looked at the remaining half of my burger and set it down with a sigh. There was no point hanging around here taking up space with no appetite, so I headed to the trash bin to dump everything, although Daraxandriel managed to snag my fries before they disappeared down the chute. 
 
    We hung out in the library until it was time to head downstairs for Algebra. We made it all the way to the classroom door before I had the uneasy sensation of being watched. I scanned the other students milling around behind me, but they were all either lost in their own gloomy thoughts or chattering away with their friends, except for one girl. 
 
    She looked away the moment our eyes met, trying to pretend she hadn’t been watching me. I didn’t recognize her but her black hair and blood-red aura identified her as one of Susie’s cronies. She was young, maybe a little older than Susie, and extraordinarily beautiful, with glacier-blue eyes and full lips and a budding figure that probably had the boys in her class drooling on their textbooks. I checked to See if she was wearing some sort of glamour, but no, she really did look like that. 
 
    “Dara!” I whispered out of the corner of my mouth, although the girl couldn’t possibly hear me from way over there. “Do you know who that is?” 
 
    “Of whom dost thou speak?” Daraxandriel asked uncertainly. “There are many present.” 
 
    “That girl with the black hair.” 
 
    Daraxandriel rolled her eyes. “Thy meager description is woefully inadequate. Most here are dark-haired.” 
 
    I didn’t want to spook the girl by pointing at her. “She’s wearing a white blouse and –” 
 
    “Move it, Collins.” One of thugs from the football team shoved me out of his way, nearly sending me stumbling into the lockers. I swallowed my angry retort since I liked my teeth where they were, but when I looked for the girl again, there was no sign of her. 
 
    “Shoot, she’s gone,” I grumbled. “I bet Susie sent her to keep an eye on me.” 
 
    “To what end?” Daraxandriel frowned. “Thou both dost abide within the same dwelling, she cannot avoid thee for long.” 
 
    “I don’t know and that worries me,” I admitted. “Susie’s going to do everything in her power to keep me from turning her away from the Dark Side and she has a lot of power.” 
 
    “The Dark Side?” she echoed with a puzzled look. “Where is that?” 
 
    “Sorry, another cultural reference. I’ll explain it later. Let’s get inside, the bell’s about to ring.”  
 
    I glimpsed the girl again on the trek between Algebra and Computer Science, watching me from the top of the stairs. I grabbed Daraxandriel’s arm to point her out but she scurried out of sight before I got her facing in the right direction. 
 
    “Thine admirer is most elusive,” Daraxandriel observed tartly. “Art thou certain she is not merely a figment of thine imagination?” 
 
    “She’s as real as you are,” I retorted. “Susie probably taught her that invisibility glamour.” 
 
    “I shall take thine assertion under advisement,” she sniffed, “ere I have the evidence of her existence from mine own eyes.” 
 
    “Your faith in my unsubstantiated word is truly heartening,” I told her sourly. “Let’s go.” 
 
    My final class of the day, Chemistry, was located on the top floor on the north end of the building, presumably to minimize the collateral damage if someone accidentally created nitroglycerin during a lab experiment. I kept my head on a swivel the entire way, starting to feel a little paranoid when I didn’t spot my mysterious stalker anywhere. 
 
    Did she change her appearance? I wondered uneasily, checking the eyes of every girl we passed. Is she hiding behind a glamour? Did I just imagine her? The sense of relief I felt when I saw her at the far end of the hall was almost overwhelming. 
 
    “There she is!” This time, I didn’t care whether the girl knew that I knew she was spying on me, I wanted answers. I sprinted down the hall, leaving angry shouts and confused looks in my wake. The girl looked around quickly for an escape route but the only door near her was the emergency exit which would set off an alarm as soon as it was opened. She just stood there watching me charge right at her and then, between one blink and the next, she disappeared. 
 
    I wasn’t fooled, she was obviously using a glamour. I waved my arms around in the space where she’d been standing but all I felt was air. I lunged left and right, using my Sight to See which way she went, but I came up empty. She absolutely, positively wasn’t there anymore. 
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered to myself, looking around helplessly. Belatedly, I realized that my fellow classmates were standing there gaping at me in stunned silence. I must have looked like a lunatic attacking absolutely nothing.  
 
    “Oh, um, there was a bee,” I stammered and they eyed me askance as they edged into the classroom, maintaining a safe distance, until Daraxandriel and I were left alone in the hall. “You saw her, at least, right?” She cleared her throat and studied her toes. “Right?” I prompted. 
 
    “My gaze was fixed upon thine antics,” she confessed. “I did not perceive the girl who so enthralls thee.” 
 
    “Great.” I rubbed my eyes with a grimace. Maybe I was just seeing things after all. No, I told myself firmly. I saw what I saw. I’ll tell Susie her little mind game isn’t working and she’ll call off her ninja stalker. 
 
    Right, drawled Little Peter. Because Susie’s well-known for doing what she’s told. 
 
    Shut up. “Let’s go,” I sighed. “I can’t wait for this day to be over.” 
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    It’s impossible to hide these days. Your phone continuously tracks your location, every credit card transaction you make is recorded, and your digital image was probably captured at some point today. If you’re not featured on a neighbor’s doorbell video or the footage of a convenience store security camera, you’re immortalized in Google Streets standing on a corner picking something out of your teeth. There’s no escape. 
 
    Sure, you could cut your electronic umbilical cord and go completely off the grid, but what kind of life is that? Living off the land, communing with nature, discovering true inner peace, that’s no way to live. How can you stay connected with the rest of humanity when tweets are just the sounds birds make in the morning? How can you feel any sense of self-worth if you can’t immediately rebut a stranger’s Facebook post with an irrelevant link to a debunked conspiracy theory? How can watching actual cats frolic in the grass compare to seeing a photo of one with a cutely misspelled tagline? It’s not natural. 
 
    Fortunately, most of us manage to get through our day without worrying about The Man watching every move we make. Even if some shadowy government entity had some reason to keep an eye on us, they’d quickly lose interest after following our dull and mundane lives. Our best protection against invasion of privacy is the sheer tedium of our normal existences. 
 
      
 
    Since Susie didn’t know where the Mustang was parked, Daraxandriel and I waited for her on the steps outside the school’s main entrance. I kept an eye out for my stalker as well but she was nowhere to be seen. I couldn’t decide whether that was a good thing or not. On the one hand, it might mean that she was done spying on me. On the other hand, maybe she was just getting better at hiding. My shoulder blades tingled like someone was about to shove a dagger between them. 
 
    The hordes of students escaping their academic incarceration slowed from a flood to a stream to a trickle before it finally dawned on me that there was no way Susie was going to get into a car with me. She probably snuck out the side entrance and took the bus home or hitched a ride with one of her new-found witch friends. I looked down at Daraxandriel, who was sitting on the steps with her elbow on her knee and her chin in her hand looking bored out of her horned skull.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I told her. “She’s obviously not coming.” 
 
    “The waif but delays the inevitable,” she sniffed, getting to her feet and dusting off her tail. “Ere day passes into night, thou shalt bring her to heel.” 
 
    “We need to track her down sooner rather than later. Susie’s an expert at staying out of sight. If we can’t convince her to give up all this demon nonsense before the Goddess runs out of patience, well –” I let my worries go unvoiced but Daraxandriel acknowledged them with a solemn nod. 
 
    We left the school grounds and stood on the curb waiting to cross over to the overflow lot. The street was still nose-to-tail with cars as teens tried to maneuver their way out of the parking lot past parents jockeying to retrieve their offspring. I was debating whether it would be faster to hike down to the corner to catch the light when I caught sight of a familiar blond-haired teen standing not far away. 
 
    “Cameron!” I called. He turned and his smile exposed his dimples as he raised his hand in greeting. 
 
    “Peter, Dara,” he said with a polite nod as Daraxandriel and I approached. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “Great,” I told him. “Do you need a ride? We can give you a lift.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I’m actually waiting for my driving instructor.” 
 
    “You’re taking driving lessons?” I asked incredulously. “When did you turn sixteen?” I always just assumed he was the same age as Susie and her birthday wasn’t for another month. 
 
    “A couple of weeks ago. Mom always told me how appropriate it was that she went into labor on Labor Day,” he grinned. 
 
    “Oh, well, happy belated birthday, then. I’m surprised Susie didn’t mention anything about it.” Considering how close-mouthed Susie was about her personal life, though, surprised wasn’t really the right word. Not surprised was closer to the mark. 
 
    “That’s odd,” he said. “She came to the party. She even gave me this as a present.” Cameron fished a chain out from under his polo shirt, revealing a white, almost transparent, crystal. In my Sight, though, it was filled with a soothing blue glow. 
 
    “Is that a wardstone?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    He nodded as he tucked it away. “She said it should protect me against most demonic attacks.” 
 
    “Are you expecting to be attacked by demons?” 
 
    “No,” he shrugged amiably, “but better safe than sorry, I suppose. You know Susie.” 
 
    “Not as well as I thought,” I said, half to myself. “Look, speaking of Susie, there’s … well, there’s a problem.” 
 
    “Is she all right?” he asked in alarm. 
 
    “She’s fine,” I assured him, “but we’re worried about her, with all this –” I glanced around to make sure no one else was listening in, “– all this demon stuff she’s getting into. Have you noticed anything, well, different about her lately?” 
 
    “No-o-o,” he said slowly, “but I hardly ever talk to her these days.” 
 
    “You broke up?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he frowned. 
 
    “You don’t think so?” 
 
    “She’s been busy, or so she says. I asked her if we were still together and she threatened to turn me into a toad if I ever even hinted that I was leaving her. She can’t actually do that, can she?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” I told him, although I wouldn’t put it past her to try. “So what’s she been doing, then?” 
 
    He hesitated. “I’m not supposed to tell you. I’d rather not be a toad.” 
 
    “I’ll un-toad you. Is this about her coven?” 
 
    “Oh, you already know about that?” Cameron looked relieved. “Yeah, most of her time’s taken up with recruiting new members and training them.” 
 
    “How big is the coven?” I asked with sudden unease. “I saw four girls with her in the cafeteria.” 
 
    “There’s seven, I think, including Susie. Some of them are a bit older so they aren’t in school. The last time I talked to her, she said she wanted to get a couple more.” 
 
    “The waif seeks to form her own Circle of Nine,” Daraxandriel predicted. 
 
    “It looks that way,” I sighed. “They don’t all have black hair, do they?” I asked Cameron. 
 
    “No,” he replied, giving me a funny look. “Why would they?” 
 
    “There’s one girl I saw today, one of the black-haired ones. I think she’s following me.” I glanced around to make sure she hadn’t reappeared while I was distracted. “Do you know her name?” 
 
    “You’re going to have to narrow it down a bit,” he observed dryly. 
 
    “She’s very pretty.” 
 
    “They’re all pretty.” 
 
    “She’s about Susie’s age and she has blue eyes.” 
 
    Cameron’s brows knitted together. “Sorry, she doesn’t sound familiar but I haven’t met all the witches yet.” 
 
    “What about the ones you have met? Are they good? In the witching skills sense, I mean.” 
 
    “I have no idea,” he said, spreading his hands apologetically. “Other than Susie, I’ve never seen any of them do magic.” 
 
    “They don’t do magic when they get together for coven meetings?” 
 
    “I’m sure they do but I’m not invited.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I’m not a witch. Or a warlock,” he added. He didn’t sound at all disappointed at his lack of magical ability, that was just how things were. 
 
    “We need to find out what Susie’s up to,” I told Daraxandriel. “She wouldn’t voluntarily hang out with other people, let alone actively recruit them, unless she needed them for something.” She nodded with a pensive look. “Where and when do they meet?” I asked Cameron. 
 
    “I don’t know. Susie isn’t talking to me, remember?” 
 
    “Can you try to find out? It’s really important.” 
 
    “Is she in trouble?” he asked seriously. 
 
    I hesitated. I didn’t want to worry him but as Susie’s boyfriend, he was our best shot at getting inside information on her coven. “Yes. We think Max is leading her away from the Goddess.” 
 
    “Towards the Dark Side,” Daraxandriel put in helpfully. 
 
    “Max? Her familiar?” Now Cameron looked very uneasy. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked him suspiciously. “Do you know something about Max?” 
 
    He chewed his lip as he considered his answer. “I’ll see what I can find out about what she’s doing. If you get a call from me and all you hear is ribbit, come un-toad me.”  
 
    A staccato blat from a nearby car horn turned us all around. A sedan with the words Hellburn Driving Academy and Caution: Student Driver plastered all over it sat by the curb a short distance away. The instructor, a middle-aged man with a clipboard and an expression that hinted he’d long ago lost all hope for humanity, was in the passenger seat, while the girl behind the wheel looked to be on the verge of a white-knuckled panic attack.  
 
    “I need to go,” Cameron said. “I’ll call you later if I find out anything.” He ducked into the back seat of the car without saying goodbye and, after a couple of false starts, the girl managed to pull into traffic without raising anyone’s insurance rates. I watched them inch away down the street. 
 
    “He’s hiding something,” I said to myself. 
 
    “Thou dost oft proclaim young Master Jacoby to be the most trustworthy soul in all existence,” Daraxandriel reminded me. 
 
    “He is,” I agreed. “So what is it about Max that’s making him so nervous? She can’t really hurt him, right? She’s just an imp.” Daraxandriel didn’t respond, gnawing on her lower lip with an uneasy expression. “Right?” 
 
    “I cannot say,” she admitted reluctantly. “I cannot discern her true nature. Didst thou not say the waif shields her familiar’s aura from thy Sight?” 
 
    “Yeah. I guess she doesn’t want the other witches to know Max isn’t a real cat.” I shook my head in frustration. This whole situation was getting muddier by the minute. “Let’s get home and see if Susie’s there. She can’t hide from us forever.” 
 
    We hopscotched across the street and joined the slow line of cars leaving the overflow lot. We were silent for the most part on the drive home, each of us lost in our thoughts. Mine were particularly gloomy. 
 
    I had no idea things had gotten so far out of hand. Why didn’t I notice what Susie was doing before this? I already knew the answer to that. None of us really understood Susie so we just left her alone in her room, since that seemed to be what she wanted. We only dragged her out into the daylight for meals and occasional holidays, as if she was some embarrassing family secret. It was no wonder that she turned to witchcraft when the opportunity arose. Mrs. Kendricks made her feel special and welcome; we made her feel strange and unwanted. Thanks to me and Mom and Dad, she was already halfway to Hell. 
 
    By the time I parked in front of the house, I was convinced I was the worst human being on the planet. I just stared through the window until Daraxandriel finally nudged me on the shoulder. 
 
    “Thou dost reek of melancholy and despair, Peter Simon Collins,” she observed. “What is amiss?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do about Susie,” I confessed. “Short of tying her up and breaking her bond with her Stone, I don’t see any way to stop her.” 
 
    “I could suckle upon thy manhood,” she suggested. 
 
    “How is that going to keep Susie from turning evil?” 
 
    “It will not, yet thy thoughts are mired in distress. Mayhap the release of thy seed shall set thy mind at ease and allow thee to discern the proper course of action.” Her tongue ran across her lips in slow motion as she eyed my lap and Little Peter twitched hopefully. 
 
    “No!” I told her firmly. “Sex isn’t going to solve anything. Come on, let’s get this over with.” I got out and hurried into the house before my resolve weakened. I headed straight to Susie’s room and flung open the door. “Susie, we need to – Hello?” She wasn’t there. I double-checked with my Sight and waved my arm through the empty space over her bed until I convinced myself she wasn’t just hiding behind a glamour. 
 
    “Has the waif fled from thee?” Daraxandriel asked from the hallway. She never entered Susie’s room if she could avoid it. 
 
    “I don’t think she came home at all. Her school bag isn’t here.” Under Cameron’s encouraging influence, the mounds of stuff littering Susie’s floor had gradually disappeared, although her desk was still a cluttered mess. It was a lot easier to tell if anything was missing or out of place. 
 
    “Where might she be, then?” she frowned. 
 
    “I have no idea.” Susie never lingered in school a minute longer than she had to and, other than occasional dates with Cameron and the Wednesday coven meetings she no longer attended, she had no other interests outside the house.  
 
    Until now, I thought dourly. Maybe her new Circle of Nine meets on Wednesdays too. “Let’s see if Mom knows where she is.” 
 
    Finding Mom proved to be almost as great a challenge. She wasn’t in the kitchen or the laundry room or the back yard but her van was still in the garage. I knocked tentatively on her bedroom door, figuring that she might be taking a nap, but I got no response. I ended up calling her and she answered right away. 
 
    “Peter!” she exclaimed cheerfully. “How was school?” 
 
    “It was okay. Where are you?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m just next door having tea with Margaret – you know, Mrs. Riesling. She was just showing me pictures of her new granddaughter. She’s so adorable!” she gushed. “She has her father’s eyes.” 
 
    “That’s great, Mom,” I said, rolling my own eyes. “Do you know where Susie is?” 
 
    “Oh, she called to say she was going over to a friend’s house. Some school project they’re working on, I think.” 
 
    That was a likely story. Not. “Did she say when she’d be back?” 
 
    “No, but she said she wouldn’t be home for dinner. I’m making pork chops, by the way. Is that all right with you and Dara?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s fine,” I sighed. “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    “I’ll be home in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Take your time, there’s no rush. Later.” I hung up with a sigh and summarized the conversation for Daraxandriel. “So much for staging an intervention before Dad gets home. I’ll volunteer to pick her up when she calls for a ride. She won’t be able to avoid us then.” Daraxandriel’s nod wasn’t nearly as encouraging as I’d hoped. “I’m open to other suggestions. In the meantime, all we can do is wait. And do homework,” I sighed. 
 
    That gloomy thought turned into a flash of panic when I realized that I didn’t have my backpack with me. My entire academic career was stuffed into its canvas-and-polyester maw, all of my cryptic notes, my half-finished assignments, and the deadlines for everything. Without them, I was doomed to repeat twelfth grade ad infinitum until I became a shambling, gray-haired shell of a man, cursed to wander the corridors of Hellburn High like some Dickensian ghost of students past. 
 
    I raced out to the Mustang and felt a metric ton of weight fall away when I found my errant belongings in the back seat, only to have it immediately replaced when I slung the backpack over my shoulder. The Hellburn Independent School District couldn’t drag itself into the digital age fast enough for me. 
 
    I found Daraxandriel standing in the hallway exactly where I left her. She was peering through my doorway as if it was a portal into another dimension instead of my bedroom. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Thy chambers are occupied.” 
 
    “By who? I mean whom.” English arguably had the largest vocabulary of any modern language, which made mastering the nuances of its haphazard grammatical rules all the more challenging. 
 
    “The waif’s familiar.” 
 
    I hurried to her side and looked in. Everything was perfectly normal except for the pile of black fur curled up on my pillow. “Oh, for crying out loud. Get off my bed, you stupid cat!”  
 
    Max opened one icy blue eye, gave me a Make me sort of look, and then settled down again. I just dropped my backpack and grabbed the pillow. Max was too startled to do anything except dig in her claws as I sent both of them sailing into the hallway like Aladdin on his flying carpet. I slammed the door even before I heard the thump of their landing and Max’s snarl of outrage. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” Belatedly, I realized Daraxandriel was still in the hallway, now accompanied by an angry and vengeful cat. I snatched the door open, yanked her inside, and slammed it closed again, just before something small and furious hit the other side at about knee height. 
 
    “And stay out!” I called. I heard a spitting hiss and then ominous silence but I didn’t dare look out to see what Max was doing.  
 
    “Thou hast banished the creature for the nonce,” Daraxandriel pointed out, “yet there is no egress from this place. We are imprisoned.” 
 
    “She’ll disappear once Mom comes home from the neighbor’s.” Even after all this time, Mom and Dad were completely oblivious to Max’s existence, although I had no idea where Max hid when she didn’t want to be seen. Maybe she really was an imp and could pop back into Hell whenever she wanted. I just wished she’d stay there. “We’ll just keep ourselves busy until then.” I eyed my backpack without any enthusiasm but Daraxandriel apparently something else in mind as she began to unbutton her blouse. “What are you doing?” I asked warily. 
 
    “Disrobing.” She held her blouse together in the front but let it slip off her shoulders. 
 
    “Um, why?” Not that I minded but Mom frowned on people wandering around the house in the altogether. 
 
    “I did offer to relieve thy distress,” she reminded me, kicking off her sneakers, “and I do not wish thy release to soil my clothing.” 
 
    “Look, I appreciate the thought but –” 
 
    A sudden thump on my door turned me around as a black paw reached through the gap at the bottom and felt around, snagging the carpet with its claws. Then it turned over and scratched at the inside of the door, as if Max was trying to open it from this side, despite the fact that her leg was three feet too short to reach the doorknob. 
 
    “Seriously?” I sighed, rolling my eyes. “Stop that, go bother someone else!” I nudged Max’s paw with my toe and barely jumped back in time to avoid a swipe that would have slashed through my shoe. “Leave us alone, you little monster!” 
 
    “Whyfor does the waif’s minion stalk us so?” Daraxandriel asked plaintively, using me as a human shield. “Her ire seems greatly magnified.” 
 
    “Susie probably told her to keep us busy while she’s off doing whatever she’s doing. It won’t work!” I called through the door. “We know how to deal with imps!” Max’s paw disappeared under the door but the menacing growl that followed sounded like it belonged to an angry tiger instead of a ten-pound housecat. “This is ridiculous. Dr. Bellowes gave me all of his demon-hunting spells, I refuse to be trapped in my own room by a stupid imp.” I summoned my pentagram, feeling a brief moment of vertigo as the star-filled window into outer space opened under my feet. “Get ready to open the door,” I told Daraxandriel, raising my hand. 
 
    “Art thou certain this is wise?” she asked worriedly. “The waif will surely object to the death of her familiar.” 
 
    “It’s her fault for siccing Max on us.” I jerked my chin at the door and she edged around my pentagram, leaning way over to grasp the doorknob while keeping her toes out of reach. I readied my fireball spell and then thought better of it. I could probably come up with an excuse for why the hallway smelled of brimstone after I obliterated Max but scorch marks in the carpet would be harder to explain away.  
 
    Instead, I settled for a simple force punch and made the appropriate gesture and effort of will to cause the ball of energy to build up in my palm. I focused on the spot where I figured Max would be and nodded to Daraxandriel. She yanked the door open and I started to throw the punch, but Max wasn’t there. I cautiously peeked into the hallway but it was deserted. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I sighed, letting the spell dissipate as my pentagram faded out. “She obviously heard us talking. Next time I’ll just splatter her as soon as I see her.” I retrieved my pillow and tossed it back onto my bed. 
 
    “An thy sibling has turned against thee, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel warned somberly, “thou art in mortal peril. Her soulstone is more potent than thine and her command of witchcraft more complete.” 
 
    “Susie’s not going to hurt me,” I retorted. “We’re just having a little disagreement, that’s all.” Daraxandriel’s cocked eyebrow conveyed a whole lot of skepticism. “Okay, a big disagreement, but that doesn’t change anything. We’ll get rid of Max and break up her would-be coven before things get out of hand and that’ll be the end of it.” Now her pursed lips skewed to the side. “Somehow,” I admitted grudgingly. “So, you were saying something about relief?” 
 
    “I’m back!” Mom’s cheerful singsong greeting sent Daraxandriel scrambling to do up her blouse while I let my shoulders slump with another long-suffering sigh and sent Little Peter a mental apology. It was obviously going to be one of those days. “Where is everyone?” She appeared in the doorway a few moments later and gave the two of us a sunny smile. “Welcome home!” she exclaimed, as if we just returned from a trip overseas. “How was your day?” 
 
    “Fine,” I told her. “You’re in a good mood today.” 
 
    “And why shouldn’t I be? It’s a beautiful day outside, I’m caught up on the chores, and I feel wonderful! I haven’t been this relaxed in, oh, eighteen or twenty years.” 
 
    “That’s suspiciously close to my age,” I noted. 
 
    “Well, children certainly fill up your day,” she stated with a careless wave of her hand. “You’ll understand soon enough when your first child is born.” 
 
    “Don’t hold your breath on that. I’m in no rush to have kids, if ever.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure of that,” she countered, winking at Daraxandriel. “Children have a way of surprising you. Well, I’m going to sit outside and soak up some sun before I start dinner. Try not to make too much noise.” Mom waltzed off, leaving me blinking after her in bemusement. 
 
    “Well, that was weird. And what was with all that talk about having kids? It’s like she thinks –” I gaped at Daraxandriel in sudden alarm. “Wait a minute, you’re not … you’re not pregnant, are you?” 
 
    She tilted her head at me in puzzlement. “Nay, certes not.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” I breathed. “It’s just that we’ve done it a lot and it never occurred to me to use protection. I just figured that, since we’re different species and all … Wait, can you get pregnant? From a human, I mean?” 
 
    “It is not unknown,” she replied with a dubious look, “yet human seed is feeble. Like husks cast upon fertile ground, the coupling of a human male and demon female rarely spawns. Not so the reverse,” she added. “The seed of a demon male is most potent and would assuredly quicken within a human female’s womb.” 
 
    “Thereby driving the plots of many supernatural thrillers. Well, that’s a relief, I guess. I’ve got enough to worry about without adding fatherhood to the list. I should probably borrow some of Dad’s condoms, just in case.” Just the thought of doing that made me cringe inside. “Or maybe you can go on the pill.” 
 
    “Which pill would that be?” she asked with a quizzical frown. 
 
    “It’s – no, on second thought, forget I ever brought it up. It probably doesn’t work on demons and besides, you don’t have health insurance.” I eyed my fallen backpack with a resentful sigh. It was hard to generate any enthusiasm for homework with the fate of the world resting on my shoulders but I doubted my teachers would accept that as an excuse for missing an assignment. “So who’s ready to write a history paper?” 
 
    “Not I,” Daraxandriel declared. “Thou art welcome to dwell upon the past. I look only towards the future.” She settled herself cross-legged on the bed and picked up the manga she was reading from the nightstand. Ironically, the series she was going through, The Grand Mechanical Company, was set nearly a hundred and fifty years ago in a steampunk version of the Victorian era, but I supposed that was the future to someone who knew Shakespeare personally. 
 
    “Lord Weatherly is actually an automaton,” I told her sourly and she sucked in her breath in dismay. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” she protested. “Thou didst swear upon thine honor not to spoil the tale!” 
 
    “The bolts in his neck should have given it away by now,” I retorted. 
 
    “Verily?” She peered at the illustrations in the book. “I thought them to be mere decoration.” 
 
    “Nope, they hold his head on. Enjoy the rest of the story.”  
 
    I dragged my backpack over to my desk and plopped into my chair. I extracted my history text and waved my hand over its cover, intoning, “Presto papyrus historicum.” My history paper failed to materialize out of thin air and I shook my head resignedly. 
 
    What’s the point of having magic if it doesn’t make your life easier? I wondered dourly. I already knew the answer to that, though, so I opened the book and got to work. 
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    An obsession is an addiction that’s focused outward instead of inward. Someone who’s addicted wants to experience that feeling again through drugs or alcohol or sex or whatever originally overstimulated the pleasure centers of their brain. Someone who’s obsessed, on the other hand, wants something they either don’t currently have or want more of. All other considerations – friends, family, health – fall by the wayside in their single-minded pursuit of possessing that thing. 
 
    Tales of obsessive personalities abound in history and literature. Narcissus was obsessed with himself. King Midas was obsessed with gold. Gollum was obsessed with the One Ring. All of these stories end in tragedy and death. When one thing becomes more important than anything else, disaster can’t be far away. 
 
    I don’t own a lot of stuff and I’m not deeply attached to any of it, with the possible exception of my Philosopher’s Stone. If a tornado destroyed our house and blew everything we had into the next county, I wouldn’t spend the rest of my life crawling through ditches and empty fields looking for any of it, with the possible exception of my Philosopher’s Stone. There aren’t many Stones out there, after all, and I need it to protect the people I love. I’d certainly be upset if someone took it from me and I’d do everything in my power to get it back, even if I had to venture into Hell itself. It is my Precious … 
 
      
 
    I sat slumped in my chair in front of my laptop, propping my head up and trying to keep my eyes open as I reread my paper on how the Potsdam Declaration led to Japan’s rise as an economic power a mere generation after the end of World War II. It wasn’t that I wasn’t interested in the subject matter – although I wasn’t – but the mental effort required to stay focused on it wore me down. Every other paragraph seemed to have a word or phrase that reminded me of Susie or Maxwell or the Goddess, and my Philosopher’s Stone’s regenerative effects were of absolutely no use in reeling my wandering thoughts back in.  
 
    Didn’t Dr. Bellowes have a spell to improve concentration? I wished I’d thought of that earlier but there was no point digging it up now. I leaned back and stretched my arms over my head, hearing and feeling the cracking of my cervical vertebrae. I glanced behind me and saw that Daraxandriel was sprawled across the bed, already halfway through the next volume of The Grand Mechanical Company, butt-naked with her tail curled over her shoulder as if it was reading along with her.  
 
    She didn’t normally strip down before dinner, thanks to Mom’s prohibition on nudity outside the bedroom, so maybe there was some truth to Daraxandriel’s claim of some seductive force pervading the house. I wasn’t doing anything different so it had to be Susie, but I couldn’t imagine how or why. Despite her obsession with becoming a succubus, she didn’t seem to have any interest in sex at all, not that we’d ever discussed it. I’d have to ask Cameron about it the next time we spoke. I wasn’t worried about him and Susie doing anything they shouldn’t. Cameron had enough moral rectitude for a whole litany of saints, he’d be able to resist any temptations she might send his way, faux-succubus or not. Regardless, he was her boyfriend, he’d have to know what she was up to even if he wasn’t directly involved. 
 
    Except she’s been avoiding him too, I recalled with a frown. Is she really too busy to be with him like she said, or is she hiding something from him? Maybe she’s seeing someone else. She never had visitors at home but she went out on patrol almost every night. Maybe she’s meeting up with someone other than imps. 
 
    I shuddered at the thought. Not so much at Susie doing something potentially reckless, which would be par for the course for her, but contemplating my sister’s sexuality was territory I never wanted to enter.  
 
    I’ll ask Cameron, I told myself as I saved my paper before sending it off to the printer in Dad’s office. I stuffed my history textbook into my backpack and eyed the algebra textbook next to it, trying to decide if I had enough brainpower left to tackle Chapter 5 before dinner. 
 
    I was rescued by my phone suddenly playing the opening measures of the Sapphire Crown theme song. Daraxandriel didn’t react, although her tail swiveled around as I glanced at the display. There was no caller ID, just a terse Private Number, so I swiped my finger to the left to reject the call and send it to voicemail. Five seconds later, my phone rang again with the same indication. I rejected it again, hoping they’d get the hint, but to no avail. On the third call, I huffed my irritation and swiped right. 
 
    “I’m not interested,” I told them. 
 
    “You don’t know what I’m offering.” The caller was unmistakably female.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter, just take me off your list.” 
 
    “But it’s a very exclusive list, Peter,” she chuckled, a warm and throaty sound. 
 
    My finger paused over the disconnect button. “Do I know you?” 
 
    “Not yet, but you will. My name is Virginia Maxwell. I’m with the Occult Investigations division.” 
 
    That sat me up straight in my chair. The Occult Investigations team was Fay Morgan’s clandestine group of witches and warlocks within the FBI, dedicated to eliminating demonic threats and ensuring that nobody, especially their bosses, knew that demons and witches were real.  
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. Daraxandriel made a disapproving noise behind me to convey her displeasure at the distraction but I ignored her. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Agent Maxwell laughed gently in my ear. “Something’s always wrong in our line of work, but no, the world’s not about to end. I’m in Hellburn on temporary assignment and Fay suggested I touch bases with you while I’m here.” 
 
    “Oh.” I felt a bit deflated at that. A new demonic crisis would be a welcome break from algebra. “Shouldn’t Agent Prescott be handling whatever it is?” 
 
    “Didn’t you know? He’s with his blushing bride-to-be up in Pennsylvania, meeting his future in-laws for the first time. I’d rather face a Level Three incursion, frankly.” 
 
    “Oh.” I wasn’t a formal member of Mrs. Kendricks’ coven so I supposed she didn’t have any particular obligation to keep me informed of her whereabouts. Still, having the two most experienced witches out of town while all this business with Susie was going on made me uneasy. At least Morgan took things seriously enough to send a replacement. “Well, welcome, I guess.” 
 
    “I’d like to meet up with you,” Maxwell went on. “Fay filled me in on the situation down here but I’d like to get the story from someone who was actually here when it all happened. It all sounds a bit fantastical, to be honest,” she admitted. “Demon lords and Philosopher’s Stones and – what did Fay call her – the Spawn of Darkness?” 
 
    “It’s all true,” I sighed, “unfortunately.” 
 
    “I can hardly wait to hear all about it. I’m staying at the Hellburn Hilton.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly. I eyed my backpack, trying to estimate how much homework I had left to do and how long my conversation with Maxwell would likely take. “We can be there by seven.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Dara and me. Daraxandriel, I mean.” Now Daraxandriel looked over at me with a puzzled frown. 
 
    “Oh, yes, your pet demon. Fay mentioned her.” 
 
    “She’s not my pet,” I retorted tersely. 
 
    “Of course,” Maxwell agreed smoothly, although it was obvious she didn’t believe me. “Regardless, let’s leave her out of this for now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Company policy. She’s the enemy, after all.” 
 
    “She’s not our enemy! She helped us against Metraxion!” 
 
    “Demons aren’t known for their sense of loyalty. They’ll stab each other in the back just for the pleasure of it.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t –” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Peter, I didn’t realize how much she really means to you. My previous encounters with succubi were, well, less than ideal. Let me make it up to you. Meet me at the hotel and I’ll take you out to dinner, courtesy of the federal government.” 
 
    I was sorely tempted to tell her where to stick her dinner but she did apologize and she did need to know what she was getting into. “We’re about to have dinner here. We’ll come over afterwards.” 
 
    There was a beat of silence. “I’ve had a long day and you have school tomorrow, don’t you? I doubt either of us wants to be up late tonight. Let’s talk over dinner and get to bed early. All right?” 
 
    I sighed in resignation, wondering how I was going to explain this to Mom. “Fine. We’ll be there –” 
 
    “Just you and me. I can claim you as a civilian consultant on the expense report but Daraxandriel, Demon Expert, isn’t going to pass muster with the accounting department.” 
 
    That was obviously just an excuse and a pretty feeble one at that. Maxwell could simply call her Dara Alexander like everyone else in Hellburn did but she clearly didn’t want Daraxandriel there. It didn’t really matter, I’d tell her everything that happened anyway, but it stuck in my craw.  
 
    “Fine,” I gritted finally. “I’ll be there in about twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Wonderful. I’ll see you then.” She hung up before I got her phone number or room number but I could ask for her at the front desk when I got there. I tucked my phone into my back pocket with a sigh. 
 
    “Is aught amiss?” Daraxandriel asked worriedly, sitting up on the bed. 
 
    “No, everything’s fine,” I assured her. “I’m meeting up with someone from Agent Morgan’s team.” 
 
    “Bide but a moment and I shall accompany thee,” she said, looking around for her clothes. As usual, they were scattered across the floor. 
 
    “No, she doesn’t want you there. You have to stay here.” 
 
    Her head tilted in confusion. “Whyfor?” 
 
    “She has this thing about demons. Don’t worry about it, I’ll be back in a little while.” 
 
    She hugged her book to her chest as she looked around the room helplessly. “Yet what am I to do in thine absence?” 
 
    “Anything you want. Finish your book, play Legends of Lorecraft, watch TV. Dinner should be ready soon,” I added hopefully. She just shook her head, looking completely lost, and it occurred to me that this would be the first time since she appeared on our doorstep four months ago that we’d be apart for more than a few minutes. I cleared my throat awkwardly. “Look, I’ll come back as soon as I can. Just keep yourself busy.” 
 
    She nodded forlornly, looking at me like a puppy abandoned on the side of the road wondering why its master was leaving without it. I hurried out the door before my resolve weakened and poked my head into the kitchen. Mom was doing her thing over the stove, humming contentedly to herself. 
 
    “Mom, I need to head out.” She turned to look at me with an expression that suggested I wasn’t speaking English. “Something came up. With school,” I lied. “A last-minute assignment I need to work on.” 
 
    She looked from me to the dripping spatula in her hand to the pork chops sizzling in the skillet. “But dinner’s almost ready,” she protested. “Your father will be home any minute. There’s too much food for just the two of us.” 
 
    “The three of you.” Her head tilted just like Dara’s. “Dara’s staying here.” 
 
    “You had a fight?” she gasped in horror. 
 
    “What? No!” 
 
    “You broke up?” 
 
    “No! We’re perfectly fine, I’m just going out to meet someone and she’s staying here! That’s all there is to it!” 
 
    “Whatever it is, I’m sure you can work it out,” she said hopefully. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong,” I insisted tersely. “We’re still madly in love with each other. I just need to go out for a little while.” 
 
    “You don’t have to, you can borrow your father’s condoms –” 
 
    “That’s not why I’m going out! I’m just going to meet someone and I’ll be back in a couple of hours. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” Mom eyed me like I was an escaped mental patient before she turned back to the stove. “I don’t see why you don’t want Dara to be with you,” she muttered to herself. “It’s not normal.” 
 
    I gave up trying to convince her that everything was okay and just left, although I had to take a few deep breaths before starting the car. The sun was setting behind me, making the downtown area look like it was on fire in my rearview mirror as I zigzagged through what passed for rush hour traffic in Hellburn, drumming my fingers impatiently at every red light. I pulled into the hotel parking lot just a couple of minutes later than I predicted. There were plenty of spaces, a far cry from the crowded chaos of prom night, and I parked right across from the entrance. 
 
    The lobby doors split open as I approached and I passed someone going out, but I was too preoccupied to pay any attention to them. The sooner this meeting with Agent Maxwell was over, the happier everyone would be.  
 
    I was halfway to the front desk before I realized someone was calling my name. I turned and saw a woman standing in the doorway with a hand on her cocked hip, watching me with an equally cocked eyebrow. 
 
    She didn’t look at all like I imagined. She was older than me, of course, but not that old, maybe thirty at most. She wore a tailored blazer and skirt over a V-necked blouse and shoes with heels that were a bit too tall to be called practical. Her russet brown hair, the same hue as her lips and nails, flowed in artfully crafted waves to her shoulders and her eyes were mesmerizing, a deep golden brown that glittered like antique gold coins. She was, in a word, gorgeous. 
 
    “If you’re done gawking,” she said with an amused smirk, “let’s go. I’m starving.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, sorry,” I stammered as I hurried across to her. “You’re Agent Maxwell, right?” 
 
    “In the flesh.” She took my arm like we’d known each other for years and guided me outside. In her heels, she was the same height as me. “Call me Max, though. All my friends do.” 
 
    I stopped in my tracks, breaking her hold on me. “Max?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “What’s wrong with Max?” Those amazing eyes narrowed dangerously. 
 
    “N-nothing. It’s just that it’s going to be confusing.” 
 
    “Why? Do you already have a friend called Max?” 
 
    “Not a friend, exactly.” 
 
    “Oh? Then what?” 
 
    I wasn’t about to get into Susie’s situation while standing in a hotel parking lot so I said, reluctantly, “She’s a cat.” 
 
    “A cat.” I nodded. “Well, I’m reasonably certain you’ll be able to tell us apart.”  
 
    Maxwell took my hand this time and pulled me towards the line of cars in front of the entrance. I tried to retrieve my keys from my right pocket with my left hand and point at the same time.  
 
    “It’s the –” 
 
    “– Mustang. I know, I saw you drive up.”  
 
    She walked up beside it and finally released me. I dug out my keys, unlocked the car, and started to walk around to the driver’s side before I realized she was just standing there with another cocked eyebrow. It took me a couple of seconds to figure out what the problem was and then I hurried around to her side and opened the door for her. She flashed me a brilliant smile as she slipped into the passenger seat. Mustangs weren’t designed for tight clothing and her skirt rode up to mid-thigh. She made only a token attempt to tug it back into place as she reached for the seatbelt and I closed the door before Little Peter got any ideas in his head. 
 
    “The desk clerk recommended a restaurant,” she said as I inserted myself behind the wheel and started the engine. “Goodwin’s. Have you been there?” 
 
    “Goodwin’s?” I echoed doubtfully. “It’s … kind of expensive.” When she suggested dinner, I imagined something more like the Sizzler. 
 
    Maxwell shrugged carelessly. “It’s on the government’s tab. We have to use up our travel budget before the end of the year or we lose it.” 
 
    “Okay, if that’s what you want.” I glanced down at myself, assessing whether I was dressed well enough to be admitted into Goodwin’s hallowed interior. A polo and khakis barely passed muster – a suit and tie would have been far better – but at least they were clean. Maybe the maître d’ wouldn’t notice my sneakers. 
 
    Maxwell twisted around in her seat to face me as I backed out, resting her chin on her hand like I was the most fascinating person she ever met. “So, tell me all about yourself,” she said with an encouraging nod. 
 
    “Um, why?” 
 
    “I like to know something about the people I work with. Things go a lot smoother that way. Besides,” she smiled, “I want to see if the things Fay told me are really true.” 
 
    “What did she say?” I asked uneasily.  
 
    “Oh, all sorts of stuff. You’re from the future, you’re the world’s greatest demon hunter, you saved the world from certain doom at least once, you’re a fantastic lay –” 
 
    “I’m a fantastic what?” My voice went so high on that last syllable I was surprised all the windows didn’t shatter, but Maxwell’s grin broadened, displaying her perfect teeth. 
 
    “Well, technically she said you were a hero, but it amounts to the same thing.” Her eyes swept down and up again and I gulped convulsively. “You’re not really from the future, are you?” 
 
    It took me a couple of tries to find my voice again. “Sort of,” I hedged. “It’s kind of complicated.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    By the time I pulled up to the curb half a block from Goodwin’s, I’d gone through all the highlights of my short career as a demon-hunting warlock. To her credit, Maxwell didn’t once scoff or call me a liar. She even looked impressed once or twice. 
 
    “Well,” she said as I opened her door and gave her a hand up, “that’s quite the tale, Peter. You’re as fascinating as Fay made you out to be. My time in Hellburn might not be as boring as I thought.” This time her smile had a calculating edge to it. 
 
    “It’s been pretty quiet recently,” I reminded her as I locked up. She took my arm again and allowed me to guide her across the street. 
 
    “Not for long,” she said offhandedly, surveying the buildings lining Milton Street in idle curiosity.  
 
    I almost stopped right there but there were cars coming. “What do you mean?” I asked, looking around anxiously. If there was a demonic threat nearby, I couldn’t sense it. 
 
    “Let’s get settled with our drinks first. You’re probably going to need one.” She refused to say any more on the subject and we arrived at the restaurant, marked only by a discrete brass plaque by the door. Inside, three other couples stood around with varying levels of patience in the dimly-lit foyer. 
 
    “There might be a bit of a wait,” I observed doubtfully. 
 
    “The clerk at the front desk made reservations for me.” The other guests moved aside as she headed straight for the hostess at the podium. “Maxwell, party of two,” she announced. 
 
    The hostess checked her register and nodded to herself. “Of course,” she said smoothly. “Please follow me, Ms. Maxwell.” She eyed me briefly, no doubt assessing our likely relationship. I was too old to be Maxwell’s son and too young to be her husband. Hopefully she settled on acquaintance or nephew instead of boy toy. 
 
    She led us through a maze of darkened alcoves, most of them occupied by couples in their Sunday best, and settled us in a corner lit only by a pair of shaded lanterns mounted on the walls and a single candle in the center of the table. It was so intimate and romantic I half-expected a violinist to come strolling by as Maxwell waited for me to pull out her chair for her. 
 
    “Marcel will be your server,” the hostess informed us, setting leather-bound menus in front of us. “Enjoy your dinner.” 
 
    “We will,” Maxwell assured her before turning her smile on me. The candle made her eyes glimmer like stars before she lowered them to peruse her menu. “So what’s good here?” 
 
    “I, uh, I don’t know,” I said, opening my own menu. I winced when my gaze strayed to the prices. I could eat lunch for a week at any fast-food joint for the cost of an appetizer. “I’ve only been here once before.”  
 
    “Well, as long as they have meat, I’m happy. What do you like, Peter?” The way she said that made me wonder if she was still talking about entrees but I stuck with the safe interpretation. 
 
    “Meat is good,” I agreed, scanning the list for the cheapest cut. My job at the Dairy Queen didn’t come with an expense account but I had trouble believing that a government auditor would sign off on this meal without questioning it. Maybe Agent Morgan had a special fund for bribing demons or something. 
 
    “Good evening, madam, sir.” An older man with thinning hair stood beside our table as if he’d been there all along and we only now noticed him. “Welcome to Goodwin’s. My name is Marcel and it will be my pleasure to serve you tonight. May I get you something to drink while you view our selections? Wine, a cocktail perhaps?” 
 
    “A glass of the house red,” Maxwell told him. 
 
    “Just a Coke, please,” I said. Marcel bowed slightly and did his vanishing trick. I remembered him from my only other visit to Goodwin’s but he clearly didn’t remember me. There was no reason he would, of course, since that entire timeline had been erased from existence. 
 
    “You’re not a drinker?” Maxwell asked, lifting an eyebrow. 
 
    “The drinking age in Texas is twenty-one. I’m only eighteen.” 
 
    “I won’t tell,” she smiled. 
 
    “My dad’s the Chief of Police,” I reminded her. “I can’t go around breaking the law.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” she scoffed. “What’s the point of having a relative in a position of power if you can’t take advantage of it once in a while?” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be upholding the law?” I retorted. “You’re with the FBI.” 
 
    “There aren’t any laws regarding demons, Peter,” she shrugged. “We make our own rules.”  
 
    That was a sobering thought but I saw her point. The Occult Investigations team had to make life-and-death decisions every day. They couldn’t rely on Congress to tell them how to deal with infernal threats. Do demons have rights? I wondered, and then I shook that nonsense out of my head. Demons deserved no mercy. Except for Daraxandriel, I reminded myself. 
 
    “Oh, now I’ve gone and ruined the mood,” Maxwell pouted. “Let’s talk about something else. Do you have a girlfriend?” 
 
    “I, uh, what?” That non sequitur caught me off guard. 
 
    “Do you have a girlfriend?” She leaned forward with her elbows on the table, which had the side-effect of lifting her breasts into greater prominence. I hoped the dim lighting disguised my fleeting and purely involuntary appreciation of her cleavage. 
 
    “Why does that matter?” I hedged, fiddling with my napkin. 
 
    “I told you, learning about the people I work with helps establish trust. That’s important when things get –” She paused and ran the tip of her tongue slowly along her lip as she searched for the right word. “– hectic.” 
 
    “We’re not working together,” I argued. “You’re just filling in for Agent Prescott.” 
 
    “Well, not entirely,” she smiled. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “I mean we have a bit of a problem. And by that, I mean you have a bit of problem.” 
 
    “Me?” I cast my Sight around again, but the only thing I sensed was Maxwell’s aura, a turbulent blue-green that reminded me of a tropical sea. I always meant to ask Mrs. Kendricks if the color of a witch’s aura meant anything but I never got around to it. “What kind of problem?” 
 
    “You’re wearing your Philosopher’s Stone, aren’t you?” 
 
    My hand automatically pressed against my chest where the Stone rested over my heart. “Yes,” I said slowly. “Why?” 
 
    “May I see it?”  
 
    She held her hand out and I just stared at it for the longest time. I rarely took my Stone off now, ever since Daraxandriel’s twin sister Lilixandriel stole it from me, but it was bound with my blood. Maxwell couldn’t use it and she couldn’t destroy it so there was no reason not to let her look at it. Still, it took a supreme act of will to pull it out from under my shirt and place it on her palm, pooling the thick silver chain around it. The instant I let it go, I felt strangely diminished even though my connection to it was still strong and I almost snatched it back. 
 
    “How marvelous,” Maxwell breathed, lifting the Stone by it chain and letting it dangle in front of the candle flame. It looked like an oversized drop of fresh blood in the flickering light. “So much power in such a tiny little thing.” I sucked in my breath when she looped the chain over her head and allowed the Stone to nestle between her breasts. “Oh, don’t fuss,” she chided me. “I’ve always wondered what it felt to have a Philosopher’s Stone. Fay never let me wear hers.” 
 
    I realized I was clutching my bread knife in a white-knuckled grip and I forced myself to put it down and sit back in my chair. “You can’t use it,” I reminded her in what I hoped was my normal voice. My eyes were locked on her chest. I didn’t care if she misinterpreted my interest. 
 
    “Well, that’s not exactly true, is it, Peter?” My gaze snapped to her face. She wore an I-know-something-you-don’t-know sort of smirk as she toyed with the chain. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I demanded. “It’s bound to me. If you kill me, the Stone will just revive me.” 
 
    “I don’t want to kill you, Peter,” she said with a flip of her wrist. “Quite the opposite, in fact. You can keep your Stone but,” she leaned forward again, “you can also share its power.” 
 
    I blinked at her, trying to figure out what she meant by that. “That’s not possible – wait. You’re talking about a soul bond, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, you know about those?” Maxwell looked pleased, as if I’d correctly guessed a particularly challenging riddle. “Once we’re bonded, I’ll be able to draw on the power of your Stone. We’ll be an unbeatable team!” She grinned in delight at the prospect. 
 
    “What do you mean, once we’re bonded?” I protested. “I’m not going to make a soul bond with you!” My only experience with soul bonding happened in my other life, when Agent Morgan used it to merge the power of our Stones in a desperate and ultimately futile attempt to kill Amaryx, the Spawn of Darkness. The process also merged our memories and senses to some extent and led directly to an unexpected intimate encounter with Morgan. She never objected to it – in fact, she seemed to appreciate it at the time – but I had no intention of bonding with a perfect stranger, even one as attractive as Virginia Maxwell. 
 
    She sat back slowly, resting her hands on the table. The room seemed a lot chillier all of a sudden. “You need my help, Peter. You need my experience. You won’t survive this on your own.” 
 
    “Survive what?” I demanded 
 
    “Oh, didn’t I tell you? Someone’s coming to take your Stone.” 
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    The word restaurant comes from the French phrase bouillon restaurant, which means restoring broth. In the mid-1700’s, shops selling these dishes were popular with the French aristocracy, but they weren’t the first restaurants. There are records of shops selling cooked food in China around 1100 AD, the Romans had thermopolia – the local equivalent of fast-food joints – in the 1st Century AD, and there’s even a mention of a public eating establishment in Ancient Egypt back in 512 BC. Toss in a chariot race and you’ve got the perfect date. 
 
    The real question is, who was the first guy who woke up one morning and said to himself, “You know what this world needs? A place where someone cooks food for strangers.” It would have been a tough sell in the beginning. Just imagine walking through the village square and some enterprising soul offers you a barbecued rat on a stick for a penny. You’re going to tell him where to stick his rat, since you’re perfectly capable of catching one and barbecuing it all by yourself. There’s no way you’re going to fork over a whole penny for something like that. 
 
    The point is, restaurants were invented for people with more money than time or practical skills; in other words, the rich. It wasn’t until the 20th Century that the middle- and lower-classes could afford to eat out more than once a year. Since the rich don’t want to bump elbows with the unwashed masses while they sip their bouillon, though, they frequent restaurants with prices so high they don’t even bother to print them on the menus. If you have to ask what something costs, you don’t belong there. You’re better off setting out rat traps. 
 
      
 
    “Who –?”  
 
    I couldn’t even get my question out before Marcel reappeared to perform the wine tasting ritual with Maxwell. He presented the bottle for her approval, uncorked it, and poured a sample into her glass. She swirled it around, sniffed delicately at the aroma, took the tiniest sip, and nodded again. Marcel half-filled the glass, recorked the bottle, and set it on the table in case she wanted a refill later. Then he took our orders and vanished again with a promise of fresh bread. I almost called him back to remind him that I wanted a Coke but I discovered it sitting by my plate. The man was a better magician than most witches. 
 
    “Who,” I tried again, “is coming and why do they want my Stone?” 
 
    Maxwell interlaced her fingers around her wine glass and studied the ruby liquid with pursed lips. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “Well, the second part is obvious. Anyone with a Philosopher’s Stone is a force to be reckoned with. It’s the first part we’re a bit iffy on.” 
 
    “Then how do you know someone wants to take my Stone?” 
 
    “We have an arrangement with the domestic surveillance branch of the NSA. They monitor social media and other sources for certain keywords and phrases and pass the interesting ones on to us.” Her lips quirked in amusement. “They think they’re helping us track religious fanatics.” 
 
    “So someone posted a meme on Facebook and now you think they’re coming after me?” I couldn’t keep the skepticism out of my voice. 
 
    “Give us a little credit, Peter. This isn’t a random tweet, it’s an extended conversation on a Wiccan discussion board that makes it pretty clear she knows all about your Philosopher’s Stone. And your sister’s too,” she added as an afterthought. 
 
    That casual statement sent a chill down my spine. “Is Susie in danger?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. Our new friend seems more interested in your Stone, probably because it used to belong to the Dread Lord. Apparently, that makes it more … appealing.” If Maxwell had fangs, her smile would have revealed them. 
 
    “More trouble, you mean,” I muttered to myself. “But you’re sure this – this person is a woman?” 
 
    “Our profilers can paint a pretty accurate picture of someone from a few paragraphs of writing. They look at the person’s choice of words, the sentence structure, even the punctuation they use. In this case, our wannabe thief is a young female, probably around your age, raised in the Midwest, with an exaggerated sense of self-worth and entitlement. Basically, she believes the world would be far better off with the Stone in her hands and she intends to make that happen sooner rather than later. For the greater good of all mankind, of course,” she smiled. 
 
    “Of course,” I sighed. “As if I didn’t have enough to worry about. But is she really serious about this? If she knows about Philosopher’s Stones, she knows she can’t just take it and expect it to work.” 
 
    “No, but there are ways to persuade the current holder to give it up.” Maxwell’s eyes stared straight into mine as she sipped her wine. 
 
    “And a teenaged witch is going to know how to do that?” I didn’t want to know the details of the process. Just watching the Goddess relieve Lady Harwood of her Stone was traumatic enough and Lady Harwood wanted to give it up. 
 
    “You don’t think Susan could do it if she set her mind to it? Fay always looks nervous when she talks about her.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I allowed reluctantly, “but she already has a Stone.” 
 
    “Well, thank your lucky stars for that.” She plucked a steaming slice of bread from the silver basket between us and I blinked at it in confusion as she set it on her plate and dabbed it with butter. I didn’t even notice Marcel coming and going this time.  
 
    I tried to collect my whirling thoughts. “So you know what this girl is going to do but you don’t know her name?” 
 
    “We know her username. Getting her personal information takes a court order and it’s hard to convince a judge to sign a warrant for a witch planning to steal a magical jewel.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” I said ruefully. “So what’s her username?” 
 
    “It’s pretty ordinary as these things go, really. She calls herself BlackCat.” 
 
    “BlackCat? Are you kidding me?” Maxwell shook her head. “You mean like a witch’s familiar, that kind of black cat?” 
 
    “I suppose,” she shrugged. “Why? Does the name sound … familiar?” She snorted and tried to smother a giggle with her hand. “Sorry, I couldn’t help it.” I just gave her a look. She was enjoying this far too much. “Seriously, though, do you know anyone like that? From what we gathered from her last few messages, she’s either already here in Hellburn or will be very soon.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know anything about her except she’s young, she’s a witch, and she’s going to go home disappointed.” Maxwell’s eyes crinkled in amusement as she saluted me with her glass. 
 
    “She wasn’t thoughtful enough to post a photo of herself or a detailed description,” she said. “All we know about her physically is that she has black hair and very likely has a tattoo of a black cat somewhere on her.” 
 
    “Black hair?” I reminded me of the four members of Susie’s coven in the cafeteria today. Every one of them had black hair. Is Melissa BlackCat? I wondered uneasily. No, she can’t be. She’s from Houston, not the Midwest. 
 
    “What is it?” Maxwell leaned forward eagerly and my Stone swung at the end of its chain, gleaming in the candlelight. “Do you know who she is?” 
 
    “No,” I said slowly. “It’s probably just coincidence but …”  
 
    “But?” she prompted. 
 
    I didn’t really want to get into Susie’s situation – that was between her, me, and the Goddess – but Maxwell needed to know what was happening if she was going to be here for a while and she might even be able to give me some advice. I summarized my encounter with the Goddess and shared what little I knew about Susie’s coven. When I finally got to the end, she just nodded thoughtfully.  
 
    “Well?” I asked when she didn’t say anything. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think that we need to get that soul bond in place sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “If Fay goes back to England, she’ll take her Stone with her. Are you really going to entrust the safety and well-being of a quarter of the world’s population to your sister? We’re going to have to take care of things until she’s ready, assuming she ever is.” 
 
    “Forget Susie, what about BlackCat?” 
 
    “Oh, the soul bond will pretty much take care of her too.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “She can’t claim the Stone for herself as long as it’s bound to someone else. It’s a lot harder to break two bonds instead of one.” Maxwell said that like it was an obvious and foregone conclusion that there would be two bonds. 
 
    “I’m not bonding with you,” I told her tersely. 
 
    “Fine,” she sighed, “we’ll discuss it later. In the meantime, you need to figure out if any of the girls in Susan’s coven is BlackCat.” 
 
    “Me? Isn’t that your job?” 
 
    “Do I look like I can infiltrate the coven and interrogate all of the black-haired witches without anyone suspecting anything?” That was obviously a rhetorical question. Maxwell was young but not that young. She’d stand out like a sore thumb, albeit a very attractive one. “We need someone who goes to your school, someone we can trust, someone who already has a close relationship with Susan. Thank you, Marcel.” She sat back to let Marcel place her salad in front of her as I frowned at her, trying to figure out who she was talking about. 
 
    “You mean Cameron?” I asked finally, barely noticing my own salad appearing in front of me. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Susie’s boyfriend.” 
 
    “Is he a warlock?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then no.” 
 
    “Who, then?” She just raised an eyebrow at me as she stabbed a forkful of salad. “You mean me?” 
 
    “You’re Susan’s brother, you’re a warlock with a Philosopher’s Stone, you go to that school. It’s perfectly natural for you to be curious about her coven.” 
 
    “Except she doesn’t want me anywhere near it, or her,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I don’t mean barge into their next meeting and demand they all strip naked so you can do a tattoo inspection. Find an opportunity to talk to them one-on-one. Make it seem like you’re interested in them as a person, not as one of Susan’s minions. One of them is bound to reveal a few secrets. And who knows?” she smiled. “Maybe you’ll get a new girlfriend out of it.”  
 
    “I already have a girlfriend,” I retorted. 
 
    “Oh? Who?” 
 
    “Dara.” 
 
    Maxwell made a dismissive noise. “I meant a girlfriend who’s a real girl.” 
 
    “Dara’s real!” 
 
    She shook her head dolefully. “I know you think you’re in love with her and I’m sure you’re convinced she’s in love with you, but she’s a demon, Peter. She’s not capable of love, not the way you and I think of it. Believe me, I know.” She looked so forlorn all of a sudden that my anger evaporated. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked quietly. 
 
    She poked at her salad without eating any of it. “I used to be a cop in LA,” she said finally. “I don’t know if you’ve ever been to there but it’s literally Hell’s playground. It’s where demons go for a good time and by good time, I mean reaping souls. Anything goes there and most people wouldn’t blink an eye if they passed a cacodemon on the street corner, wings and all. It’s just that kind of place.” 
 
    “It sounds … interesting.” 
 
    Her smile made a reappearance. “I liked it. It was exciting, every day was a new adventure, a new challenge. Being a witch gave me a big advantage over my fellow police officers, so I got the more,” her smile broadened, “interesting cases. My final assignment with the LAPD before Fay recruited me really drove home the truth about demons.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The case involved a series of sexual assaults in and around Long Beach. Seven women were raped over a span of three weeks or so and we suspected there were a lot more that went unreported.” 
 
    “Oh no,” I murmured in dismay. 
 
    “There didn’t seem to be any pattern to the victims. They were different ages, different races, different backgrounds. The one thing they did have in common was that they all visited the same area of the beach.” 
 
    “So that’s where he picked them out.” 
 
    She nodded as she perused the greens stuck to the end of her fork and finally took a bite. “The strange thing about this case – one of the strange things,” she corrected herself, “is that not one of the victims filed a complaint. All of the reports came from their parents or spouses. The women all declared themselves to be passionately in love with the perpetrator and none of them would provide a name or a description. And, although I didn’t find this out until after I left the force, every single one of them became pregnant, even the fifty-seven-year-old who already went through menopause.” 
 
    “That’s not –” I stopped and blinked. “Oh my God. An incubus?” 
 
    She nodded again. “It was pretty obvious to me what was happening, although of course I couldn’t tell my lieutenant the truth. Since we didn’t have any leads, I volunteered to go undercover and lure him out into the open.” 
 
    “But he was an incubus!” I protested, aghast. “What were you thinking?” 
 
    “I was thinking I was a pretty damn good witch and that the women of LA needed my help. Besides,” she grinned, “where else can you get paid to hang out on a beach all day long and work on your tan?” 
 
    “So did you find him?” 
 
    “It took nearly a week, but yeah, finally. I must have been hit on by fifty guys,” she sighed, rolling her eyes, “but none of them were demons, until one of the lifeguards happened to walk by and offered to put suntan lotion on my back. His aura was blacker than midnight.” 
 
    I sucked in my breath. “You didn’t let him touch you, did you?” 
 
    “No,” she retorted scornfully, “but I couldn’t let him leave and I couldn’t kill him there – there were way too many witnesses – so I suggested we go somewhere a bit more,” she twirled a strand of hair around her finger as she smiled, “secluded.” 
 
    “And he agreed?” I asked doubtfully. “Couldn’t he tell you were a witch?” 
 
    “Probably,” she shrugged, “but I doubt he cared. That might even be why he approached me in the first place. Incubi are arrogant. They’re convinced they’re the Dread Lord’s gift to women and they can’t understand why anyone wouldn’t want to be with them. Anyway, he took me to one of the lifeguard shacks – you know, those boxes on stilts where they can watch the shoreline – and I slipped going up the steps. Damned sand,” she grumbled, jabbing her salad like it was the lettuce’s fault. 
 
    “And?” I prompted her anxiously. 
 
    “And he caught my arm to keep me from falling.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” she agreed somberly. “I thought my shields were pretty good. As it turned out, they weren’t. So,” she said slowly, swirling the wine in her glass, “I couldn’t wait to have him. I wanted to do it right there, on the steps, right in front of half the population of LA. I didn’t care, I needed him like I never needed anything before. Or since,” she added. 
 
    I just sat there with my mouth hanging open. I didn’t know what to say. Maxwell’s eyes crinkled as she sipped her wine. 
 
    “To answer the question you’re too gentlemanly to ask,” she said, “no, we didn’t do it there. Public fornication is a crime even in LA, so we went into the shack first. We jumped naked and I primed the pump, so to speak, not that he needed me to. He was,” she stared off into the distance, looking wistful, “quite impressive, physically.” Her tongue swept slowly across her lips, leaving them glistening in the candlelight, and then she shook herself back to the present. “Anyway, before we could get to the main course, the door burst open and a woman I’d never seen before blasted him into hamburger with a wave of her hand. She had a Stone like this one.” She rubbed my Stone between her fingers, a curiously sensuous gesture. 
 
    I cleared my throat awkwardly. “That was Agent Morgan, I suppose.” 
 
    Maxwell nodded. “The Occult Investigations team apparently got wind of what was happening and came down to save us poor mortals from certain pleasure. Just in time,” she said, but she had that same lost look again. 
 
    “But you’re okay, right?” I asked worriedly. “Morgan got there before anything happened. You didn’t – the incubus didn’t –” 
 
    “We didn’t consummate our new-found passions, if that’s what you mean. I never got pregnant. But …” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But I still love him. Sometimes I miss him so much it just hurts inside.” She tapped her sternum with her fingertips.  
 
    “But he was a demon. He didn’t love you, he just used you.” 
 
    “I know and that makes it worse. I know it was all a lie but it doesn’t make any difference.” She looked down at table in front of her, straightening the silverware. “It’s the same with succubi,” she said quietly. 
 
    I jerked back as if she’d slapped me. “It’s not!” 
 
    “It is but I know you’re not going to take my word for it. Just … be careful.” She suddenly downed the rest of her glass in one gulp. “Is it hot in here? I feel hot.” She fanned herself with her napkin and then stood abruptly. “Excuse me, I’ll be right back.”  
 
    She grabbed the arm of a passing waiter, whispering something urgent in his ear, and practically sprinted off in the direction he pointed, leaving me sitting there wondering what the heck was going on. The temperature seemed perfectly fine to me so something else had to be bothering her. Belatedly, I realized she still had my Philosopher’s Stone. 
 
    I almost leapt to my feet to chase after her but I managed to restrain myself. Instead, I closed my eyes and used my Sight to track the Stone. It wasn’t all that far away, moving around a little bit but definitely not hightailing down Milton Street. 
 
    She’s just in the bathroom, I told myself. That story about the incubus upset her, that’s all, and she’s just taking a moment to calm down. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir.” My eyes popped open, to find Marcel standing beside me with a faintly apologetic smile. “Are you feeling well?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured him quickly. “I was just … meditating.” 
 
    “Very good, sir. Is the lady done with her appetizer?” He gestured to Maxwell’s half-eaten salad. 
 
    “I think she’s still working on it. Me, too,” I added. I hadn’t touched mine at all but I picked up my fork to signal my intention to get started. 
 
    “Very good. Can I get you anything else? Your entrees should be out shortly.” 
 
    “No, we’re good, thank you.” Marcel nodded and turned away. “Oh, wait.” He turned back with an attentive expression. “Where are the restrooms?” 
 
    “Just down here, sir, to the left of the kitchen,” he said, pointing in the same direction the other waiter did, the same direction I felt the faint tug of my Philosopher’s Stone. 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” Marcel bowed and went off to make the rounds of his other tables as I stuffed a forkful of salad into my mouth. It was tasty but my mind was focused on Maxwell. She had to be a pretty powerful witch or Morgan wouldn’t have hired her, but her encounter with the incubus obviously left her with a burden she’d probably never lose. The touch of an incubus fades slowly over time but never completely disappears.  
 
    “Sorry about that.” I half-rose from my chair as Maxwell strode up to the table with her blazer folded over his arm. Her face looked a bit flushed, so maybe she really was hot. “I had to take care of things before Marcel threw us out.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” I frowned as she hung her blazer on the back of her chair and seated herself. I checked to make sure she still had my Stone and then my eyes continued south. Her blouse was completely unbuttoned, covering her female assets solely through static cling and prayer. Judging from the two nubs denting the thin fabric, she wasn’t wearing a bra and she wasn’t hot. If anything, she was freezing to death. 
 
    “Because I was about to use this wine bottle for something other than its intended purpose.” She poured herself another glass and studied the bottle thoughtfully before setting it aside. 
 
    “You, uh – your, uh –” I swallowed with difficulty. “Your blouse is open.” 
 
    “Is it?” She made no attempt to adjust her wardrobe and instead fell on her salad with gusto, as if she just rediscovered her appetite. “You’re not a virgin, are you, Peter?” 
 
    I nearly choked on my Coke. “What? No!” 
 
    “I didn’t think so, not with a succubus as a,” she paused with a smirk, “girlfriend. Tell me, do you think about sex every waking moment? Does she haunt your dreams? Do you count the hours, the minutes, the seconds until you can have her again?” 
 
    Now I felt hot. “No, of course not. We have a … healthy … relationship, but we’re not together all the time.” Even though we are, I reminded myself uneasily. 
 
    “I envy you,” she sighed. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I do think about sex every waking moment,” she told me with a shrug. “I have to get off every couple of hours or I get so wergly I can’t think straight.” I’d never heard the word wergly before but I had a pretty good idea what it meant from the context. My eyes strayed in the direction of the bathrooms and Maxwell smiled. “Yeah, I rubbed one out in the ladies room. The woman in the next stall probably thought I was constipated from all the moaning I was doing.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Because of the incubus?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “Yes.” Her smile faded. “Even though we never actually did it, I still think about what could have been and the tingling starts. I bring a suitcase full of toys with me when I travel just to take the edge off, which makes for some interesting conversations with airport security.” 
 
    “I, uh, can imagine,” I muttered, hunching my shoulders. I regretted ever mentioning her blouse. In fact, I regretted this entire evening and it wasn’t over yet.  
 
    “I’m sure you can.” Maxwell practically purred the words but I didn’t dare look up. “I wonder, though.” 
 
    I waited for her to explain but she remained silent. I hazarded a peek but she wasn’t looking at me. Instead, she toyed with my chain, making the Stone slide up and down over the exposed curves of her breasts. “What do you wonder?” I asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Your … relationship … with Dara is unusual,” she mused. “Normally when a succubus sets her sights on a human male, it’s game over, he’s her love slave for life. Unless she’s trying to get his soul,” she corrected herself. “Then she has to leave him alone to avoid tainting her prize. Doesn’t Dara want your soul?” 
 
    “She used to,” I admitted, “but she gave up on that.” 
 
    “Ever since you got this, I bet.” She lifted the Stone and then let it drop to her chest. I couldn’t keep my eyes from following the motion. “She can’t take your soul now and you seem to be at least partially immune to her wiles. Your bond to your Stone protects you.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said doubtfully. Or maybe Dara really loves me, I thought, but Maxwell would never believe that. 
 
    “So I wonder if your Stone will work as well against an incubus.” She looked at me with the same forlorn expression as before and it hit me. 
 
    “That’s why you want me to do a soul bond with you,” I exclaimed. “You think it’ll break the hold the incubus has on you.” 
 
    “The other stuff I said about your Stone is true too,” she said ruefully, “but yes, I’d like to be free from this compulsion once and for all. Don’t get me wrong, I love sex – I love sex – but it’s hard to battle the legions of Hell when you’re,” she coughed delicately, “moist all the time.” 
 
    I tried to ignore the warming in my ears. “Couldn’t Agent Morgan do something?” I asked. “She has a Stone too.” 
 
    “We talked about it but apparently she swore some kind of oath to never do another soul bond with anyone. I don’t know why.” I opened my mouth and then closed it again. I knew what happened but it wasn’t my place to reveal Morgan’s secrets. “So that leaves you. Or Susan, I suppose,” she added as an afterthought. 
 
    “Good luck talking her into helping you,” I scoffed, rolling my eyes. Maxwell smiled and tilted her head at me. 
 
    “So will you think about it?” she asked. She tried to make her request sound casual but I heard the pleading behind the words. 
 
    “I’ll … think about it,” I agreed reluctantly. 
 
    “That’s all I can ask.” She picked up her fork and saluted me with it. “Bon appetit.” 
 
    Our conversation stalled out for a while as we worked on our salads. I kept my eyes fixed on my plate as I tried to sort through everything Maxwell told me. I couldn’t take her warning about BlackCat very seriously. There was no way a teenaged witch from the Midwest was going to steal my Stone, although she could certainly cause some trouble in the attempt. We needed to catch her regardless but it didn’t seem like an urgent issue. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to do about Maxwell, though. I felt bad about what happened to her in LA but it wasn’t my job to fix her problem. Morgan was her boss, she should be the one to deal with it. Besides, how bad was it really? Even a raging nymphomaniac could set her urges aside long enough to deal with a demon incursion. It wasn’t like she was dying from horniness. 
 
    I chanced a quick glance at Maxwell. She was done with her salad and sat there rolling her wine glass between her hands, gazing into the swirling wine like a shaman trying to discern the future in a bowl of lamb’s blood. There was a plain silver ring on the middle finger of her right hand but she wore no other jewelry other than my Stone. At least she wasn’t married. I couldn’t imagine being the husband of a sex-crazed demon hunter. 
 
    The silence stretched out between us until it practically vibrated but I couldn’t think of anything to say. I heaved a grateful sigh when Marcel finally reappeared and replaced our salads with our entrees, along with steak knives large enough to hack a path through a jungle. He urged us to use them to ensure that our steaks were done to our liking. 
 
    My sirloin was cooked to perfection and I told him so. Maxwell’s prime rib was so rare that I was surprised it didn’t moo in protest and jump off her plate when she cut into it. She declared herself delighted, though, and Marcel bowed himself out of sight. Maxwell savored her first bite with her eyes closed in an expression of bliss. When she finally swallowed, she shivered in a way that made me wonder if she just had another orgasm. 
 
    “Ambrosia,” she breathed, slowly licking the juices from the tines of her fork. “Want a bite?” She sliced off another morsel and held it out to me. 
 
    “No, thanks,” I told her, eyeing it uneasily. It was so bloody, it looked like a used medical sponge about to be discarded into a biohazard container. 
 
    “Your loss,” she shrugged. She savored this sample just as long, with equal enjoyment. At this rate, we were going to be here past midnight before she finished her meal. 
 
    The wall of silence between us was broken, though, and we slowly picked our way through the standard topics of conversation between casual acquaintances. We avoided the usual pitfalls of religion and politics but sex kept creeping into the discussion at the oddest times. Who knew that there was ideal weather for making love in a cornfield? We made it through the meal without major embarrassment on my part but I was more than ready to get out of there when Marcel collected our plates and asked if we wanted any coffee or desserts. 
 
    “Nothing for me, thanks,” I told him. 
 
    “What do you have for dessert?” Maxwell asked curiously. Marcel started to recite the list but she stopped him after the first entry, the triple chocolate fudge cake. “That’s what I want,” she said eagerly. “Bring two forks.” 
 
    Marcel bowed away before I could tell him not to bother with the second fork and Maxwell looked at me askance. “How can you say no to chocolate?” she asked me. “I’d eat it all day long if I could.” 
 
    “We’re trying to cut back at home. Chocolate’s sort of an aphrodisiac for succubuses so we have to keep it away from Dara as much as possible.” 
 
    “Is it?” she frowned. “That’s the first I’ve heard of it.” 
 
    “Yeah, she gets … excited … whenever she has too much. It’s like a heroin addiction for her.” 
 
    “How very interesting,” Maxwell mused. “Well, you’re not home now so she’ll never know.” 
 
    “She’ll probably smell it on my breath.” 
 
    “And that would be bad?” she smiled. 
 
    “I have a lot of homework to do before bedtime. I don’t need the distraction.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, more for me, then.” She glanced around as she drummed her fingers on the tabletop. “What’s taking him so long?” 
 
    “He just left,” I reminded her. “He hasn’t even turned in the order yet.” Forget Daraxandriel, Maxwell was the one with the real chocolate addition. 
 
    “He needs to hurry.” Maxwell visibly calmed herself with a few deep breaths but she grew increasingly twitchy again. When Marcel finally arrived with her cake, she all but snatched it from his hands. I was surprised she didn’t huddle in the corner mauling it with her bare hands like some wild animal. Even Marcel seemed startled but he quickly reclaimed his professional composure and set the leather folder containing the check equidistant between us. 
 
    “I’ll take this whenever you’re ready,” he said, eyeing Maxwell dubiously. She already had chocolate smeared all over her lips and a dollop of frosting stained the front of her blouse. He made a hasty retreat as I watched Maxwell demolish the cake. She scarcely paused to take a breath until the only evidence that there was ever a dessert on the plate was a thin smear of chocolate and a few loose crumbs. A sweep of her dampened finger quickly erased that as well and her eyes scoured the table for more. 
 
    “Maybe we should pay up and leave,” I suggested hastily before she started plundering the neighboring tables. She stared at me like I was speaking gibberish and then blinked slowly. 
 
    “Yes,” she murmured, looking down at herself. She noticed the blob of icing and tugged up the front of her blouse to suck it off, exposing most of her breast in the process. “Yes, perhaps that would be best.” She reached off to the side, only to leave her hand hovering over an empty spot on the table. She checked the other side and then the floor and then stood to rummage through the pockets of her blazer. “Well,” she said finally, “this is awkward.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, although I already had a sinking feeling in my stomach. 
 
    “I left my wallet in my room. I swear, I’d leave my panties behind if I ever wore them.” Don’t look down, I told myself, don’t look down. I looked down but that portion of her anatomy was still covered up. “I’m so sorry, I’ll pay you back as soon as we’re back at the hotel.” 
 
    “It’s okay, it happens.” I dragged the folder to my side and flipped it open, wincing at the total and trying to imagine how two steak dinners could possibly cost more than three months of gas for the Mustang. I swallowed with some difficulty as I reached for my wallet. I had enough in the bank to cover it but my college fund was going to feel the pinch until Maxwell paid me back. 
 
    Maxwell shrugged on her blazer before seating herself and made a token attempt to restore her modesty, although the two buttons she did up did almost nothing to close the gap. She looked so embarrassed by her faux pas with the check that I refrained from pointing it out. 
 
    Marcel collected my card with a murmured a promise to return shortly. It was my turn to drum my fingers while we waited but I stopped when Maxwell cocked another expressive eyebrow at me. She seemed to be in better control of herself now, smiling at me over the last of her wine, although she wriggled a bit in her chair. Maybe the chocolate was starting to kick in. 
 
    Marcel returned a short while later with the credit slip and a sincere thank-you for our patronage before bowing away one last time. I tried not to grimace as I added a 15% tip – the food and service were excellent, just way out of my price range – and I pulled back Maxwell’s chair to let her rise. The sooner we were out of here and on the way back to her hotel, the better. 
 
    What a night, I thought to myself as we retraced the maze back to the lobby, with Maxwell’s less-than-proper attire drawing more than a few interested looks along the way. First Susie, then this BlackCat person, and now Maxwell. What else can go wrong today? 
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    I don’t understand the concept of friends with benefits. Let me rephrase that. I understand the concept of friends with benefits just fine, but I can’t imagine why anyone would agree to an arrangement like that. I’m not capable of treating sex like a prolonged and sticky handshake. To me, sex is the physical expression of my love for the other person, a way to strengthen that emotional bond between us. I can love someone without having sex with them, but I can’t imagine myself having sex with someone I don’t love. 
 
    It's possible that my perspective on this is skewed, though, since none of my friends have ever offered to have sex with me. That’s a relief, frankly, since the vast majority of my friends happen to be boys and I don’t swing that way. It’s just not a situation that ever comes up. 
 
    Would I have no-strings-attached sex with a female acquaintance if she offered? I’d like to say that I wouldn’t, that our relationship would have to be much deeper before we took that step, but let’s face it. I’m a red-blooded teenaged male bombarded by sexual imagery in virtually every TV show, movie, song, and web page. I’d be a fool to turn down an offer of sex without commitment. Wouldn’t I? 
 
      
 
    We stepped out into the night and I immediately turned right but Maxwell took my arm and pulled me in the opposite direction. 
 
    “This way,” she insisted. 
 
    “The car’s that way,” I protested. 
 
    “I know, but I want to walk some of this off first. I might have overindulged just a bit.” 
 
    I gave in with a long-suffering sigh. Why do I let beautiful, strong-willed women push me around, I asked myself as we strolled down Milton Street, and why are all the women I know beautiful and strong-willed? The cosmic forces screwing with my life chose not to enlighten me. 
 
    “It’s so peaceful here, isn’t it?” Maxwell observed, looking up at the slice of sky framed by the buildings on other side of us. “Not like LA at all.” 
 
    “I suppose,” I said unenthusiastically. Hellburn always seemed dull and pedestrian to me, barring the occasional battles for my life against the Forces of Evil. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll request a permanent transfer down here,” she said thoughtfully. “I could use a bit of peace and quiet. And the soul bond will work better if I stay close to your Stone.” 
 
    I bit my lip to keep myself from reminding her that I hadn’t agreed to the bond. “I doubt Agent Morgan wants to post two members of her team down here,” I argued instead. “It’s too hard to get anywhere from here and you guys have to cover the entire US.” 
 
    “And Canada and Mexico,” she agreed, “though not as FBI agents, obviously. Ryan won’t be here for much longer, though.” 
 
    “Oh?” This was the first I’d heard of any plans for him to move away. “But Mrs. Kendricks lives here. They’re getting married soon.” 
 
    “And then they’ll move back to Pennsylvania. Their daughter’s in college now, right? There’s no reason to stay here.” 
 
    “Yes, but –” I wasn’t sure why I was debating this with her. Agent Prescott and Mrs. Kendricks were free to live wherever they wanted and they were both originally from Pennsylvania. That was where they first met and fell in love twenty years ago. “What about her coven?” 
 
    Maxwell shrugged disinterestedly. “I’m sure one of the other witches will volunteer to become the new High Priestess, or maybe,” she stopped in the middle of the sidewalk to give me a teasing grin, “they’ll join Susan’s coven instead.” 
 
    I had to roll my eyes at that. “I can’t imagine any of them wanting to do that.” 
 
    “You never know.” Her gaze slipped past me and her eyes widened. “Ooh, what’s over there?” 
 
    I turned to see what she was looking at but the only things across the street were a couple of office buildings just like all the other office buildings along Milton Street. “Where?” 
 
    “There, that dark space in between.” 
 
    I squinted along her finger. “That’s an alley.” It was barely wide enough to qualify for the name, just a narrow gap between the buildings that the streetlights couldn’t reach. I wasn’t even sure that it went all the way through. 
 
    “Come on, I want to see it.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked but she was already halfway across the street. I hurried after her and caught up to her as she poked her head into the space. “There’s nothing here,” I complained. “It’s just an alley.” As my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I was even less impressed. I could easily touch the brick walls on both sides and the ground was littered with trash and gravel and a few straggly weeds. 
 
    “Let’s see how far back it goes.” Maxwell hauled me inside with surprising strength, pulling me along like we were fleeing some ravenous horde of demons. 
 
    “I really need to get home,” I protested. The wine and chocolate were really messing with her now. 
 
    “This won’t take long,” she assured me. 
 
    “What won’t?” 
 
    “This.” 
 
    She suddenly shoved me against the wall and dropped to her knees in front of me. I must have hit my head or something and blacked out for a moment because, between one blink and the next, my pants were down around my ankles and Little Peter was enjoying a personalized tour of Maxwell’s esophagus. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I gasped. I grabbed her head to pull her away but that only encouraged her to pick up the tempo. “What are you doing?” 
 
    She disengaged just long enough to say, “Paying for dinner,” before resuming her ministrations. 
 
    “This isn’t – whoo – what I had in mind!” 
 
    “How about this, then?” Maxwell tore open her blouse and rose up on her knees, squeezing her breasts around Little Peter. She started a rocking motion that caused my Philosopher’s Stone to swing on its chain, tapping against Little Peter on every other stroke. “Better?” 
 
    “Oh, God.” My fingers clawed at the bricks on either side of me as I stood on my toes, trying to escape the delicious thrill that shot through me over and over again. I tried to reactivate enough of my cerebral cortex to tell Maxwell that she didn’t need to do this, that I’d rather have the money, but Little Peter wasn’t big on long-term financial planning and he prevented any recognizable words from forming. At least this way, she won’t have to fill out an expense report, observed some still-rational fragment of my brain before it shut down completely. 
 
    Little Peter requested permission to go to DEFCON-1 and my entire body tensed in anticipation of the launch, just as a blindingly bright light filled the entire alley, accompanied by the whoop of a police car siren. Both Maxwell and I froze in place, illuminated by the spotlight like performers at an erotic circus. 
 
    The light cut out and I blinked away the spots as a car door opened and closed and another light pierced the darkness, this one smaller but nearly as bright. Footsteps crunched on the gravel as a shadowy figure approached, outlined by the flashing blue and red strobes behind him. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” asked a deep male voice, as if it wasn’t immediate obvious. His flashlight hovered for a moment on Maxwell’s breasts with Little Peter trapped between them, flicked up to her face, and then settled on mine. “Peter?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    “Officer Carter,” I groaned as Maxwell released me and stood. I knew all of the officers on the police force by sight and voice and, unfortunately, they all knew me. They worked for my father, after all. “I can explain.” 
 
    “I think I have a pretty good idea already,” he said, his voice heavy with disapproval. “You might want to put that thing away.”  
 
    The beam from his flashlight moved lower and I looked down. Little Peter bobbed in time with my heartbeat as he tried his level best to reach to reach Maxwell, who was slowly doing up her blouse. Her lips were quirked in a tiny smile, as if she was enjoying the moment far more than I was. I hastily tugged my pants up, nearly snagging Little Peter in the zipper. “See, we just finished dinner and we –” 
 
    “– decided to take a tour of the local attractions?” Officer Carter pointed his flashlight down the alley. It did go all the way through, as it turned out, but it was even less appealing in the light. It looked like the sort of place drug dealers and homeless people would hang out in. “Get a room next time, okay?” 
 
    It took me a moment to process what he said. “Wait, you’re not arresting us?” 
 
    “I’m not in the mood to do any extra paperwork tonight. I’ll let you off with a verbal warning this time. This time,” he emphasized. He cut off my stammered thanks with an impatient wave. “Get out of here,” he ordered. “I don’t want to see you hanging around here again, even without your … friend.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir!” I grabbed Maxwell’s hand and Officer Carter stepped aside to let us scurry out of the alley before following us out. I practically dragged Maxwell along the sidewalk in my haste to make good our escape, convinced that every person in downtown Hellburn was condemning us for our lewd and licentious behavior, even though the few people in sight barely glanced in our direction. Behind us, the strobes flicked off as Officer Carter returned to his patrol car and drove off in the other direction. 
 
    “Well, that was exciting,” Maxwell observed as we reached the Mustang and I finally released her. 
 
    “Exciting?” I echoed incredulously. I unlocked the car and all but threw her into the passenger seat. “We were nearly arrested!” 
 
    “That’s what I mean.” She smiled wickedly at me as I got in and started the car. “Doesn’t living on the edge like that get your blood flowing?” 
 
    “No!” I pulled away from the curb without checking the mirrors first and someone leaned on their horn to express their opinion of my driving skills. “Do you know what my parents would do to me if I was arrested for – for –” 
 
    “Public fornication?” she suggested. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “But you weren’t,” she pointed out. “Didn’t I tell you that having a relative in a position of power is a good thing? You didn’t really think Officer – Carter, was it? – was really going to throw his boss’s son in jail?” 
 
    “Well, he could have.” She just snorted softly. “Look, let’s just get you back to the hotel, all right?” 
 
    “But we were just getting to the good part,” she pouted. She reached over and ran her hand down my thigh. 
 
    “There’s not going to be any good part,” I told her firmly as I removed her hand. “I’m going to drop you off and go straight home. You can pay me back for dinner tomorrow. With actual money,” I added, in case it wasn’t clear. 
 
    “Peter,” she pouted, “you’re not going to just leave me hanging like this, are you? I have needs. Physical needs,” she breathed, leaning closer to me. I could smell the wine on her breath. 
 
    “You have a whole suitcase of toys to take care of those needs,” I reminded her. “You don’t need me.” 
 
    She sat back with a hmph! and folded her arms across her chest. “It’s just sex,” she complained to the windshield. “I’m not asking you to run off to Vegas with me.” 
 
    “Good, because that’s not going to happen either.” 
 
    We made the rest of the trip in chilly silence, neither of us looking at the other. When I pulled up in front the of hotel, Maxwell immediately got out but paused before she closed the door. 
 
    “Last chance, Peter,” she offered with a sultry look. Leaning over like that, I could see down her blouse where her twin treasures swayed enticingly. 
 
    “Good night, Agent Maxwell.” She made a frustrated noise and stepped back. “Wait.” 
 
    “Yes?” she asked eagerly. 
 
    “I need my Stone back.” I held out my hand and she scowled at it, fingering the Stone as if she was seriously considering stealing it outright. I didn’t want to chase after her and tackle her to get it back – Officer Carter might not be so forgiving the second time around – but Maxwell finally pulled the chain over her head and dropped the Stone onto my palm with ill grace.  
 
    “I’ll call you tomorrow to see what you learned about BlackCat.” Maxwell didn’t quite slam the door behind her but she was clearly unhappy with me. She trounced into the hotel lobby as I tucked the Stone under my shirt, patting it to make doubly sure it was secure. Now that it was back where it belonged, the low-grade anxiety I’d been feeling all evening evaporated, replaced with a vague feeling of guilt for leaving Maxwell on such a sour note. I still didn’t want to have sex with her but maybe I could have handled the situation better. It was too late to do anything about it now, though, so I headed home, wondering how I was going to explain all this to Daraxandriel.  
 
    She doesn’t need to know everything, Little Peter suggested slyly. You can tell her about Maxwell and BlackCat. Just leave what happened in the alley out of it. 
 
    I’m not going to lie to her! 
 
    It’s not lying, it’s protecting her feelings. Nothing happened so there’s nothing to tell. 
 
    But if she ever finds out – 
 
    Who’s going to tell her? Maxwell? he scoffed. She doesn’t like succubuses, she’s not going to talk to Dara. 
 
    Well – 
 
    Exactly. And speaking of Dara, I have some unfinished business to take care of, no thanks to Officer Carter. Step on it! 
 
    I didn’t break any traffic laws getting home, although I may have been a bit optimistic on the timing of a few yellow lights. I parked in front of the house and hurried inside. “Dara, I’m –”  
 
    Before I could even blink, someone shot out of the kitchen and tackled me. I ended up on my back in the front room, desperately trying to refill my collapsed lungs, a process made doubly difficult with Daraxandriel straddling my stomach. 
 
    “Thou hast returned to me!” she exclaimed. She seized my head and gave me a lip-bruising kiss, banging my forehead with her horns in the process. 
 
    “Get off of me!” I told her. My arms were pinned under her knees so I had no leverage to shift her off. 
 
    “I feared the worst when thou didst not respond to my missives! Almost did I entreat the waif to use her powers to seek thee out and rescue thee, yet thou art here, hale and whole!” She pulled me up into a sitting position and hugged me so tight I felt my ribs creak. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I wheezed. “You can let go now.” 
 
    “Nay! Never shall I permit thee to leave my sight again. Thy world is a perilous place and I needs must cleave to thy side!” 
 
    “Dara, I told you, he was with his friends from school. He’s perfectly fine.” Mom stood in the kitchen archway, drying a cup with a towel. “She was worried about you,” she said to me with an apologetic grimace. “You didn’t answer her texts.” 
 
    Daraxandriel finally released me and I gratefully sucked in a lungful of sweet, delicious air. “Aye!” She produced her iPhone from somewhere and shoved it in my face, jamming it against my nose. “I queried thee for the hour of thy return and received naught from thee in return! What was I to believe?” 
 
    “That I was busy and I had the volume on my phone turned down?” I rubbed my nose carefully, making sure it wasn’t broken. “I’m okay, nothing happened.” 
 
    “I needs must confirm this with mine own eyes.” She started to haul my shirt over my head but stopped when Mom cleared her throat reprovingly. “Mayhap we should retire to our chambers first,” she suggested instead.  
 
    Without waiting for my answer, she leapt to her feet and pulled me off the floor before ushering me down the hallway over my protests. She flung me onto the bed, slammed the door, and exploded out of her clothes. For the second time in the last thirty minutes, my pants tangled my ankles as Little Peter explored the warm, wet recesses of an eager and willing mouth, only to sway like an inflatable punching bag when she suddenly drew back with a puzzled expression. 
 
    “Thou dost taste of wine and chocolate,” she complained, scraping her tongue between her teeth, “and whyfor is thy manhood stained with pigment?” 
 
    My breath caught in my throat in horror as I looked down. Little Peter sported a smudged brown ring the exact shade of Maxwell’s lipstick. 
 
    “I can explain!” I stammered, although I really couldn’t. I snatched a tissue from the box on the nightstand and scrubbed Little Peter until every last trace was gone. 
 
    “I await thy recounting of events,” Daraxandriel told me coldly with her fists planted on her hips. 
 
    Tell her you were testing out a new brand of flavored condoms, Little Peter suggested. She’ll appreciate your thoughtfulness. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Dara,” I sighed. “It just happened.” I told her everything in a gush of words, about meeting Maxwell, BlackCat’s plans, the incubus in LA, and the encounter in the alley. By the time I was done, Little Peter had sagged back to DEFCON-5 and Daraxandriel was eyeing me doubtfully. 
 
    “Dost thou mean to say,” she said slowly, “that thou wert assailed by a concubine of a slain incubus and yet escaped with thy virtue intact?” 
 
    “That’s one way of looking at it,” I said carefully. I wasn’t sure how intact my virtue was after being two seconds away from biblically spilling my seed all over Maxwell’s chest but I wasn’t about to argue the point with her. 
 
    “Then thy heart is truly mine!” she exclaimed in delight. She shoved me down onto the bed and jumped onto my lap, right on top of Little Peter. “Thy love was thy bulwark against temptation. Come, let our bodies become as one!” She wriggled around, trying to insert Tab A into Slot B. “Whyfor dost thou not rise in eager anticipation of our coupling?” she asked plaintively. “Did Dame Maxwell’s ministrations damage thee?” 
 
    “You’re sitting on my testicles,” I gritted between my teeth. With a quick wrestling move that would have made Coach Foster proud, I reversed our positions and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel murmured, looking up at me with her wide, glowing eyes. “Thou art most forceful.” She licked her lips as her tail stole around my waist, tugging me closer. “Wilt thou now ravage me to slake thy lust?” She crossed her wrists above her head, as if she was a prisoner chained to the wall. Little Peter required no further encouragement. 
 
    Afterwards, Daraxandriel curled up against my side, toying with the Philosopher’s Stone lying on my chest. “Wilt thou accede to Dame Maxwell’s request and bond with her?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “It’s too risky,” I said, shaking my head. “Soul bonds are meant for couples, not coworkers. The bond is too intimate. I don’t want to ruin what you and I have. Besides,” I shrugged, “I’ve never used that spell before, I might screw it up. Agent Morgan cast it that one time.” 
 
    “In that other world of which thou dost ofttimes speak?” I nodded. “Yet would not her power be added to thine, and thine to hers?” 
 
    “Do you want me to bond with her?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Nay,” she said, shaking her head, “yet what of this BlackCat of whom she warns? I would fain lose thee to Dame Maxwell for a time than lose thee for all eternity.” 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said wryly. “BlackCat’s just a kid who let her magic go to her head. There’s no way she can steal my Stone.” 
 
    “My Stone,” Daraxandriel retorted archly. With a quick movement, she pulled the chain over my head and looped it over hers. She rolled onto her back and let the gemstone dangle from her fingers. “’Twas I who removed it from my Dread Lord’s trove, not thee. I but permit thee carry it for me.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Would you give it back to me if I do this?” My lips brushed hers, just the gentlest of caresses. 
 
    “Nay,” she said, letting the Stone fall onto her chest as she pulled me closer, “thou canst not suade me with such feeble blandishments.” 
 
    “How about this, then?” I left a trail of kisses along her jaw, down her neck, and across her shoulder, feeling her shiver beneath me. 
 
    “Nay,” she insisted shakily. “Thy caresses mean naught.” 
 
    “This?” I palmed one breast and tongued the other. Daraxandriel drew in a shuddering breath as she arched her back. 
 
    “Thine arguments are most persuasive,” she gasped, “but I am unswayed.” 
 
    “Then you leave me no choice.” Little Peter was already at attention, recharged through my bond with my Stone, so I positioned myself between her legs and sheathed my dagger to the hilt, metaphorically speaking. Daraxandriel hooked her ankles behind my back and flung her head back, yipping every time I hit bottom. The sight of my Stone gleaming between her joggling breasts triggered something primitive inside me and I lost all capacity for rational thought until we reached a shuddering climax together and fell into a tangle of limbs, gasping for breath. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel murmured, sliding her fingertips down my arm, “an it spurs thee to efforts such as this, I needs must deny thy claim to this soulstone. However, thou hast my permission to entreat me further.” 
 
    “No deal, Max,” I told her wryly. Her hand stopped moving and I gasped in horror. “I mean Dara! I didn’t mean – I’m sorry, I – I don’t know why I said that!” 
 
    Daraxandriel wriggled out from under me and sat up. “It matters not,” she said quietly. “Thou hast the right of it, thy soulstone is thine.” She removed the Stone and dropped it on the bed as she stood. “I needs must bathe ere thy seed escapes.” 
 
    “Wait, I’ll go –” She walked right out the door without looking back. “– with you,” I finished with a sigh. I banged my temples with my fists. “Stupid, stupid, stupid. I wasn’t even thinking about Maxwell.” Except I probably was, deep inside my subconscious. Maybe the touch of an incubus was contagious. I wondered if Daraxandriel would believe that. 
 
    I draped my Stone over my head disconsolately and cleaned myself up as best I could with the tissues. I pulled on my school clothes, rumpled as they were, and stood in the doorway, listening to the hiss of the shower coming from the bathroom. I shook my head and glanced at Susie’s door. There was no light leaking from underneath and when I peeked inside her room, it was still unoccupied. 
 
    I headed for the kitchen, telling myself that Daraxandriel just needed a little time to get over my Freudian slip. Mom wasn’t there but the door to the laundry room was open and I found her humming to herself as she folded the towels in the dryer. 
 
    “Mom, has Susie called yet?” I asked. I might as well do something right today. 
 
    “Susie?” she frowned. “Why would she call?” 
 
    “To let us know when to pick her up?” I thought it was obvious. 
 
    “Why would she call now? It’s not Sunday.” 
 
    “Why would she wait until Sunday?” 
 
    The two of us stared at each other for the longest time until Mom finally blinked and said, “Oh! You weren’t here, were you?” 
 
    “I wasn’t here for what?” I asked, totally confused now. 
 
    “Susie came back to pack a bag while you were out. One of her friends invited her to stay over the weekend. Isn’t that exciting?” she gushed. “Susie’s actually going to a real sleepover!” 
 
    “It’s Wednesday,” I pointed out. “It’s not the weekend.” 
 
    “It’ll be an extra-long weekend,” she argued with a dismissive wave of her hand. “The important thing is, Susie’s making friends.” 
 
    “That’s great,” I sighed. How was I supposed to talk her out of becoming evil if she wasn’t even here? “Who’s she staying with?” 
 
    “Oh, she mentioned the name,” Mom mused. “What was it? Melinda? Marissa? She drove a blue convertible, that I remember, but they were in a hurry to get somewhere so she didn’t come in.” 
 
    “Melissa?”  
 
    “Yes, that was it! Do you know her?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said distractedly. That made sense. Melissa was in Susie’s coven and lived in a huge mansion with her father. They had more than enough room for a guest. Heck, Susie could move in permanently and Mr. Andrews probably wouldn’t notice. Maybe that was her plan. Unfortunately, Melissa lived in a gated community with very tight security. I wouldn’t be able to get in without her explicit invitation and she wasn’t likely to give it to me, not if she was part of the conspiracy to keep me away from Susie.  
 
    She was the first girl I ever had sex with, I thought despondently. Too bad she doesn’t remember that. Resetting the world saved it from Amaryx’s personal apocalypse but it also erased all the good stuff that happened. Still, Daraxandriel and I were together now so I think I came out ahead in the end. Up until five minutes ago, anyway. 
 
    Something fluttered in front of my face and I blinked my way back to the present. Mom was looked at me in concern. 
 
    “Are you all right, Peter?” she asked worriedly. “You zoned out there for a minute.” 
 
    “No, I’m fine,” I assured her hastily. “I was just thinking about … homework.” 
 
    She made a skeptical noise but resumed her folding. “Well, you’d better get it done sooner rather than later. You and Dara have been staying up awfully late recently. You need your sleep.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And pull your bed away from the wall a bit. Your father can hear the thumping all the way in his office.” 
 
    My ears and my cheeks had a contest to see which could turn red the fastest. “You heard us? Oh my God!” 
 
    “It’s hard to miss,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Maybe try a different position sometimes or at least take it slow once in a while. Sex isn’t a horserace, you know.” 
 
    “Oh God,” I moaned. I couldn’t imagine how this conversation could get any worse. 
 
    “When your father and I make love –” 
 
    “Gotta go! Homework!”  
 
    I bolted from the laundry room and sprinted to my bedroom. I threw myself onto the bed and pulled my pillow over my head, hoping to smother all memory of the last couple of minutes, and then I leapt to my feet and dragged the bed away from the wall, leaving a six-inch gap all around. Then I flopped back onto the bed and stared at the ceiling in despair. 
 
    This is great, I thought bleakly. Susie’s hiding out where I can’t get to her, Dara thinks I’m having an affair with Maxwell, and Mom’s giving me sex advice. How could this day possibly sink any lower? Don’t answer that! I told the cosmic forces, just in case they were listening. The only bright side to the day was that I hadn’t seen Max – the four-legged version – since I threw her out of the room, but that just made me wonder where she was and what she was doing. With any luck, she was with Susie, although that wasn’t ideal either, if she really was the one leading her astray. 
 
    I sat up and glowered at my backpack. You know you’re having a crappy day when you look forward to your algebra homework as a distraction, I sighed, dragging myself to my feet. Armageddon was a lot easier to deal with. 
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    Physicists claim that there are four fundamental forces that control the behavior of everything in our universe, but there’s actually a fifth one, stronger and more pervasive than gravity or electromagnetism: peer pressure. 
 
    It’s everywhere. Every commercial demands that you whiten your teeth, see that new movie, and buy the latest smartphone. Every glance from a passing stranger critiques your features, your posture, and your clothing. Who you choose to hang out with dictates your social standing and determines your place in the communal pecking order. Submit to peer pressure and your life will be hassle-free. Resist and you’ll be ostracized. 
 
    Peer pressure is like gravity, though. Submitting to gravity is all well and good, unless you’re jumping off a cliff. Everything’s great until that sudden stop at the bottom. Going along with the crowd can make your life easier but it can also crush your soul. Climbing is a lot harder than jumping but the view is better at the end.   
 
      
 
    My alarm clock rescued me from a disturbing dream where I was chasing after Susie while being pursued by a menacing horde of black cats brandishing sex toys. I turned it off, trying not to wake Daraxandriel. She accepted my apology last night but we barely spoke another dozen words to each other before we went to bed and she made a point of putting a pillow between us. Now, though, she was pressed up against my side with her hand resting on my thigh and I didn’t want the moment to end. 
 
    I lay there as long as I could just watching her breathe but I finally had to nudge her gently. “Hey,” I said quietly. “It’s time to wake up.” She made a dissatisfied noise and pressed her face into my side. “I’m sorry about yesterday,” I told her again. “I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
 
    Her eyes opened slowly, their ember glow muted. “Do not chastise thyself,” she murmured. “I know thou didst not speak from the heart and yet …” Her voice trailed off as she shook her head.  
 
    “And yet what?” I asked, dreading her answer. 
 
    “And yet I feared to lose thee.” Her hand moved up until it rested over my heart. “Thou art mine anchor in a turbulent sea, Peter Simon Collins. I am unwelcome in thy world and banished from mine. An thou dost cast me aside, I have nowhere else to turn.” 
 
    “I’ll never leave you,” I told her earnestly. “I love you, Dara. I’d be just as lost without you.” 
 
    She raised herself up, her eyes searching mine. “How am I to discern the veracity of thy words and the earnestness of thine intent?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted, “but I’m telling the truth. I love you and I want to be with you forever.” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” She threw herself at me and kissed me with a desperate passion. “I love thee to the very depths of my being, a love that shall endure ere the Abyss claims us all! Come, let us celebrate the joining of our hearts through the joining of our bodies!” She fumbled with my shorts, trying to free Little Peter from his fabric prison. 
 
    “Wait!” I grabbed her hand, pinning it in place. “We don’t have time for this.” 
 
    She leaned back to look at me quizzically. “What other task lies ahead of us that we should delay the physical expression of our love for one another?” 
 
    “School, unfortunately. That’s the only place where we’ll be able to corner Susie and I want to get there before she does. Besides, it would be nice to get a decent parking spot for a change.” 
 
    “A barren plot of land for thy carriage is of greater moment to thee than I?” she asked indignantly. 
 
    “No, of course not!” I assured her hastily. “That’s not what I meant at all.” 
 
    “It is well that I love thee, Peter Simon Collins,” she grumbled, climbing over me to reach the floor, heedless of where her elbows and knees landed, “for elsewise I would be forced to avenge this besmirchment of mine honor.” Her narrowed eyes sent a chill down my spine. 
 
    “It’s okay!” I protested. “We can park across the street!” 
 
    “Nay, thou hast the right of it. Thou needs must heed the commands of thy Goddess and deliver the waif from her folly. I shall aid thee in this endeavor but only because she is thy sibling and belovèd to thee. There is no love lost between us,” she warned me. 
 
    “She’s not my Goddess,” I reminded her, getting to my feet, “but thanks anyway.” 
 
    “Reserve thy gratitude for when there is time to convey it properly.” She stepped into my arms and kissed me gently before wrapping me in her warm embrace. Her breasts pressed against my chest and Little Peter took notice. 
 
    “We have a little bit of time,” I suggested but she immediately stepped back out of reach. 
 
    “Nay!” she informed me tartly. “Thou hast expressed the need to make all due haste to thine academy and due haste we shall therefore make. I claim first rights to the bathing chamber.” She left the room with an exaggerated swivel to her hips as her tail swayed in a suggestive arc. I almost followed her out until I heard Mom’s voice in the hallway. 
 
    “Dara! What did I tell you about walking around the house like that?” 
 
    “Your pardon, Dame Collins!” Daraxandriel scurried out of sight and I plopped back down on the bed to wait my turn, quickly crossing my legs to hide Little Peter when Mom appeared in the open doorway, shaking her head in exasperation. 
 
    “I swear, the English have such strange customs,” she grumbled to herself. “Good morning, Peter! What would you and Dara like for breakfast?” 
 
    “Probably just cereal,” I told her. “We’re in a bit of a hurry.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked doubtfully. “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard,” I noted wryly, trying not to roll my eyes. “We’ll just scrounge something up, thanks anyway.” 
 
    “All right, if you’re sure.” Mom left shaking her head again, bemused by the culinary foibles of teenagers. 
 
    We made short work of our morning routine and walked out the door well ahead of our normal schedule, although our departure was delayed briefly when I had to run back inside to retrieve my history paper from Dad’s printer. Most of the traffic lights were green as well and I had high hopes when I turned into the school parking lot, only to have them dashed when I saw Melissa’s baby blue 1958 Ford Thunderbird convertible sitting in its usual spot.  
 
    I pulled in beside it, violating the unwritten rule that prohibited parking near her car unless the lot was otherwise full, and stared at it glumly. The early bird may get the worm but he has no hope of beating a pair of witches who routinely get up even earlier to greet the dawn. 
 
    “We’ll just have to catch her between classes,” I sighed as we got out and walked towards the school entrance. There were quite a few students hanging around outside but Susie’s distinctive hair was nowhere to be seen. “She can’t hide from us forever.” 
 
    Mrs. Grady was at her usual post and I walked past her with barely an acknowledgement of my existence. Daraxandriel, however, had to endure her effusive praise for her outfit, even though she was basically wearing the same thing she wore yesterday. While I waited for Daraxandriel to extricate herself, I glanced around the hallway for Susie. There was still no sign of her but a gaggle of black-and-orange-clad cheerleaders stood in a chattering huddle not too far away. Melissa had her back to me but I’d recognize her anywhere. 
 
    I wonder if she’s still a virgin in this timeline, Little Peter mused. 
 
    Shut up! I told him as I moved closer. The last thing I needed was her thinking I was lusting after her. Not that that would make me any different than the rest of the male population but Melissa had strongly-held beliefs about how men should respect women for their minds, not their bodies, beliefs she tended to enforce rather violently. 
 
    I listened in to the conversation while trying to look like I wasn’t, hoping they were talking about Susie, but they were making disparaging remarks about the anatomy of some guy I never heard of. The respect thing only worked in one direction, apparently.  
 
    I cleared my throat cautiously. “Melissa? Can I speak with you for a minute?” 
 
    The laughter died away as Melissa turned, her dark eyes narrowing as she recognized me. “What do you want, Peter?” Her icy tone came straight from the North Pole, every word encouraging me to turn around and walk away while I still had the use of my limbs. Her fellow cheerleaders lined up on either side of her, eyeing me with the enthusiasm of janitors confronting a clogged toilet. 
 
    “Could we talk privately?” 
 
    Melissa crossed her arms. “Anything you want to say to me, you can say in front of them.” The squad nodded and copied her posture in perfect synchronization, like they’d practiced the routine all month. 
 
    “It’s about Susie,” I explained, hoping she’d get the hint. 
 
    “You leave Susie alone!” she declared with sudden heat. “She doesn’t need her brother,” she said it like she’d say slime mold, “harassing her all the time!” 
 
    “I’m not –” 
 
    “You don’t get to dictate what she can and can’t do!” she told me, jabbing me in my sternum with her forefinger. “She’s on the brink of accomplishing something wonderful, something you’re too afraid to do, and you have no right to hold her back!” 
 
    “What are you –?” 
 
    “So stay away from her and keep her away too!” I flinched when Melissa stabbed with her finger again but this time she was pointing off to the side to where Daraxandriel was watching us with wide eyes, amid a growing throng of curious students. 
 
    “Dara? She doesn’t have anything to do with this,” I protested. 
 
    “She has everything to do with it! We know what she really is, Peter,” Melissa intoned menacingly, leaning close to glare into my eyes. “She doesn’t belong here. Get rid of her or we’ll take care of her ourselves.” Suddenly there was a lot of space around Daraxandriel as the nearby students scurried out of the target zone. 
 
    “You leave her alone!” I retorted angrily. “Susie’s the dangerous one, not Dara!” Melissa and I were practically nose-to-nose now but something heavy landed on my shoulder as a shadow blotted out the light. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” asked a voice risen from the depths of the earth. I twisted around and discovered a shaved gorilla in a Hellburn Hellhounds football jersey looming over me, accompanied by two of his teammates. 
 
    “Peter got lost on the way to his class,” Melissa informed him, stepping back with a smirk on her lips. “Show him where it is, will you, Kyle?” 
 
    “No problem. Move it, Collins.” The gorilla’s grip tightened and turned me around, moving me relentlessly towards the front door. 
 
    “Let me go!” I struggled to free myself but the other goons hemmed me in on either side. “This isn’t the way to my class!” 
 
    “Sorry, my mistake.” Kyle didn’t sound the least bit sorry. A shove between my shoulder blades sent me catapulting through the door and halfway down the stairs, nearly bowling over half a dozen students in the process. I somehow kept my balance and whirled around to find the trio standing shoulder-to-shoulder in the doorway, blocking the entrance for everyone trying to get to class. A few brave souls tried to squeeze past, only to be redirected to the freshman entrance at the other end of the school. 
 
    “I have the right to use this door!” I told them.  
 
    “We have the right to stand here,” Kyle shrugged indifferently. 
 
    “You can’t just block the way! What if there’s an emergency?” 
 
    “I don’t hear any alarms. Do you hear any alarms?” he asked Thug One on his left, who shook his thick-necked head. “How about you?” he asked Thug Two on his right, who gave an identical response. 
 
    The frustrating part was that I had a hundred spells at my disposal that would make short work of the Hulk triplets but I couldn’t use any of them without causing a wide-spread panic. Daraxandriel was on the other side of the Great Wall of Muscle, though, and after Melissa’s not-so-subtle threat, I needed to make sure she was okay. 
 
    Before I could come up with a plan that didn’t involve hiking all the way down to the other end of the school or committing triple homicide, somebody tapped me on the shoulder. I looked around and found my personal stalker, standing right beside me. I couldn’t help but flinch in surprise and she eyed me uncertainly. 
 
    “Um, hi,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t sneak up on me like that!” I told her. 
 
    “How should I sneak up on you, then?” 
 
    “Don’t sneak up on me at all! What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m keeping you away from Susie.” 
 
    “You – you admit that?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I?” she frowned. “It’s true, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, but aren’t you supposed to keep it a secret?” 
 
    “Why? There’s nothing you can do about it anyway. Come on.” She took my arm and pulled me away from the steps. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “You don’t want to be late, do you? Kyle and the gang aren’t going to let you in without Melissa’s say-so.” We fell in with the rest of the latecomers hurrying to get to class before first bell rang but she seemed content to stroll towards the other entrance. I glanced back and saw my personal blockade watching me with narrowed eyes. “It wasn’t your brightest move to get Melissa mad at you,” she observed. “She can get pretty vindictive.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I muttered to myself as I watched her out of the corner of my eye. This was my first opportunity to get a good look at her and it was, frankly, worth the wait.  
 
    She barely came up to my chin but she carried herself with the grace of a ballerina. She had that long-legged, long-necked coltish look young girls have as they blossom into womanhood, with fresh, creamy skin, long, dark eyelashes, and rose-colored lips that didn’t need any makeup. She even smelled beautiful, some vaguely floral scent I couldn’t quite identify. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked her. 
 
    She thought about that for a moment. “Mary.” 
 
    “Is that your real name?” 
 
    “Of course it is,” she insisted. “Well, it’s my middle name, but still.” 
 
    “What’s your first name, then?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business,” she sniffed. 
 
    “Fine. So why are you doing this?” 
 
    “Walking you to class?” 
 
    “No! Why are you trying to keep me away from Susie?” 
 
    “Because she asked me to.” Her shrug shifted her modest superstructure under her long-sleeved blouse just enough to remind me it was there. 
 
    “Why you, though?” I pressed. “You’re just a kid.” 
 
    “I’m older than you think,” she protested. She stepped away from me and twisted from side to side to give me a good look at her. With her white blouse and black skirt, knee-high socks, and shoes, she looked like a live-action version of a character in a Japanese anime. 
 
    “How old?” She was definitely on the north side of puberty but not by much. 
 
    “Um.” She caught her lower lip between her teeth as she considered her answer. “What’s the age of consent in Texas?” 
 
    “Seventeen.” I just happened to look that up a couple of years ago, for no particular reason. 
 
    “There you go.” 
 
    “You’re not seventeen,” I scoffed. 
 
    “I am too!”  
 
    “What grade are you in?” 
 
    She hesitated just a beat too long. “Twelve.” 
 
    “You’re not in any of my classes.” 
 
    “We have different majors.”  
 
    “We don’t have majors in high school.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Let’s talk about something else.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like us.” She tried batting her eyes winsomely at me but I was too annoyed with her to succumb to her charms. 
 
    “Us? There is no us.” 
 
    “There could be,” she insisted. “Meet me after school, by your car.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Be there and I’ll tell you everything you want to know about Susie’s coven.” Her pale blue eyes slid to the side and narrowed with displeasure. “Without her.” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” I turned at Daraxandriel’s voice and spotted her running towards me between the stragglers. Behind her, students were once again climbing the stairs to the front entrance, so Kyle and his fellow Hellhounds must have finally abandoned their posts. “I have seen the waif!” she announced as she bounded up to me. 
 
    “Really?” I asked eagerly. “Where?” 
 
    “She arrived not long after thou wert ejected from the academy and spake with Melissa and one other I do not know.” 
 
    “Great! Let’s catch her before she disappears again.” I started to move towards the main entrance but Daraxandriel stopped me, shaking her head. 
 
    “Nay, ‘twould be a futile effort for she has already departed. I sought to alert thee sooner but Melissa’s guardsmen would not allow me passage.” 
 
    “Damn it! You knew this was going to happen, didn’t you?” I rounded on Mary but she wasn’t there. I spun around in a circle, searching for her, but it was if she never existed. 
 
    “To whom dost thou address thyself?” Daraxandriel asked doubtfully. 
 
    “You didn’t see the girl I was just talking to?” 
 
    “I saw naught,” she admitted apologetically, “but there were many betwixt us. Dost thou speak of thine elusive admirer?” 
 
    “Mary, yeah. She obviously brought me this way to keep me away from Susie.” I swallowed an angry four-letter word. “She said she wanted to meet me after school but that’s probably just another ruse. Except …” My voice trailed off. 
 
    “What gives thee pause?” 
 
    “If Mary wants to meet me by my car, that means Susie can’t leave with Melissa. We’re parked right beside her. Susie’s going to leave some other way, probably out the back past the athletic fields. If you hide out in the bleachers, you might be able to catch her and keep her there until I can get there.” 
 
    Daraxandriel looked less than enthusiastic about this plan. “How am I to restrain her? She bears a soulstone!” 
 
    “She’s not going to hurt you, she knows what you mean to me. At the very least, you can keep watch for her and call me when she sneaks out. I just need to get to her before she meets up with Melissa.” 
 
    “Would she not simply guise herself with a glamour?” she argued. 
 
    “She won’t bother with a glamour if she doesn’t know you’re there. Just stay out of sight.” Her lips twisted into a dubious grimace. “Look, it’s the best I can come up with. We’ll keep an eye out for her during school. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” Daraxandriel wisely kept her opinion of the odds to herself. 
 
    Despite Melissa’s and Mary’s attempts to stall us, we still made it to Economics with time to spare, enduring Mr. Chaudhury’s lecture on Marxism and how its disdain of traditional supply-and-demand dynamics destroyed the former Soviet Union. We escaped from the room the instant the bell rang and then dawdled on the way to Physics, scanning the hallway for any sign of Susie. She never appeared but I spotted Mary peering at me from around a corner. She ducked away before I could get Daraxandriel to turn around. 
 
    “Now she’s just showing off,” I grumbled. “Susie walked by yesterday on the way to World History. We’ll catch her then,” I predicted confidently. 
 
    After Physics, we took our positions in the hall but Susie was obviously still a step ahead of us. She never showed, probably taking another route to her class, although I caught another glimpse of Mary. I didn’t bother pointing her out to Daraxandriel. I knew when to fold my cards. 
 
    “Hey, Pete.” This time I saw Justin coming so his greeting didn’t catch me by surprise. “Hi, Dara – oh, sorry, never mind.” He stood beside me, looking everywhere except at her. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” I asked him. Normally he’d be drooling all over Daraxandriel, even though he already had a girlfriend. 
 
    “We’re not supposed to talk to Dara,” he admitted reluctantly. “She’s been shunned.” He said shunned in the same way the Spanish Inquisition would announce someone’s excommunication. 
 
    “Shunned?” I echoed incredulously. “Why? Dara’s the second most popular girl in school!” 
 
    Justin shrugged like a scarecrow caught in a sudden burst of wind. “Beats me but the word is out. You might not want to stand so close to her,” he suggested quietly. “You wouldn’t want to get shunned too.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous!” I protested. “Melissa’s mad at me, not Dara!”  
 
    Now that he mentioned it, though, I realized not one person passing by greeted Daraxandriel or even looked at her. Everybody fell silent until they were well past us and they gave us a wide berth, leaving us isolated in our little patch of tile. We were well and truly shunned, anathema to the rest of the school population.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I muttered. This was dirty pool. 
 
    The same pattern continued for the rest of the morning. Susie never showed her face and nobody so much as glanced in Daraxandriel’s direction. Even finding a place to sit in the cafeteria at lunch proved to be impossible. Every empty seat somehow managed to be occupied or saved for someone else the moment we tried to claim it. We finally just ate our food in gloomy silence outside on the front steps. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked Daraxandriel. She hadn’t uttered a word in the last hour and barely touched her fries. Her only response was a diffident shrug. “This is just temporary,” I assured her. “As soon as we get Susie straightened out, everything will go back to normal.” She nodded but I could tell she didn’t really believe me. I wasn’t sure I believed me either. I’d heard about shunning but I’d never seen it in action before. I didn’t like it one bit and it wasn’t even directed at me. 
 
    “There you are.” I twisted around and found Cameron standing above us on the steps with his usual amiable smile. “I looked for you in the cafeteria but someone said you left without eating.” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear? We’ve been shunned.” I couldn’t keep the bitterness out of my voice as he came around in front of us. “You better not hang around here or you might get shunned too.” 
 
    “I’m not worried,” he said. “Anyone who goes along with that nonsense isn’t a real friend anyway.” 
 
    That didn’t paint Justin in the best light but at least he warned us about the shunning and didn’t ignore us completely, so I kept him on the Real Friends roster along with Cameron. It was a depressingly short list. “You’re welcome to stay, then,” I told him, gesturing to the empty step beside me. 
 
    “Thanks, but I need to run up to my Geography class and make sure the AV is set up for my presentation. I just wanted to tell you what I learned from Susie.” 
 
    “You talked to her?” I asked eagerly, sitting up straight. “What did she say?” 
 
    “Not all that much,” he replied apologetically. “I called her last night and asked her when we can see each other again. She told me she was still busy but she promised to call me on Monday to discuss ideas for our next date.” 
 
    “Monday?” I frowned. “Why wait until then?” 
 
    “I got the impression that whatever she’s working on will happen this weekend and she doesn’t want to be distracted until it’s over.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what she’s doing?” 
 
    “No, sorry,” he said, spreading his hands, “other than it has something to do with her coven. She did say she’s still trying to find one more witch.” 
 
    “I thought you said she was looking for two witches.” 
 
    “She found one, apparently. She wouldn’t tell me who it is, though.” 
 
    “What happens if she’s stuck with eight? Does the weekend thing get cancelled?” 
 
    “I asked her that. She said no, it’ll just be a little harder. She sounded –” he searched for the right word, “– irritated.” 
 
    “That’s normal for her.” 
 
    “True, but in this case, I think she’s bothered that things aren’t going as well as she needs them to. Frankly, I’m worried that she’s doing something very risky. If something goes wrong, well –” He shook his head. 
 
    “That’s what I’m worried about too,” I sighed. “Okay, thanks for trying. Let me know if you learn anything else.” 
 
    “I will,” he promised with a nod. “I’ll see you later. Don’t worry about the shunning, Dara,” he added. “It’ll blow over soon enough.” She flashed him an appreciative smile but it faded quickly as Cameron retraced his steps and disappeared into the school. 
 
    “Great,” I muttered, half to myself. “That gives us at most three days to figure out what Susie’s up to and stop her.” 
 
    “How are we to do so?” Daraxandriel asked. “The waif’s witches have set their wills to keep us apart from her.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a bit of a problem. Not to mention that one of them might be BlackCat, which is a whole other headache.” 
 
    “Did not Dame Maxwell assert that this strangely-styled witch seeks to claim thy soulstone, not the waif’s? Whyfor would she aid in the coven’s endeavors?” 
 
    “Because Susie’s my sister and knows everything about me. For all I know, Susie could be helping her steal my Stone. Having another member of the coven with a Philosopher’s Stone would probably help with whatever’s happening this weekend.” 
 
    “Yet no attempt to acquire thy Stone has occurred,” she pointed out. 
 
    “No, but Mary seems awfully clingy,” I noted. “I figured she was just taking her guard duties way too seriously but maybe she’s actually checking me out before the heist.” I touched my Stone through my shirt to reassure myself it was still there. “She wants to meet me after school, alone. Maybe she’s planning to make her move then.” 
 
    “Then thou needs must flee ere the attempt is made!” Daraxandriel insisted. 
 
    “I’m not worried about losing my Stone,” I told her, rolling my eyes. “But if I play along for a while, she might let slip some information about what Susie’s up to. If nothing else, I’ll confirm whether or not Mary is BlackCat.” 
 
    “By what means?” she frowned. 
 
    “I’ll see if she has a cat tattoo, I suppose.” I ran my fingers through my hair in frustration. “What we really need is an agent on the inside. If we could find a witch we could trust, she could become the ninth member of Susie’s coven and we’d know exactly what she’s doing.”  
 
    “Dost thou have the acquaintance of a trustworthy witch?” 
 
    “I know several but Susie knows them too, unfortunately. There’s no time to hunt down somebody new and convince her to help.” 
 
    “Dame Maxwell is unknown to her,” she reminded me. 
 
    “True,” I mused slowly, “but I’m not sure I trust her either. She really wants to set up a soul bond with me.” 
 
    “And to couple with thee,” she observed tartly. 
 
    “That’s just a side-effect of her encounter with the incubus,” I argued. “She caught me by surprise last time, it won’t happen again.” 
 
    “See that it does not,” she sniffed. 
 
    The bell announced the end of the lunch period and I got to my feet, holding out a hand to help Daraxandriel to hers. “It’s too bad Susie overheard me talking to the Goddess,” I sighed. “I’m family so she trusts me, more or less. I could have joined her coven and talked her out of whatever nonsense she has planned.” I started to head inside but Daraxandriel just stood there, frowning at nothing. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Naught,” she said slowly, “yet thy words have inspired a thought. The waif knows thou dost stand in opposition to her but prayhap there is a way for me to be welcomed into her coven.” 
 
    “You?” I asked incredulously. “You’re not a witch, Susie doesn’t like you, and she knows you’re on my side. What are you going to do, ask Samarael for another miracle?” 
 
    “Who is this Samarael?” she frowned. “I do not recognize the name.” 
 
    “Before your time,” I told her, waving away the question. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    She hesitated. “Let me consider this notion for a time. I needs must ponder it carefully, for should we choose to proceed, it will be –” 
 
    “– fraught with peril,” I finished for her, rolling my eyes. “I know.” It was always fraught with peril. 
 
    “Nay,” she said, looking at me askance. “There is little risk but the working may be beyond mine abilities. I do not wish to promise that which I cannot achieve.” 
 
    “Do I get a hint at least?” 
 
    “Nay, I would not raise thy hopes only to dash them again.” She looked up at the school looming over us and let out a resigned sigh. “Come, let us endure the remainder of this day.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I assured her, although I doubted I convinced her. I felt exactly the same way. 
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    When dealing with a mortal enemy, spies are invaluable. Knowing what the other side is doing and what assets they have lets you plan your counterattack, giving you a tremendous advantage in the coming conflict. Your spy can even start a misinformation campaign, telling your enemy that you’ll be over there when the time comes, when in fact you’ll be over here. A well-placed spy pretty much guarantees your victory. 
 
    The problem is, you can’t actually trust anything your spy tells you. If your spy is uncovered without his knowledge, the enemy could be feeding him false information, leading you straight into their trap. Even worse, they could turn your spy into a double agent, actively working against your interests while giving away all your secrets. A compromised spy pretty much guarantees your defeat. 
 
    So how can you tell whether your spy is trustworthy? The usual approach is to feed him false information and see if the enemy reacts to it. Of course, you’re going to need another spy to tell you what the enemy is actually doing, which means you’ll have to feed him false information to make sure his reports are legitimate, which means you’ll need another spy – well, you get the idea. Pretty soon, your entire army is nothing but spies spying on your other spies and nothing gets done. You might as well call a truce and go home. 
 
      
 
    The final bell felt like a last-minute pardon from the warden. I wouldn’t have thought it possible but the shunning was even worse after lunch. Inside of simply ignoring Daraxandriel, the other students gathered in small groups, watching us with open suspicion as they whispered among themselves. Daraxandriel trudged past them in silent misery, her eyes downcast and her tail drooping behind her. I told her to just leave and take the bus home but she refused to abandon me, making me feel even worse. 
 
    “Let’s just go straight home,” I suggested as we made our way to the stairs, trying to ignore the cold gazes and murmuring all around us. 
 
    “Nay,” she demurred quietly. “We needs must continue with thy plan to approach the waif, lest we suffer this same fate upon the morrow.” 
 
    “What about that other idea you had?” 
 
    “It bears promise but it will avail us not in this place. I shall speak more on it anon but for the nonce, attend thy rendezvous with thine admirer and I shall conceal myself without and bear watch for the waif.”  
 
    She left me at the head of the stairs and continued down the hall with bowed shoulders and horns. I saw the sneers and gestures that followed her and I wanted to yell at everyone to leave her alone but it wouldn’t have done any good. Melissa was the Queen of Hellburn High and they were under her thrall. Susie was the true power behind the throne, however, and it was only a matter of time before the shunning morphed into something much worse. 
 
    I forced myself to turn the other way and left the school through the main entrance. Melissa’s Thunderbird was still there, which meant that Susie was still around here somewhere. Maybe the plan was going to work after all. 
 
    Mary was waiting beside the Mustang, looking bored as she inspected her nails. She brightened up considerably when she spotted me, giving me a cheerful wave. 
 
    “There you are!” she exclaimed. “I was beginning to think you stood me up.” 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” I sighed. 
 
    “Oh, poor baby,” she pouted. “Did you have a rough day?” I just gave her a look. “What? I’m trying to be sympathetic.” 
 
    “Well, stop it. You aren’t any good at it.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault Dara got shunned,” she grumbled. “Don’t take it out on me.” She tried to open the passenger door on my car but it was locked. “Open up! We need to go.” 
 
    “Why?” I frowned. 
 
    “Because Susie and Melissa can’t leave until you’re gone.” 
 
    I blinked at her. “Stop telling me things like that!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s supposed to be a secret! You’re the enemy, you’re not supposed to tell me what you’re doing!” 
 
    Mary rolled her eyes with an exasperated sigh. “Were you surprised to learn that they’re trying to avoid you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Didn’t I already tell you that my job is to keep you away from them?” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” 
 
    “Then what’s the point of lying about it? They’re not coming out until you’re gone so we might as well go.” She tapped her knuckle on the window. 
 
    I just stood there looking at her, trying to wrap my mind around that exchange. She had a point but it didn’t make sense. She should be trying to trick me into doing what she wanted, not blatantly tell me her plans ahead of time.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked finally. 
 
    “I’m going to show you what Susie’s been doing with the coven.” 
 
    That triggered another round of blinking. “Why would you do that? Isn’t that supposed to be a secret too?” 
 
    “Are we going to do this again?” she huffed irritably. “You know Susie’s up to something, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said cautiously. 
 
    “And you’re already planning to stop whatever it is, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Even though you don’t actually know what she’s doing, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “So how does knowing what she’s doing change anything?” 
 
    “Well –” It didn’t, really, although knowing what was going on ahead of time might help us avoid some potentially unpleasant surprises when we finally cornered Susie. “Are you sure Susie’s okay with you giving away all her secrets?” 
 
    Mary suddenly found her fingernails very fascinating. “She didn’t tell me not to.” 
 
    “Did you ask her?” 
 
    “Look, how else am I supposed to get you to leave with me?” she complained. “You don’t trust me and my boobs are too small. I don’t have much to work with here!” 
 
    Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. “Your boobs are fine,” I assured her. 
 
    “Really?” She straightened up and pulled her shoulders back, batting her eyes at me hopefully. 
 
    “But you’re right,” I went on, “I don’t trust you. For all I know, you’re lying to me and you’re just going to lead me around on a wild goose chase until Susie and Melissa can escape.” 
 
    “I would never lie to you, Peter.” I gave her my best deadpan stare. “And even if I did, are you willing to take that chance? Don’t you want to know what Susie is planning?” 
 
    “You could just tell me.” 
 
    “No, that’s the reward you get for leaving with me.” She folded her arms, demonstrating her resolve while boosting her modest assets. “Hanging around here gets you nothing. They’ll just sneak out some other way, without your spy out back ever seeing them,” she added sourly. 
 
    I had to admit she was right. It would be far too easy for two witches to spirit themselves away without anyone seeing them and come back later for Melissa’s car. Besides, Mary was being exceptionally open about what Susie was up to. Either she was setting me up for the Big Lie later on or I was about to discover what was actually going on. I couldn’t afford to miss this opportunity, even if it turned out to be a waste of time, and besides, I still needed to determine whether Mary was BlackCat. 
 
    “All right, fine,” I told her. I unlocked the car and pulled out my phone. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” she said suspiciously. “Who are you calling?” 
 
    “Dara. If we’re leaving, there’s no point in her staying here.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” she admonished me with a waggle of her finger. “Just you and me. She can walk home.” 
 
    “We’ll drop her off.” 
 
    “We’re not going that way.” 
 
    “I can’t just leave her here!” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Mary scoffed. “She’s a succubus, she can just walk the shadowed paths. She can get home faster than you can.” 
 
    “How do you know about the shadowed paths? Wait a minute, how do you know she’s a succubus? People aren’t supposed to notice that!” 
 
    “People who aren’t witches, maybe,” she shrugged. “Are we going or not?” 
 
    “All right,” I sighed resignedly. “Let me tell her what’s going on.” Mary granted me permission with an inclination of her head before sliding into the passenger seat and I pulled up Daraxandriel’s number. She answered just before my call rolled over to voicemail. 
 
    “Art thou Peter Simon Collins?” she asked uncertainly. “My cellphone has scribed thy name upon the glass.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me” Even after all these weeks, she still didn’t quite have the hang of using a smartphone. “Did you see Susie at all?” I ignored Mary’s snort. 
 
    “Nay, neither she nor Melissa has made an appearance,” she reported. “However, the Hellhound army has taken to the field and prepares to practice their maneuvers under the command of Sir Foster.” 
 
    An image of snarling hellhounds on a battlefield flashed through my mind before I realized she was talking about Coach Foster and the football team. “Never mind them. I’m leaving with Mary. Can you get home on your own?” 
 
    “Bide but a moment and I shall join thee.” 
 
    “No, she doesn’t want you to come along. She’s going to show me what Susie and the coven are doing. Or so she claims, anyway,” I added sourly.  
 
    “Yet another encounter at which I am unwelcome?” Daraxandriel asked in dismay. “Will this one end in the selfsame fashion, with thee seduced by a comely woman?” 
 
    “No, absolutely not!” I insisted hastily, casting an uneasy glance at Mary. She looked up at me with wide, innocent eyes but the top two buttons of her blouse had come undone at some point. Nothing showed but now I had to wonder how far Mary was willing to go to keep me out of Susie’s way. “Nothing’s going to happen!” I said firmly, although I wasn’t sure whether I was trying to convince Daraxandriel, Mary, or myself. “Just wait for me at home, okay?” 
 
    “An I needs must,” she agreed reluctantly. “I shall await thy return in anxious anticipation.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    “So dost thou declaim,” she sighed before hanging up on me. 
 
    “This better be worth it,” I grumbled as I got behind the wheel. 
 
    “It will be,” Mary assured me. “Trust me.” 
 
    Once we got past the usual stop-and-go jockeying for the exit, Mary guided me on a zig-zag path across town. The route seemed awfully familiar, though, and I looked up at the nearest street sign in disbelief. 
 
    “This is Maple Street!” I exclaimed. “We’re two blocks from my house!” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So you said we weren’t going anywhere near it!” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like I know where you live. Keep going,” she ordered, pointing straight ahead. “We’re almost there.” I muttered under my breath but complied. A couple of minutes later, she told me to pull over to the curb. “Here we are!” she declared. 
 
    “There’s nothing here,” I protested. We sat beside an empty lot bounded on two sides by scruffy trees and overgrown with wilting grass. There was a rusty backstop in the corner and a crude baseball diamond marked with stones but that was it. “You lied to me! You said we were – wait, where are you going?” Mary was already out the door and I scrambled after her. I caught up with her at the pile of dirt that marked the pitcher’s mound. 
 
    “So what do you think?” she asked me, as if we were enjoying some epic vista. 
 
    “I think you’re wasting my time,” I retorted. “This was just an excuse to let Susie and Melissa get away.” 
 
    “What, you don’t feel it?” She actually looked surprised. 
 
    “Feel what?” 
 
    “And you call yourself a warlock,” she sighed dolefully. 
 
    “I don’t, actually,” I told her, but I cast around with my Sight. Everything seemed perfectly normal and unmagical, other than Mary herself, except …  
 
    “There’s something behind the backstop,” I said quietly, something that didn’t feel right at all. I’d sensed something like this before but it took me a few moments to dredge up the memory. Then my breath caught in my throat. “That’s a demon portal!” 
 
    “Took you long enough.” She headed that way and I followed her with an uneasy churning in my stomach. It was bright daylight and there was absolutely no place to hide on the lot but that didn’t stop me from trying to spot whoever or whatever might have come through that portal. 
 
    We walked around the backstop and stood beside a patch of dirt that had been cleared of weeds and smoothed out into a circle about four feet across. To my eyes, it was just bare earth, but I felt the portal lurking just out of sight, ready to twist time and space to carry us God knows where. I stayed well back but Mary walked right into the center. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” I tried to pull her out of the circle but she batted my hand away impatiently. “You don’t know where that goes!” 
 
    “Sure I do.” She squatted down and placed her hands on the dirt. Concentric rings of angular letters appeared around her, glowing dull red. “This’ll take us to where the coven meets.” 
 
    “How could you possibly know that?” 
 
    “Because that’s what Susie created it to do.” 
 
    “Wait, Susie made this? That’s impossible! She doesn’t know how to – well, I guess she did open that portal into the dungeon under Kenilworth Castle,” I corrected myself, “but that was just copying an existing portal!” 
 
    “Well, now she knows how to make new ones,” Mary pointed out as the rings began to rotate slowly in opposite directions. “Are you coming or not?” 
 
    “Um.” Stepping into an unknown portal was just asking for trouble – hell, stepping into a known one was incredibly reckless – but Mary didn’t seem to have any concerns at all. Either she was certifiably insane or she’d done this before. Unfortunately, there was no way to tell for sure, but at least I had my Philosopher’s Stone to undo any fatal errors I was about to make. I sucked in a deep breath and cautiously stepped over the spinning rings. 
 
    “Hang on,” Mary warned, but before I could ask her what I should be hanging on to, the world flipped inside out and we found ourselves in one of the most mundane and least threatening places I’d ever been, a parking lot behind a warehouse. 
 
    I turned around slowly, trying to figure out where we were. The sky was the same clear blue as before and the temperature hadn’t changed so I presumed we were still in Hellburn. The warehouse was one of four identical buildings laid out in a row and all of them had that seedy, worn-down look of long abandonment. The cracks in the pavement were dotted with weeds and the chain-link fence separating the parking lot from the open field beyond was festooned with vines. There was no signage anywhere and I wondered if these buildings had ever been occupied. 
 
    Mary rose to her feet, clapping the dust from her hands. “We meet in there,” she said, nodding at a blank door beside the loading dock. “Nobody ever comes around here so it’s perfect.” 
 
    “Why isn’t the portal inside, then?” 
 
    “It’s too crowded. We don’t want people accidentally teleporting on top of each other.” She flicked a wrist behind me and I turned. There were seven faint circles scrawled on the pavement in chalk, each one surrounding a different portal and each one bearing someone’s initials. The one we were standing in was labeled SC. 
 
    “You each have your own portal?” 
 
    “It keeps people from wondering why there are cars at an empty warehouse,” Mary explained, “and it’s a lot faster.” She snapped her fingers to illustrate her point. 
 
    “Where do all these go?” 
 
    “Wherever,” she shrugged. “Close to their homes, I suppose. There’s no point hiking across town to take a portal.” 
 
    “Which one is yours?” I scanned the initials. SC was obviously Susie’s but the only one with an M was MA, which had to be Melissa’s. “I don’t see one for you,” I said pointedly. 
 
    “Maybe I have one, maybe I don’t,” she smirked. “Mary’s my middle name, remember?” 
 
    “There’s only seven portals here,” I argued, “but Cameron said there’s an eighth witch in the coven now.” 
 
    “Susie hasn’t gotten around to it yet. There’s no point setting it up until the new girl learns how to use it. Come on, the really interesting stuff is inside.” She walked over to the door and pulled on the handle, but it didn’t budge. She tried a couple more times, rattling the door in its frame, with no better success. 
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    “I’m not so good with unlocking spells,” she admitted grudgingly. “Can you open this?” 
 
    “It’s not going to set off an alarm, is it?” 
 
    “Nah, there’s no power. It gets pretty stuffy in there when we’re all together, even at night.” I reached past her, focused my will, and pulled the door open in one smooth motion. “Showoff,” she muttered as she pushed past me and I followed her inside. 
 
    The room we found ourselves in wasn’t much larger than my bedroom, probably a break room for the staff, judging from the counters and cabinets. The walls were unfinished, just plain drywall and tape, and there were no interior doors. The place smelled like dust. 
 
    “This way.” Mary led me down a short hallway past several empty offices and into a large area in the front of the warehouse, most likely intended to be a showroom. The far wall was nothing but floor-to-ceiling windows still covered with protective paper, letting in a dull light that cast everything in shades of gray. Stacks of drywall sheets stood to one side, topped with empty paper coffee cups and water bottles, and the floor was littered with construction debris all around the edges. The center was brushed clear, though, and sported a large pentagram drawn in chalk. 
 
    No, I corrected myself as I moved closer, not a pentagram. I counted nine points in the pattern, making this – I had to pause and dredge up the proper Latin term – a nonagram. The interior lines arced between every other point, tracing a shape more like a flower than a star, all bound within an unbroken circle. White candles stood at each point, showing recent signs of use. Five of them were shorter and thicker than the others and I had a sneaking suspicion they were the same ones I used to cast the warding cage to hold Amaryx in place when I let her out of my Stone. 
 
    In my Sight, the nonagram still gleamed with residual power but not enough to cause any problems if I crossed the lines. There was something else in the center, though, something that made me very uneasy: another portal. There was no circle to mark it and no initials to indicate who it might belong to. Given its location, there was a good chance whoever used it wasn’t human. 
 
    “What exactly do you do here?” I asked Mary. 
 
    “We practice,” she told me, coming up to stand beside me. 
 
    “And what exactly are you practicing?” 
 
    “Killing demons, of course.” She said it like they were practicing scales on a piano. 
 
    “You’re summoning demons from Hell for practice?” I exclaimed, aghast at the thought, but Mary scowled at me like I was a complete idiot for suggesting that. 
 
    “No, of course not,” she scoffed. “We get them from those.” 
 
    She jerked her chin at a pile of debris in the far corner of the room. I thought they were broken pots or cinder blocks but when I moved closer, I realized they were all shards of spherical objects about the size of grapefruits. Most of them were made from dried clay but some were limestone or granite. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I murmured to myself. I knelt down and picked up one of the pieces. The edges were jagged but the sphere had clearly been hollow. “Vincula aperio,” I whispered, but no glowing red lines appeared. It would never hold anyone prisoner ever again. “These are soul traps,” I accused Mary, rising to my feet. “Where did they come from?” 
 
    “Beats me,” she shrugged. “Susie goes someplace and brings them back for us.” She nodded at the portal inside the nonagram. I stared at it with a sinking feeling in my gut. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “These are the traps Dr. Bellowes stored in Kenilworth!” 
 
    “Who?” Mary frowned. 
 
    “Is she insane? There’s no way to tell what’s inside a soul trap! It could be a demon lord for all you know!” 
 
    “Nah, they’ve been mostly imps,” she scoffed. “The ones inside the rocks weren’t, though. Susie had to fry the last one before it got away. That wasn’t my fault, by the way,” she added quickly. “Roxanne screwed up.” 
 
    “You have to stop this before someone gets hurt, or worse!” 
 
    “How are we supposed to learn how to kill demons if we don’t practice?” she argued. “We’re witches, that’s what witches do.” 
 
    “No, you’re supposed to maintain the balance,” I told her. “Sometimes killing demons is necessary but it’s only part of a witch’s role.” 
 
    “The balance of what?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “The balance of nature, of the world, of everything!” I said, waving my arm around. “Hasn’t the Goddess ever talked to you about this?” 
 
    “The Goddess?” Mary reacted as if I just told her to consult with Santa Claus. “Susie talks about her sometimes but I’ve never met her.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” I had to take a couple of deep breaths while I massaged my temples with my fingertips. “Susie screwed this up royally. She’s going to get you all killed.” 
 
    “No, she isn’t,” she retorted. “We have a secret weapon. The demons won’t know what hit them.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Do you want to see?” Mary wore the same eager grin as a kid with a secret she couldn’t wait to tell someone. “It’s really cool.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked uneasily, already certain I wouldn’t like whatever it was. 
 
    “Hang on, I have to get ready.” She retreated to the drywall stack and leaned against it while she kicked off her shoes and peeled off her stockings. 
 
    “Um, what are you doing?” This wasn’t what I expected at all. 
 
    “I don’t want to ruin my clothes,” she explained as she unbuttoned her blouse and shrugged it off, revealing a cotton bra dotted with ladybugs. “Okay, ready?” 
 
    “I guess,” I said carefully, trying not to let my eyes dip below her collarbones. There was no way she was seventeen. 
 
    “Okay, here we go.” She squeezed her eyes shut and clenched her fists, tensing her entire body. I waited but absolutely nothing happened. 
 
    “Um –” 
 
    “It takes a minute to charge up,” she said, frowning in concentration. “Okay, now it’ll work.”  
 
    I gave it a slow count of three but as I opened my mouth to tell her to give up, Mary vanished between one heartbeat and the next, replaced by a small female demon wearing the same bra and skirt. She had Mary’s basic shape but her skin had a dusky red hue and her eyes glowed like a midday sky. Heavy ram’s horns curled around her head and, instead of a tail, she bore wings not unlike Bellaxragor’s, rising behind her like a pair of folded umbrellas. 
 
    She checked her hands and twisted around to inspect herself before spreading her arms with a grin. “Well?” she said in Mary’s voice. “What do you think?” 
 
    My mouth was still open and I closed it with a click while I tried to come up with something to say. “You – you can transmogrify?” 
 
    “Isn’t this the neatest thing?” she gushed. “Not all the girls can do it yet. I opted for the wings because tails are lame. Watch this.” She gritted her teeth and slowly her wings unfurled, stretching a good six feet from tip to bat-fingered tip. 
 
    “You can fly?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Well, not yet,” she admitted reluctantly. “I can’t hold this form long enough to practice.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Changing like this just sucks up all my magic. If I don’t switch back soon, I’ll just pass out. Susie can keep her succubus form all day long if she wants,” she grumbled. 
 
    “But – why? What’s the point of looking like a demon?” 
 
    “So demons don’t attack us, of course.” She rolled her eyes in a way that emphasized the silent duh. “We can get the drop on them.” 
 
    “That won’t work,” I argued. “I can tell from your aura that you’re a witch.” 
 
    “I have an odylic barrier for that.” She tapped a silver ring on her left forefinger. 
 
    “No, you don’t. I can See your aura.” I was beginning to regret teaching that spell to Susie. 
 
    “Well, it’s not on right now. It makes me feel yergh.” She shivered like bugs were crawling over her skin. 
 
    “Mary,” I sighed, “this isn’t going to work. You have to help me stop Susie before it’s too late. Someone’s going to get themselves killed.” 
 
    Her smile faded away. “Susie wants to rid the world of demons. We all do. Demons are evil and they hurt people.” 
 
    “I know you think you’re doing the right thing but believe me, you’re not. This isn’t what the Goddess wants.” 
 
    “Who cares about her?” she demanded scornfully. “She tried to keep Susie from using her Philosopher’s Stone.” 
 
    “Because she isn’t ready for it!” 
 
    “She is ready and on Sunday –” She stopped and pressed her lips together, glowering at me. 
 
    “What? What happens on Sunday?” 
 
    “Nothing! Leave Susie alone!” Mary the succubus became Mary the teenager as she darted off to the side and slapped her hands on a chalk X marked on the floor not far from the front windows. Circles of red symbols surrounded her and started to spin. Before I could come up with a spell to stop her, the portal opened and swept her away, leaving me alone in an empty room. 
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    Most religions include the concept of a soul, that innate essence that sets human beings apart from other animals. The soul enables reason, love, and morality, providing that moral compass we all so desperately need to keep our baser instincts at bay. Without a soul, we’re no better than, well, animals. 
 
    There’s quite a bit of philosophical debate about where souls come from. Some say that God creates a new soul at the moment of conception, while others believe that it comes from the child’s parents. A third school of thought, primarily from religions that feature reincarnation as a key selling point, claim that souls are eternal and merely inhabit the body during its lifespan. Regardless of where it comes from, however, everyone agrees that we’re born with a soul. 
 
    That begs the question of what happens to the soul when you die. Is your soul immortal or does it die with you? We’re unlikely to ever know the answer but I have to believe that your soul transcends your mortal life. If it doesn’t, Judgement Day will have to be cancelled for lack of participation and the entire point of Hell goes out the window. Reincarnation is pretty much a dead end as well, no pun intended, and forget about karma doing you any good. Without an immortal soul, there’s no afterlife after life, and that would be a shame. I’m looking forward to learning how to play the harp. 
 
      
 
    I parked in front of the house in a crappy mood and that was putting it mildly. Between the alarming revelation of what Susie was doing with her coven and Mary abandoning me on the edge of town, I was ready to yell at somebody, except the people I needed to yell at weren’t here. 
 
    I gathered up the clothes Mary left behind and got out, plucking at my shirt to unstick it from my body. Hiking three miles under the Texas sun to get back to my car, even in September, was nobody’s idea of fun. I spent a wistful moment remembering when I was the only person in town with a teleportation spell. Now I seemed to be the only person without one. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” This time, Daraxandriel didn’t try to tackle me. Instead, she waited on the porch wringing her tail anxiously as I trudged towards her. “Art thou truly well? Thou didst sound discomposed when last we spake upon our cellphones.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured her sourly. “I just need a shower.” I reached past her to open the door, more than ready to experience the blissful miracle of air conditioning, or at least I tried to. “Why did you lock the door?” 
 
    “I did not,” she protested. “It has been thus e’er since mine arrival. None within would answer my hails nor heed the summons of the bell.” 
 
    “Sorry about that. Mom must be out at another one of her things.” If days somehow became twice as long, Mom would still manage to fill the extra hours with some deserving cause. I applauded her willingness to help anyone in need but sometimes it was just plain inconvenient and it made the rest of us look bad in comparison. “Here, do something with these.” I shoved Mary’s clothes into Daraxandriel’s arms and dug into my pocket for my house key. 
 
    “I thank thee for these gifts,” she said dubiously, holding up one of the stockings, “yet these seem too small for me.” 
 
    “They’re not for you, they’re Mary’s. I need to give them back to her.” I unlocked the door and made a beeline for the hallway. I got halfway there before I realized Daraxandriel wasn’t following me anymore. She stood by the door with the blouse dangling between her fingers like a dead rat. 
 
    “Whyfor was thine admirer unclothed before thee?” she asked with a dangerous narrowing of her eyes. “Didst thou succumb to thine impulses once again?” 
 
    “No! Nothing happened, she was showing me how she could transform into a succubus.” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s eyes flew open wide. “Thou hadst carnal knowledge of another succubus?” 
 
    “No! I explained this on the phone, remember? Susie is teaching the other witches in her coven how to transform themselves into demons so that they can kill other demons. Mary had to take her shirt off first because she has wings.” 
 
    “Succubi do not possess wings,” she reminded me tersely. 
 
    “Fine, so she turned into a cacodemon or whatever. It doesn’t matter. The point is, Susie’s using the demons inside Dr. Bellowes’ soul traps as target practice.” 
 
    Daraxandriel shook her head in despair. “So didst thou reveal unto me, yet I cannot comprehend such folly. Parathraxas enslaved my lord Metraxion, there is no telling what others he may have entrapped!” 
 
    “I know,” I sighed. “Mary said that Susie’s planning something big on Sunday. I bet she’s going to open the strongest trap in Dr. Bellowes’ collection. If she lets out something she can’t handle –” 
 
    “Doom,” she intoned bleakly. She looked down at the clothes in her hands and hefted Mary’s shoes. “Whyfor did she remove her footwear? Were her feet misshapen in demon form?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I wasn’t looking at her feet.” 
 
    “What portion of her anatomy captured your gaze, then?” 
 
    “Her wings. Look, can we stop talking about Mary? I’m going to take a shower and then we have to figure out what we’re going to do next.” 
 
    “I shall accompany thee,” she declared, unceremoniously dumping Mary’s clothes on the floor. “I needs must inspect thy manhood.” 
 
    “I’m not cheating on you!” I protested. 
 
    “The witness of mine own eyes shall give proof to thy claim,” she sniffed, unbuttoning her blouse. “To the bathing chamber with thee!” 
 
    The combination of steam, soap, and close quarters turned her short-arms inspection into a much more pleasant experience for everyone involved and Daraxandriel proclaimed her satisfaction with both my fidelity and my performance. We collected our scattered clothing and repaired to my room, falling side-by-side onto the bed clad only in our towels. We lay there in companionable silence for the longest time, basking in the afterglow, until Daraxandriel finally stirred. 
 
    “I gave much thought to our plight,” she informed the ceiling, “whilst I awaited upon the stoop for thine arrival.” 
 
    “Which specific plight is that?” I asked. I could think of several. 
 
    “We needs must discern the waif’s intent, do we not?” She rolled over on her side to look at me, making a token but fruitless effort to keep her torso covered with her towel. “Elsewise we cannot hope to prevent the cataclysm that awaits come Sunday.” 
 
    “Potential cataclysm,” I corrected her, trying to be positive, “but yeah, that’s the problem. You said you had an idea that might work?” 
 
    “Aye,” she nodded, although she didn’t sound as confident as I would have liked. “I am a succubus.” 
 
    I waited but she didn’t seem inclined to continue. “Yes, you are,” I prompted her. 
 
    “I have the power to bend the world to my will, to alter that which is to become that which I desire it to be.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly, trying to figure out where she was going with this. “But that’s just to grant wishes so that people will sign over their souls to you, right?” 
 
    “That is its primary purpose, aye, but not solely so. I have already bent thy world to remain here unremarked for mine appearance, save by those few with the power to resist the alteration of thy reality. I can do so again.” 
 
    “Wait a minute!” I sat up eagerly. “Are you saying you can change Susie so she gives up on all this demon hunting nonsense?” Daraxandriel started shaking her head before I even finished the sentence. 
 
    “Nay, the waif’s ambitions are too deeply rooted and her bond with her soulstone will defy so drastic a change. We needs must enact a more subtle alteration, one she will accept without doubt.” 
 
    “Like what?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I shall become thy sibling, a sister to her and to thee.” 
 
    “What?” I blinked. “Why? How does that help?” 
 
    “The waif bears a strong attachment to thee, for all that thou art currently in opposition to her. She does not strive to harm thee, despite the threat thou dost pose to her aims, she merely seeks to keep thee at bay until the deed is done. As her sibling, she will accord me the same respect, yet without the rancor that tarnishes thy relationship.” 
 
    “So you’ll pretend to be her sister –” 
 
    “Nay, for all intents I shall be her sister and thine. None who encounter me shall think elsewise. Thy parents, thy friends, thy fellow academics, all shall know me as thy sibling. Prayhap they may even claim to recall a shared history with me, convinced they have known me since my birth.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed, my mind reeling at the entire concept. “You can actually do that?” Daraxandriel hesitated, not meeting my eyes. “You have to be able to do it,” I insisted, “otherwise what was the point of bringing it up?” 
 
    “I can,” she said, “yet I have never undertaken a change as pervasive as this. I can alter minor aspects of the world at will.” She touched her towel, which blurred out for a second before returning to its normal sage green hue. I didn’t see any change in it at all, except I couldn’t for the life of me remember us owning towels that color before. Maybe Mom bought some new ones recently. “To bend the minds of so many, to instill so many falsehoods in their thoughts, is beyond my power, unless –” 
 
    “Unless?” I didn’t like the sound of this. 
 
    “Unless I consume a soul.” 
 
    “No.” I jumped off the bed and faced her, grabbing at my towel to keep it in place. “Absolutely not!” 
 
    “Peter Simon –” 
 
    “I said no! You aren’t taking anyone’s soul for this! We’ll find another way to stop her.” 
 
    “Hear me!” she demanded, rising to her knees on the bed. Her towel fell away completely but she gave it no heed. “There is a way to accomplish this without the mortal sacrifice thou dost envision.” 
 
    “How?” I asked warily. 
 
    “Give me thy seed.” 
 
    “My … seed?” I looked down to where Little Peter was thinking about perking up. Daraxandriel was kind of sexy when she got indignant. 
 
    “Thy seed contains a miniscule fragment of thy soul. Combined with the woman’s portion and planted within her womb, it blossoms into the newborn’s soul to begin the cycle anew.” 
 
    “Oh. So we just need to … do it?”  
 
    Daraxandriel cleared her throat. “Once will not suffice. The fraction of soul contained in thine emissions is small.” 
 
    “So five times?” Little Peter was all in favor of this. 
 
    “Very small.” 
 
    “Ten times?” 
 
    “Very, very small.” 
 
    “How small are we talking here?” 
 
    “It is difficult to assess,” she admitted. “We needs must couple mayhap two hundred times. An we begin immediately, I may receive a sufficient amount ere the cock crows at the coming of the dawn.” 
 
    I checked my alarm clock. It was just after five. “Are you kidding me? I’d have to do it every,” I had to pause to do the math, “four minutes! That’s impossible!” 
 
    “Thy soulstone shall grant thee the stamina required to maintain the pace and I,” she ran her tongue across her lips, “I shall provide encouragement.” 
 
    I licked my own suddenly dry lips. “Well, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to give it a try –” 
 
    The cosmic forces had other plans, though, as the rumble of the garage door froze us in place before we scurried around the room pulling on whatever clothes came to hand. By the time Mom’s cheery “I’m home!” sounded in the kitchen, I was on my laptop browsing some random website and Daraxandriel sat on the bed with her nose in her book. “Dara? Peter? Are you home?” 
 
    “We’re in here!” I called, and she appeared in the doorway a few moments later, perusing Mary’s outfit with a puzzled frown. 
 
    “Did Susie come back while I was gone?” she wondered. “Why are her clothes on the floor?” 
 
    “Those belong to –” I caught myself just in time. Trying to explain what I was doing with a teenaged girl’s blouse, shoes, and socks was just asking for trouble. “– Susie, definitely. Beats me, we just got home a little while ago.” 
 
    “How very strange,” she murmured to herself. “I don’t remember buying her shoes like this. Well,” she shrugged, “I’ll just put them back in her room. How was school?” 
 
    Horrible, I thought. “Fine,” I said out loud. “We, um, have a lot of homework tonight so we’ll just stay in our room after dinner.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I’ll probably just order pizza for everyone,” she sighed. 
 
    “Really?” I asked, not that I was complaining. Mom took justifiable pride in her home cooking so take-out was a rarity in the Collins household. “How come?” 
 
    “I’m exhausted! I was helping out at the Senior Center all afternoon. You can’t imagine the sort of hijinks septuagenarians get up to. They’re worse than toddlers.” She left shaking her head in disbelief. 
 
    “How am I to collect enough of thine essence if we are so delayed?” Daraxandriel asked me in a stage whisper. “I needs must bend the world ere we depart for thine academy in the morn.” 
 
    “We’ll just have to pick up the pace,” I whispered back. “Every three minutes. God,” I muttered, massaging my forehead. Even with my Stone, the most I ever managed with Daraxandriel was four times in one night. I couldn’t see how either of us was going to make it all the way through. 
 
    We spent the next hour trying to kill time until dinner, occasionally walking past Mom to demonstrate that we weren’t up to anything unusual. Dad got home shortly after six and pizza arrived a few minutes later. 
 
    “What’s the occasion?” Dad asked as Mom divvied up the slices, supreme for the two of them, meat lover’s for me, and Hawaiian for Daraxandriel. Pineapple on pizza just seems unnatural to me but she loves it for some unfathomable reason. 
 
    “It’s just been one of those days,” Mom told him, fetching drinks for everyone before finally seating herself at the end of the kitchen table. 
 
    “I hear you,” he nodded somberly. 
 
    “Oh? Did something happen?” 
 
    “Nothing serious,” he assured her, “at least not yet. Do you remember that English girl who caused that panic a couple of months ago?” Daraxandriel and I both froze in mid-chew. English, in this context, meant Someone who looks like Dara. Although Dad didn’t know it, that someone was Susie in her succubus form. 
 
    “I thought she disappeared,” Mom frowned. 
 
    “Well, she’s back. There’ve been multiple sightings of her over the last couple of weeks, always at night. She might even have brought some friends with her. The descriptions aren’t consistent.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Mom said in dismay. “But she hasn’t done anything bad?” 
 
    “A few more stink bombs,” he sighed, “but that’s bad enough. We doubled the night patrols but she just seems to vanish into thin air whenever we try to corner her. You’ve haven’t heard anything about her at school, have you, Peter?” 
 
    His question caught me by surprise and I nearly choked on a slice of pepperoni. “No, sir,” I coughed, reaching for my glass of milk. “Not a peep,” I told him honestly. If I had, I might have clued in to what Susie was doing without the Goddess’s prodding. 
 
    “Very strange,” he said, shaking his head. “I can’t imagine why she’s doing this, in Hellburn of all places. Just another bored teenager with too much time on her hands, I suppose. Well,” he retrieved another slice of supreme, “we’ll track her down eventually. She’s bound to slip up sooner or later.” Daraxandriel and I exchanged a look and hunkered down over our pizza. If all went well, the mysterious English girl’s reign of terror would end this weekend. 
 
    We escaped the kitchen as soon as we could without raising too many eyebrows, telling Mom and Dad we’d be busy with homework until bedtime. They promised not to disturb us unless the house was on fire and we retreated to the bedroom, locking the door behind us. Then we stood there in awkward silence like two virgins on their wedding night. 
 
    “So,” I said finally, clearing my throat, “how are we going to do this?” 
 
    Daraxandriel sat on the edge of the bed, carefully smoothing the covers on either side of her. “Howsoever it pleases thee,” she said quietly. “All that is needful is contact with thine essence.” 
 
    “Oh, so not just the, ah, usual way?” 
 
    She looked up at me with those big, glowing eyes. “Any and all ways.” She began unbuttoning her blouse and my phone rang. 
 
    I yanked it out of my pocket to turn it off but I hesitated when I saw Private Number displayed on the screen. “Hang on, this might be Agent Maxwell. Or an offer to extend the warranty on my car.” I tapped the answer button. “Hello?” 
 
    “So have you tracked down BlackCat yet?” Maxwell’s warm voice oozed into my ear. 
 
    “Um, no, sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize to me, I’m not the target of a Stone-stealing witch. Have you checked out anyone in the coven?” 
 
    “One, sort of. Her name’s Mary.” 
 
    “Mary who?” 
 
    “I don’t know, actually.” 
 
    There was a beat of silence. “Apparently you have a different definition of checked out than I do. Does she have a cat tattoo or not?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She turned into a winged demon before I could take a good look.” 
 
    The silence was longer this time. “Maybe you should back up a bit.” 
 
    I summarized my day with Mary and described what happened in the warehouse. Maxwell made a thoughtful noise as she digested the news. 
 
    “Well, that’s a bit alarming,” she said finally. “It’s bad enough that Susan can change her own shape undetectably, but now other witches can do it too? And they can use demon portals? Susan’s creating an army that we might not be able to stop.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” I insisted. “They can’t hold their shapes for very long and only Susie can actually make the portals.” 
 
    “Only because they don’t have access to a Philosopher’s Stone. Once Susan bonds with them –” 
 
    “She won’t do that,” I argued. “She doesn’t like to share.” 
 
    “Infinite power divided by nine is still infinite power. Susan has nothing to lose and everything to gain by bonding with the other witches. We have to figure out a way to stop them before it’s too late.” 
 
    “By Sunday,” I sighed gloomily. 
 
    “What happens Sunday?” 
 
    “I don’t know but Mary hinted that it was something big.” 
 
    “I think we have a pretty good idea what that will be. Pick me up at the hotel. I want to see this warehouse.” 
 
    I glanced at Daraxandriel. Her blouse was undone, teasing me with what lay hidden beneath, although the effect was spoiled by her impatient glower. “I can’t.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of things before you get here. Your virtue will be safe, I promise.” 
 
    “No, that’s not it. Dara and I are going try something that might let us infiltrate the coven.” 
 
    “Oh? How?” Maxwell sounded suspicious. 
 
    “I’d rather not say just yet. I’ll let you know if it works.” Daraxandriel let her blouse slip off her shoulders as her tail slithered up her side and caressed her cheek. “I need to go. I’ll call you tomorrow. Oh, wait! I don’t know your number.” 
 
    “It’s in your call log.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. You’re blocking it.” 
 
    “I am? Oh, right, sorry. I used to get pestered all the time by people wanting to meet up with me after work. I can’t imagine why,” she added wryly. I was willing to bet the prospect of free, no-strings-attached sex had a lot to do with it. “I’ll text it to you.”  
 
    “Okay, thanks.” 
 
    “Whatever your plan is, I hope it works, Peter. Otherwise, you and I are going to have to take on a coven of shape-changing witches by ourselves and the only way we’re going to come out on top is if we beat them at their own game.” 
 
    “You mean if I bond with you first.” Her silence was telling. “I’ll let you know what happens.” 
 
    “All right. Good luck.” She hung up before I could say goodbye. I turned my phone off with a sigh and set it on the charger. “Agent Maxwell says –” The rest of that thought evaporated when I turned and found Daraxandriel lying across the bed, stroking her tail as she watched me. 
 
    “Art thou prepared to do thy duty, Peter Simon Collins?” she whispered huskily. 
 
    “For God and country.” I stripped off my clothes in record time, wishing in the back of my mind that I had Amaryx’s knack for smiting things to speed up the process even more. Daraxandriel’s eyes slid south to where Little Peter stood at attention and her lips parted in a wicked smile, exposing her broken fang. 
 
    “I perceive that thou art indeed primed for action,” she said, holding out her arms to me. “Come, let us begin.” I needed no further encouragement. 
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    Memories are a medical and metaphysical mystery. How does the data collected by your senses get stored in your brain? How does a glimpse of a picture or a fragment of a song send you back decades into your past? Why can you clearly recall the moment you first fell in love while struggling to remember why you walked into the room? Your brain holds a lifetime of thoughts and experiences in full 3D Sensurround without ever getting full and yet, after decades of study, we still don’t understand how it all works. 
 
    We’re not even sure that everyone’s memory works the same way. I tend to remember the names of things based on their first letter so I sometimes have trouble figuring out who’s who when they share the same initial. If I’m not careful, I’ll mix up Justin and Jordan and end up confusing myself and everyone around me. Nobody else I know has that problem so I just have to pay close attention when there are more than twenty-six characters in a story. 
 
    The really weird thing is the way fake memories can be implanted in our minds without us realizing it. There’s no way to distinguish a false memory from a real one, so you may be absolutely convinced that you were kidnapped by aliens or that the President is a robot controlled by the Deep State or that the cute girl down the street kissed you that one time. None of these things are true, of course, but at least you’ll be able to relive that kiss one last time before our robot overlords finally come after you. 
 
      
 
    The incessant buzzing of my alarm clock pried the top of my skull off and pulled the starter cord in my brain. After a few fruitless but painful yanks, one of the cylinders caught and I pried open one eye, wondering why my pillow was so scratchy. I eventually deduced that I was lying face-down on the carpet and I tried to convince myself that rolling over would be worth the effort. It took a few tries and a fair bit of groaning but I managed it, slumping against the side of my bed. Turning off the alarm was a physical impossibility so I just sat there until it shut itself off after a few minutes. 
 
    “Dara?” I barely recognized that croak as my own voice. The faint light of morning leaking around the curtains illuminated a lump on the floor that eventually resolved itself into Daraxandriel, sprawled across her still-unexplained green towel like the victim of an explosion in a moisturizer factory. I considered crawling over to her to make sure she was still alive but I couldn’t summon the will to move. Her outflung hand was close, though, so I nudged it with my foot. “Dara, wake up.” 
 
    “Nay.” I had to look closely to be sure it was actually her talking and not some disembodied spirit. “I hereby foreswear fornication ere the end of time itself. Henceforth, I give thee leave to seek out Dame Maxwell to slake thy lusts.” 
 
    “I appreciate your sacrifice but that won’t be necessary. Celibacy sounds good to me too.” I lost count after the first twenty times. The rest was just an endless, muddled cycle of slippery body parts and primitive sounds, repeated in an infinite loop. “Did you get enough?” 
 
    “Once is enough. Twice or thrice is bliss. More becomes akin to torment.” 
 
    “No, not that. Did you get enough soul?” 
 
    She didn’t answer immediately, although her forehead creased in concentration. She rolled onto her side and her towel came with her, stuck to her back like Velcro. She peeled it off and then propped herself up on trembling arms. 
 
    “Aye,” she said slowly, “I believe so, yet we needs must make haste. The fragments of soul thou hast provided will fade into oblivion if they are not swiftly consumed.” 
 
    “What do we need to do?” 
 
    “Thou hast done thy part, now I needs must do mine.” She tried to stand but only got as far as her knees before slumping back down. “Give me but a moment to regain my strength.” 
 
    “Here, this should help.” I fumbled for my Philosopher’s Stone, grasping it until I felt its regenerating warmth flow through me, then pulled the chain over my head. I wrangled it over Daraxandriel’s horns and settled it around her neck and then helped her rise, holding her steady as she wobbled on her feet. “Hold the Stone in your hand. It won’t completely recharge you but it should give you enough to get started.” 
 
    “My thanks,” she said gratefully. She gripped the Stone like a parachute ripcord and it flared between her fingers for a moment. She sucked in her breath and her eyes popped open in surprise. “Ho, the cobwebs of my mind have been cleared away.” She wriggled around a bit with a grimace. “Yet mine intimate places still ache and are filled to overflowing.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that. Maybe a hot shower will help. You’re kind of sticky.” I picked up her towel to wipe off my hands but there was scarcely a clean patch on it. “Are you going to need what’s on this?” I asked doubtfully, holding it at arm’s length. 
 
    “Nay, I have what is needful. Now I needs must consume the soul thou hast provided me and thereby bend the world to our ends.” She looked down at herself, holding her arms away from her body. “And then I shall bathe,” she declared. “Twice.” 
 
    “Save me some hot water,” I reminded her. “So you’re really going to be able to convince everyone that you’re my sister?” 
 
    “I shall be thy sibling, Peter Simon Collins, or so close to it as to make no difference. Even the waif with her soulstone will not discern the change.” 
 
    “But I’ll know you’re really you, right?” Her eyes dropped to somewhere around my knees. “Right?” 
 
    “I shall endeavor to preserve thy memories of me,” she said reluctantly, “yet if this deception is to succeed against the witches of the coven, the rewoven tapestry of the world needs must be complete, with no loose threads by which it may be unraveled. Fear not!” she went on quickly before I could argue with her, “for the moment we have turned the waif away from the Dark Side, I shall undo what I have done and restore the world to its prior course.” 
 
    An uneasy feeling knotted my stomach but I told myself it was only for a couple of days. “All right,” I sighed, “if you’re sure. You’re going to have to switch to your human form, you know. Mom and Dad wouldn’t have a daughter with horns and a tail even if they think they adopted you.” Her grimace of distaste made it clear she hadn’t considered the full consequences of her plan. “And we’re going to have to hide your aura again. What happened to that cross you had?” 
 
    “I know not,” she admitted. “I removed it once we revealed my true nature to the Circle of Nine. Mayhap it was left behind in England.” 
 
    “Well, shoot, what else can we use?” I didn’t want to root around in Susie’s room for some other form of jewelry and I certainly couldn’t borrow a ring from Mom without having to explain why I needed it. “Well, we’re in a hurry. Let’s just use my Stone for now. You’ll going to need it to keep your human shape going anyway.” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” she exclaimed in alarm. “I cannot take thy soulstone from thee. How wilt thou defend thyself?” 
 
    “Defend myself from what? There hasn’t been a demon sighting here in months and the imps aren’t worth worrying about. Besides, I can still tap into it if you’re close. It’ll be fine,” I assured her, waving away her protest. “Go ahead and change and I’ll set the spell for you.” 
 
     “Very well,” she agreed reluctantly. “Avert thine eyes.” 
 
    I rolled them instead. “Seriously? We just made love two hundred times, we invented positions the Kama Sutra never imagined, you’re covered in goo, and you’re still shy about transforming in front of me?” 
 
    She capitulated, although she half-turned away from me as if she was trying to pretend I wasn’t there and crossed her arms over her chest. She took a steadying breath and then her image softened like she was shrouded in mist as a faint whispering just on the edge of hearing surrounded me. A moment later, everything came back into focus and the whispers died away. 
 
    “I am ugly,” she grumbled as she inspected herself. Her proportions were exactly the same but her horns and tail were gone, her eyes had normal brown irises, and her hair and skin were a more natural hue. 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” I told her firmly. As a succubus, she was an exotic creature who made my heart skip a beat whenever she looked at me. As a human, she was a shy and innocent girl who set my dreams on fire. I couldn’t choose between them if my life depended on it. “Okay, I’ll set the barrier and then you can do your thing with the soul.”  
 
    In my Sight, her aura was obviously demonic, a shadowy outline that revealed her horns and tail. I called up the odylic barrier spell and reached out with my finger. “Move your hands,” I said. “I have to touch the Stone to anchor the spell.” 
 
    She reluctantly lowered her arms, exposing her perfect, pale breasts, and I had to force myself to concentrate on the Stone gleaming between them. I touched it and murmured, “Spiritus celare.” Her aura flashed around her, once again revealing her hidden body parts, and then collapsed into the Stone. Daraxandriel shuddered at the sensation but remained silent.  
 
    “Okay, it’s done. I wish there was a way to give you a fake witch aura.” Susie could probably craft a spell for that but I was stuck with whatever Dr. Bellowes forced into my head. “Hopefully Susie’ll think you’re just disguising your aura like she does. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Aye,” she said with a shaky nod. “Thou had best stand apart. This shall be the most ambitious working I have e’er undertaken and I cannot foretell the effects it may have around me.” 
 
    “It’s not going to hurt you, is it?” I asked in alarm. 
 
    “Nay, I shall remain unaffected, yet thy world shall be bent and there may be unintended consequences should my concentration falter. Be watchful.” 
 
    I backed up slowly, feeling that uneasy sensation again. “I love you, Dara.” 
 
    Her smile brightened her entire face. “As I do thee, Peter Simon Collins. Now be silent and cling to thy memories of me.” 
 
    I bit my lip and clenched my fists as she closed her eyes and spread her hands out to the side. Tiny points of warm, white light appeared wherever the physical evidence of our night-long lovemaking marathon clung, making it look like she was covered in glitter glue. The motes began to move inwards towards the center of her chest, just above her navel, combining into a gleaming star that was almost too bright to look at. It hung there for a moment and then suddenly vanished into her body. Daraxandriel drew in a surprised, shuddering breath as if she just experienced the most pleasurable sensation imaginable but her eyes remained closed. 
 
    “Dara?” I asked carefully. “Are you okay?” She didn’t respond. Instead, the whispering returned louder than ever and everything began to fade into a gray haze, as if the room was filling up with fog. In a few moments, I could barely make out where Daraxandriel was standing just a couple of feet away and a few moments after that, I couldn’t even see my own hand. “Dara? Is this supposed to be happening?” The whispering became a droning hum, drowning out every other sound. “Dara!” 
 
    I don’t know how long I was lost in that featureless void. I had no sense of time or space and no inkling of what was happening. This wasn’t at all like I imagined it would be. The few times Daraxandriel bent the world around me, things were just different, like people believing that the English had horns or our kitchen table suddenly having seating for six instead of four. It wasn’t anything like this and I couldn’t help but think that something had gone horribly wrong. 
 
    Then, suddenly, the fog cleared and the humming stopped and I was back in my bedroom. Dara stood there in front of me, sagging in exhaustion, and she was stark naked. 
 
    “Dara! Jesus!” I snatched up a green towel that was lying on the floor and used it to cover myself up. “You can’t just walk into my room like that! Put some clothes on, for God’s sake. It was bad enough when Susie used to do that.” 
 
    She blinked at me in confusion. “Peter Simon Collins!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Dara Alexandra Collins!” I shot back. “Why are you in here and what’s that gunk all over you? Did your bottle of lotion break or something?” My lower torso finally got my attention and reported an unpleasant cold and clammy sensation. I peeled the towel away with a grimace, carefully keeping Little Peter out of sight. “Ew, it’s all over this towel too. What the hell did you do?” 
 
    “Dost thou not recall who I truly am?” she asked in dismay. 
 
    “You’re my sister,” I told her, rolling my eyes, “who shouldn’t be in her brother’s room looking like that. And drop the faux Shakespeare thing, okay?” She picked up the habit at the tail end of Ms. Philips’ English Literature class last semester and we were all pretty tired of it now. 
 
    “Nay, I am Daraxandriel,” she insisted, “a succubus spawned in Hell!” I heard an odd sort of whispering in the background as Dara, typical American high school senior, became a ruddy-skinned demon with curving horns, a sinuous arrow-headed tail, and eyes that glowed like burning embers. “Dost thou not recall? Thou didst free me from mine imprisonment and we have been together since that joyous day!” 
 
    I heaved a sigh. “Yes, your glamour works fine. Save it for Susie, we need her to think she taught you how to transform yourself. Too bad about your hair, though.” It was a bright, unnatural, crayon red, just like the other patch between her legs that I was trying very hard not to notice. “Too late to fix it now, though. And don’t bother with that backstory about being a real succubus. Remember, you’re a witch pretending to be a demon, not a demon pretending to be a witch.” Dara looked at me like she was trying very hard not to cry. Her lower lip was actually quivering and I took pity on her. “Look, you’re doing great and I appreciate you helping me out with Susie. It’ll all be over in a couple of days and then we can go back to our normal lives. Okay?” 
 
    She stared at me for the longest time before she finally gave me a jerky nod and banished her glamour. “I shall bathe,” she murmured glumly as she shambled towards the door, a perfect picture of dejected misery. She fumbled with the door, finally getting it unlocked, and stepped out into the hallway. 
 
    “Leave me some hot water!” I called after her. She paused and then nodded silently before trudging out of sight, giving me a view of her backside that threatened to rouse Little Peter from hibernation. “Man, I really need to find a girlfriend,” I muttered to myself. I tossed the rank towel onto the laundry pile and then rummaged in my dresser for a pair of shorts to wear while I awaited my turn. Sharing a single bathroom with two sisters was an ongoing exercise in frustration. 
 
    I dropped into my desk chair, suddenly feeling as if I hadn’t gotten any sleep at all. I frowned at my alarm clock, trying to figure out how much time Dara and I had before we had to leave. We weren’t going to beat Susie and Melissa to school but the earlier we got there, the sooner Dara could find them and confirm that they believed she was the ninth member of their little cabal. The more time she spent with them, the sooner we’d find out exactly what their plans were and the sooner we’d be able to put a stop to it.  
 
    It all hinged on how effective Dr. Bellowes’ memory distortion spell was. Many of his spells straddled the line between white and black magic and this one was darker than most. Manipulating people wasn’t forbidden by the witching community but it was certainly frowned upon.  
 
    It’s all for the greater good, I told myself. Besides, the Occult Investigations team used it all the time to convince witnesses of demon incursions that what they saw wasn’t actually what they saw. It wasn’t like I’d use the spell to, say, make Melissa believe she was my girlfriend. 
 
    Although that’s not a bad idea, Little Peter whispered slyly. I mean, you used to be lovers before the Great Reset. You’re fated to be together. 
 
    She already has a boyfriend in this timeline, I reminded him sternly. 
 
    Well, there’s always Agent Maxwell. You wouldn’t even need to use that spell. Just find a convenient alley somewhere. 
 
    Shut up! She’s too old to be my girlfriend. 
 
    I think the word you’re looking for is experienced. The image of Maxwell kneeling in front of me with her bare breasts wrapped around Little Peter flashed through my mind and I had to cross my legs hastily when Dara walked back into the room, scrubbed pink and wrapped in a towel that barely covered the important bits. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked her, trying to sit casually. “Get dressed, we have to leave soon.” 
 
    She looked at me with that same sad expression. “My clothes are in here,” she said softly. 
 
    “Oh, right.” I couldn’t for the life of me remember why Mom insisted on keeping Dara’s stuff in my room. It wasn’t like my closet and dresser were any bigger than Susie’s, although I arguably had fewer things in them. Force of habit, I supposed. Like a lot of twins, Dara and I shared the same room when we were little but that ended when puberty loomed on the horizon. “Well, make it quick. I still need to take my shower.” 
 
    She nodded without making eye contact and moved towards the closet. Then she paused, heaved a forlorn sigh, and headed for the dresser instead, bending over to search through the drawers. I quickly began an inspection of the wall over my bed, which got me wondering why I took down the posters of my favorite anime heroines. It wasn’t like I had anyone else to look at late at night. 
 
    A shush of falling cloth caught my attention just in time to see Dara wrestle a pair of panties up her still-damp legs and over her butt. Then she picked up a bra and held it out at arm’s length, turning it this way and that as if she couldn’t figure out what went where. She finally sorted it out and got everything in position before struggling with the clasp in the back. Even I knew the trick of fastening a bra in front first but she acted like she’d never worn one before. Susie could get by without one but Dara definitely needed to keep things corralled. 
 
    I debated whether I should offer any advice or just call Mom in to deal with this but Dara finally gave up and looked at me over her shoulder. “Peter, help,” she pleaded. 
 
    I was going to remind her that this wasn’t a service brothers generally provided for their sisters but she looked so hopeless that I took pity on her and stood, making sure Little Peter wasn’t doing anything he shouldn’t. I matched the hooks up with the eyes, wondering why bra manufacturers didn’t just use Velcro instead. She shifted things around to make sure they were settled in place, offered me a weak but grateful smile, and then moved to the closet to survey her choices for outerwear. 
 
    “Grab something quick for breakfast,” I reminded her, “and get something out for me too. We’ll leave as soon as we’re done eating.” She nodded with another sigh and I wondered what was bothering her.  
 
    She’s probably concerned about spying on the coven, I decided as I gathered a change of clothes for myself. She shouldn’t worry. No matter how this goes, Susie won’t hurt her. They’re sisters, after all. I left her there gloomily contemplating two different polo shirts and hurried off to my shower. 
 
    Cleaned and clothed, I hurried into the kitchen, only to discover that Mom beat us both there, crushing my intent to run out the door with a toaster strudel. I mustered up a thanks to go with my sigh as she slid a plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast in front of me. Dara didn’t even look at me as she pushed her food around her plate with her fork. 
 
    “We’re in a hurry this morning, Mom,” I told her. “We need to get to class a bit early.” 
 
    “You’ll be there in plenty of time,” she retorted. “A nutritious breakfast is important. Besides, you wouldn’t be in such a rush all the time if you got to bed early. What were you two doing up so late last night?” 
 
    Dara paused and looked at me in alarm with her big brown eyes as I tried to think of a plausible answer. Explaining to Mom that we were equipping Dara with enough magic to pass herself off as a witch would just make things worse. “Homework,” I said finally. 
 
    “I know it’s been a few years since I was in high school,” Mom sniffed, “but I don’t remember homework being quite so noisy.” Dara’s ears flared pink as she suddenly discovered something fascinating on her plate and Mom looked at her askance. “Dara, you’ve hardly touched your food! You look flushed.” She touched the back of her hand to Dara’s forehead. “You’re a bit warm, too. Are you feeling all right?” 
 
    “I am well, Dame – Mom,” Dara insisted, pushing Mom’s hand away. “I am – I’m tired, that’s all.” She stabbed a lump of egg with her fork and chewed it stoically. 
 
    “Well, if you’re sure,” Mom said reluctantly. “You can stay home if you’re sick.” 
 
    “She’s fine,” I put in quickly. All our preparations would be wasted if Dara didn’t connect with Susie today. She had to go to school even if she was carrying the Black Plague. “She can catch up on her sleep during Economics. That’s a joke,” I assured her when Mom gave me a look. 
 
    “It better be,” she hmphed. “Good morning, dear!” she added brightly as Dad walked in, looking all Chief of Police-y in his neatly pressed uniform. “Bacon and eggs?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” He set his Stetson on the counter and set about fixing himself a cup of coffee. “Any big plans for the day, you two?” 
 
    “Just school,” I told him. And saving the world, if all goes well. “We, ah, might meet up with some friends tonight.” I didn’t know how things would play out with Dara and Susie today and it never hurt to hedge your bets. 
 
    “How’s Justin doing? I haven’t seen him around much.” Dad took his seat at the end of the table and nodded his thanks as Mom set his plate in front of him. 
 
    “He’s fine, he’s just kind of busy these days, what with Ashley and his job and applying to college and all that.” 
 
    Dad nodded thoughtfully. “Speaking of college,” he said and I winced at my mistake, “have you two given any more thought about where you want to go? The best colleges fill up quickly, you know.” 
 
    “I know, but I still haven’t figured out what I want to major in.” 
 
    “Mizzou’s a pretty good college,” he suggested casually. The University of Missouri was Dad’s alma mater. “And they have an excellent criminology program.” 
 
    “I’ll bear that in mind.” I admired Dad’s decision to go into law enforcement but my brief stint as a police intern didn’t fill me with a burning desire to follow in his footsteps. 
 
    “Missouri State is just as good,” Mom observed tartly as she brought her own plate to the table. That was her college. “What about you, Dara? Have you decided what program you want to go into?” 
 
    Dara gave her a deer-in-the-headlights look before rearranging her eggs again. “Whatever Peter wants to do,” she mumbled. 
 
    Dad and Mom exchanged doubtful expressions. “Dara, honey,” Mom said gently, “I know you and Peter are very close and that’s wonderful but you can’t stay together forever. You have to make your own life.” Dara just kept her head down, taking a shuddering breath. “Are you crying?” Mom asked in dismay. “What’s wrong, honey?” 
 
    “Nothing!” Dara threw down her fork and shoved her chair back, almost toppling it over as she jumped to her feet. “Nothing is wrong. All is as it should be!” She ran from the kitchen and out the front door, slamming it behind her and leaving the three of us gaping after her. Then Mom and Dad directed their silent accusations at me. 
 
    “Don’t look at me!” I protested. “I didn’t do anything! Maybe it’s that time of the month.” 
 
    Mom rolled her eyes in exasperation. “Why is it that when a woman is upset about something, it’s always that time of the month? Why can’t she just be upset?” 
 
    “About what, though?” Dad frowned. “I thought everything was fine. Did she have a fight with her boyfriend?” 
 
    “Does she have a boyfriend?” Mom asked doubtfully. 
 
    “I … I thought so,” he said slowly. “Maybe I’m thinking of someone else. Do you know if she has a boyfriend?” he asked me. 
 
    I spread my hands to display my ignorance. “Not as far as I know. She’s never mentioned one.” I got up with a resigned sigh. “I’ll see if I can find out what’s going on with her.” I started to leave and then doubled back to collect the bacon from my plate. “I’ll see you after school.” 
 
    “I thought you were going out with your friends afterwards,” Mom frowned. 
 
    “Right, yes, we might do that. I’ll let you know. Bye!” I hurried away, gnawing on my bacon as I tried to remember where I left my backpack. I finally realized that I never actually brought it in from the car yesterday. I hoped I didn’t have any homework due today. 
 
    Outside, I found Dara standing at the far end of the walkway, gazing down at the gate in our picket fence as if she couldn’t remember how to work the latch. I came up behind her and cleared my throat. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I asked carefully. 
 
    She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m fine,” she said without turning around. “I’m just feeling a little overwhelmed.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do this. We’ll find some other way to stop Susie.” 
 
    “No, it’s too late now. We have to see this through.” She opened the gate and walked over to the Mustang to stand by the passenger side. I hurried to catch up and unlocked the doors, sneaking a glance at her as we got in. It was a good thing she didn’t need to wear makeup because her mascara would have been smeared all over her cheeks, judging from her red-rimmed eyes. I pretended not to notice and started the car. 
 
    By the time we pulled into the school parking lot, we hadn’t exchanged a single word. There were a few times when I thought Dara was going to say something but she just subsided with a sad shake of her head every time. I was glad for an excuse to finally break the awkward silence. 
 
    “Looks like they’re already here,” I reported, pointing at Melissa’s Thunderbird in its usual spot. “I’ll let you out here and park on the other side. I don’t want them thinking I’m stalking them.” Dara nodded silently as I pulled up by the curb in front of the main entrance. “You know what to do?” 
 
    “Ingratiate myself into the coven and discover their plans.” She opened the door and got out. 
 
    “Don’t hang around if they discover you’re a double agent,” I warned her. “Call me if you run into trouble.” 
 
    A smile flickered on her lips. “I’ll be careful,” she promised. 
 
    “And don’t lose my Stone.” It was hidden under her shirt but the chain was visible around her neck. “I can track you with it if you end up going through a portal. Use it to recharge if you feel your magic fading.” 
 
    “I know what to do, Peter,” she told me. She looked like she was trying very hard not to roll her eyes but an irritated Dara was preferable to an unhappy one. “I’ll see you in class.” 
 
    “Good luck.” I watched her walk away, admiring the view until I remembered that she was my sister. A honk behind me informed me that I was blocking traffic and I drove around the lot, pulling into one of the spaces nearest to the street. I got out, retrieved my backpack, locked up, and dodged vehicles competing to claim the few remaining slots. I got all the way to the stairs before I realized someone was following me. 
 
    I spun around and Mary almost collided with me. She backed up hastily, looked around for an escape route, and then finally crossed her arms in sullen resignation. “Peter,” she said to my elbow. 
 
    “Mary.” She wore basically the same outfit as yesterday, except with sneakers and ankle socks. “You’re usually better at sneaking up on me. Are you feeling okay?” 
 
    She cleared her throat. “I wanted to talk to you,” she said. “About yesterday.” 
 
    “You mean about dumping me in an abandoned warehouse outside of town?” 
 
    She scuffed a line on the concrete with the toe of her shoe. “Yeah, kind of. Sorry about that,” she added grudgingly. 
 
    “Go on, then.” 
 
    She looked around, eyeing the other students milling around us. “Not here. Meet me on the bleachers out back at lunch.” 
 
    “So you can feed me to Melissa’s henchmen on the football team?” 
 
    “What?” She seemed genuinely taken aback. “No, I just want to talk to you in private. I was thinking about what you said, about Susie.” 
 
    “Are you having second thoughts?” I asked carefully. Maybe this was the breakthrough we needed, or maybe she was just leading me on again to keep me out of Susie’s way. 
 
    “Maybe,” she mumbled. “I don’t know. Just be there, okay? And could you bring me something to eat, please?” she added sheepishly. “I forgot my purse at home.” 
 
    “You and Agent Maxwell must use the same financial planner,” I sighed, shaking my head. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Never mind. Fine, I’ll be there. What do you like to eat?” 
 
    “Anything with meat,” she shrugged with a smile. “Thanks! Bye!” She skipped away happily and disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    “There’s no way she’s seventeen,” I muttered to myself. I resettled my backpack on my shoulder and resumed my trek into the school. 
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    Kissing, according to some historians, was invented – or maybe discovered is the better word – in India around 1500 BC, when someone leaned in for a passionate nose rub with his significant other and missed. The practice quickly spread to China and Europe, where it became a common form of greeting. Not all kisses involve passion, of course, but the Catholic Church began to discourage kissing around 1300 AD for fear that it would lead to carnal misbehavior. By 1600 AD, it was largely supplanted by non-contact gestures like bowing, curtseying, or tipping the hat. 
 
    This tragic state of affairs continued for another three hundred years or so. Up until the turn of the 20th Century, merely holding hands out in public would have scandalized the neighbors, while an actual kiss would have sent women swooning in the streets and driven men to righteous violence. Physical expressions of love were, for the longest time, strictly an indoor activity, preferably in the dark with the curtains drawn. 
 
    Now we’ve come full circle and public kissing is back in fashion. Many other displays of affection are still strongly discouraged, of course. The only place you can safely fondle your partner is in a dark corner of a bar or movie theater and you can forget about making babies on the sidewalk. Still, holding hands and an occasional peck on the lips ought to be enough to signal your desire for the other person. If you need more than that, get a room.  
 
      
 
    I waited outside Chemistry, alternating between watching the minutes tick down inexorably to first bell and anxiously scanning the hallway for Dara. The third floor was practically deserted now as everyone scurried into their rooms to claim the best seats. I couldn’t tell how far away my Philosopher’s Stone was, although I sensed it coming closer, and I was about to call her to make sure she heading to the right class when she finally jogged into view, in clear violation of the rule against running in the hallways. 
 
    “What took you so long?” I demanded as she huffed and puffed up to me. Susie had the sort of metabolism that allowed her to run marathons without breaking a sweat, Dara not so much.  
 
    “Susie’s first class is at the other end of the school,” she gasped, leaning over with her hands on her knees. 
 
    “You talked to her, though?” 
 
    “Yes, we –” 
 
    “No time for that. Come on!” I hauled her into the classroom just as the bell rang. As I feared, the only empty seats were at the very front, right in Mr. Pelican’s direct line of sight – his name was actually Plueckhahn but Pelican was easier to say. He gave us the evil eye as we took our places and immediately launched into a comparison of polar, ionic, and covalent bonds, setting the tone for the rest of the hour. 
 
    I tried to take notes but my attention was mostly on Dara, who fidgeted nervously the entire time. I desperately wanted to know what happened with Susie but there was no way to talk to her or even pass notes without Mr. Pelican noticing. I checked my watch surreptitiously, willing the numbers to change faster. They ignored my silent entreaties and continued their plodding cycle, like world-weary mules on a treadmill. 
 
    “And that’s why water expands when it –” The bell forced Mr. Pelican to delay his punchline. “– freezes. Read Chapter 6, do the odd-numbered exercises,” he called out over the clatter of twenty-two students gathering their belongings and heading for the door. Dara and I reached it first, one of the few advantages of sitting in front. 
 
    “So what happened?” I asked as soon as we were out of the room. “Are you in the coven?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dara nodded. “Susie was talking to Melissa and another girl, Naomi. Neither of them thought anything about me joining them, but Susie –” She bit her lip worriedly. 
 
    “Did she suspect anything?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. She just stared at me for the longest time, like she was looking right through me. It was a bit scary,” she confessed, “but then she just went right on like nothing was wrong.” 
 
    “She has a pretty powerful ward on her Stone,” I mused. “I wonder if it blocked part of the distortion spell. You’ll have to be extra careful around her.” 
 
    “The what spell?” she frowned. 
 
    “The memory distortion spell.” She shook her head. “You know, the spell I cast that makes everyone in the coven think you’re one of them.” 
 
    “Oh, that spell,” she murmured. She looked unaccountably sad for some reason and I wondered if she was jealous that I could do stuff like that. It wasn’t like I knew what I was doing. Like the Goddess said, I was just reading a recipe from Dr. Bellowes’ cookbook. 
 
    “Did they say anything about Sunday?” 
 
    “No, Susie just told us to meet up at lunch and then she walked off. The others went off to their classes but I followed Susie to see if she was going to talk to any of the other witches.” 
 
    “Did she?” 
 
    “No, she went straight to her first class. That’s why I was late.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, we’d better get going.” I guided her into the stream of students heading towards the stairs. “That’s good, though, you’re in just like we hoped. Maybe they’ll discuss their plans for the weekend over lunch.”  
 
    “Maybe,” she agreed unenthusiastically. I looked at her in concern. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. “You seem kind of down today.” 
 
    She blinked at me and then mustered up a smile. “I’m fine, really. I’m just tired, that’s all.” 
 
    “Use the Stone if you need to,” I reminded her. “That’s what it’s for.”  
 
    She blinked at me as if she’d completely forgotten she had it and then pulled open the neck of her polo to peer down inside. Then she untucked the front and reached up underneath like she was trying to adjust her bra. The entire front of her shirt lit up in a ruby-colored flash, casting the shadow of her arm against the cloth, and she sagged with a sigh of relief before slowly removing her hand.  
 
    “Maybe not when everyone’s watching next time,” I added with a grimace. The expressions around us ranged from shocked surprise, mostly from the girls, to leering approval, mostly from the guys. Dara hastily tucked her shirt back in and hid behind me as we continued down the hall. 
 
    I kept an eye out for Susie on the way to Economics but our paths never crossed. What worried me more was Mary’s absence. I was used to catching her out of the corner of my eye but now that I was actually looking for her, she was nowhere to be seen. I wondered if she abandoned her assignment to keep me away from Susie now that she was starting to have second thoughts. Then I wondered if Dara hadn’t fooled Susie at all and the coven was secretly meeting somewhere to decide what to do about her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Dara asked. 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong,” I assured her. With Dara standing right beside me, I’d be able to draw on the Stone’s power without any trouble, but not having it on me left a potential problem. “If somebody kills me, make sure you’re close by so my Stone can revive me.” 
 
    She eyed me doubtfully. “If nothing’s wrong, why are you worried about that?” 
 
    “I’m just being careful.” 
 
    “If you’re concerned about dying, then you wear it.” She started to pull the chain over her head but I stopped her. 
 
    “No, you need it to keep up your disguise. It’ll be fine. If Susie was really worried about me, she would have done something before the Goddess sent me after her.” Susie was a firm believer in the principle of the best defense being an overwhelming and totally unexpected offence. “Just keep your eyes open.” 
 
    We made it to Economics without incident, both of us keeping our heads turning like Amish tourists in Times Square. I didn’t detect any witch auras close by but that didn’t mean much now that Susie knew how to cast odylic barriers.  
 
    Everything’s fine, I told myself firmly. The coven doesn’t suspect a thing. 
 
    Despite my joke to Mom, I was the one who nearly fell asleep in class – the benefits of democratic socialism as an engine for economic growth weren’t nearly as gripping as Mr. Chaudhury seemed to believe – but the bell rescued us before I started snoring. We hiked to Physics without encountering any problems, other than Dara looking startled when some of the students we passed greeted her with smiles and waves. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” I asked her. I didn’t mind her being more popular than me, although the odds of her becoming homecoming queen this year were slim. Melissa was pretty much a shoo-in at this point. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said slowly. “It’s just –” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m not shunned anymore. I didn’t expect that.” 
 
    “Shunned?” I looked at her incredulously. “When were you shunned?” Shunning was just about the worst thing that could happen to you in school. I’d never actually seen it in action but I’d heard the stories. A phantasm prowling the hallways would be greeted more warmly by the student body. 
 
    “Yesterday. I mean, no, I – I wasn’t, I was just –” She shook her head resignedly. “Never mind, it was just a silly thought. Forget it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said carefully, eyeing her uneasily. If Dara was starting to lose it already, how was she supposed to keep up the charade all weekend? I wondered if I needed to come up with a Plan B, just in case. 
 
    Physics featured the return of our graded quizzes. My paper dripped with so much red ink, it looked like Mr. Patterson cut its throat with a razor. Dara’s included a stern reproof against doodling and an admonition to study harder. The rest of the hour was spent reviewing the answers, adding insult to injury. Even the bell didn’t end the torture as Mr. Patterson assigned us two chapters to read over the weekend to make up for lost time. 
 
    “At least I know what I’m not going to major in at college,” I muttered when we finally escaped. “Okay, you better go on ahead so Susie doesn’t think you’re working with me. Try to find out what the plan is for this weekend.” I nudged her towards the cafeteria but she only took a couple of steps before coming to a halt. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t have any money,” she said apologetically. 
 
    “What is it with all you women this week?” I grumbled, although to be fair, I always paid for our lunches. I dug out a five from my wallet and she took it with a sigh, like a panhandler disappointed with my contribution.  
 
    She quickly disappeared into the sea of hungry bodies and I waited a few minutes to give her time to meet up with the other witches before I joined the flow. I remembered at the last minute that I was supposed to get Mary something as well, so I grabbed two slices of pepperoni-sausage pizza and a bottle of water to go along with my burger, fries, and Coke, all packed into to-go containers. As I headed for the exit, I glanced around the cafeteria, trying to spot the coven. I finally had to use my Sight to locate them in the far corner, almost hidden behind Kyle and the larger members of the goon squad seated at the adjacent tables. 
 
    Dara looked up as if she sensed me looking at her but that alerted the other witches to my presence and they all turned in their seats to glower at me. I shuddered at Melissa’s dark-eyed glare but Susie’s emotionless assessment dropped the temperature of my blood by several degrees. I hastened out the door and made my way to the athletic fields out back, hoping Dara was going to be all right. 
 
    A good portion of the student population decided to eat outside as well and the fields and bleachers were dotted with clusters of bodies like polyester shrubs. It took me a while to locate Mary but I finally spotted her slender figure on the top bench of the bleachers on the far side of the field, just about as far away from the school as you could get without hopping the fence to get into the football stadium. She waved at me eagerly as I made the ascent but between the weight of my backpack and the steep pitch of the bleachers, I was breathing rather heavily when I finally dropped onto the rickety bench beside her. 
 
    “I was starting to think you stood me up,” she chided me. “What did you bring me?” I silently handed her the pizza and she looked over my offering with an unenthusiastic twist to her lips. “What did you get?” I opened my container and her eyes went from my burger to her pizza to my face. We stared at each other for a while until I finally heaved a sigh and held out my box. 
 
    “Do you want to trade?” I asked. 
 
    “Only if you don’t want it,” she demurred, but she switched containers faster than a stage magician doing a card trick and immediately rebuilt the burger, tossing out the pickles and using a French fry to scrape off most of the ketchup. She took a monster bite out of it and closed her eyes in bliss. “This is really good,” she mumbled around the mouthful. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I replied dryly, but I doubt she caught the sarcasm. She eyed my Coke speculatively and I moved it well out of her reach before chewing the point off one of the pizza slices. 
 
    “I’ll pay you back tomorrow,” she promised. 
 
    “Tomorrow’s Saturday.”  
 
    “Well, Monday then.” 
 
    I watched incredulously as she polished off the burger and fries and chugged down half the water before I even finished my first slice. “When was the last time you ate something?” 
 
    “I don’t usually get to have stuff like this,” she shrugged. “I have to watch my weight.” 
 
    “Since when?” If she was overweight, I was clinically obese. 
 
    “You’re so sweet to say that!” she smiled. “Speaking of sweet, here, I made these for you.” She produced a small Tupperware container from somewhere and presented it to me on her outstretched palms like a tribute to a medieval king. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked carefully. It didn’t look like a bomb or a spring-loaded trap but I still wasn’t certain where Mary’s loyalties lay. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be such a scaredy-cat,” she admonished me. “They’re just cookies.” She popped the lid off, releasing a waft of cinnamon and ginger. “I asked Susie what your favorite kind was but she didn’t know so I just picked this recipe. I hope you like them.” 
 
    “Why did you make me cookies?” 
 
    “Well, I felt bad about dumping you at the Circle.” 
 
    “The Circle? You mean the warehouse with the nonagram?” 
 
    Now it was her turn to look confused. “The what?” 
 
    “The nonagram. The nine-pointed star thing on the floor.” 
 
    “Oh, that. We just call it the Circle, because it’s in a circle.” 
 
    “Catchy.” 
 
    “We’ll invite you to the naming contest next time,” she retorted, rolling her eyes. “Come on, try one.” 
 
    I eyed the cookies. They looked like snickerdoodles with chocolate chips embedded in them. “Maybe later.” 
 
    “I didn’t poison them, I promise. Here.” She took one and broke it in two, holding out one half to me while she chomped through the other. “See? They’re delicious, if I do say so myself. I already ate three of them this morning,” she confessed. 
 
    “Maybe you already took the antidote.” She just gave me a look and I took the proffered half with a sigh. “Fine.” I nibbled on the corner to placate her but I ended up finishing the whole thing. She was right, they were delicious. “So what did you want to talk to me about?” 
 
    Her smile faded and she leaned back on her hands and stretched out her legs, resting her heels on the next lower bench. Her skirt was the regulation length, covering her legs down to the tops of her kneecaps, but the way she was sitting pulled the hem halfway up her thighs. Her legs were long, lean, and tattoo-free, at least on the exposed portions. 
 
    “Susie’s amazing,” she said to her toes. “She can do things with magic I never even imagined and she’s teaching us how to do them too.” 
 
    “Like transmogrification.” I selected another cookie and took a bite. 
 
    “Yeah. That one’s really hard if you don’t have a Philosopher’s Stone,” she admitted. “Melissa’s the best of all of us and she can only hold her shape for five minutes, tops.” 
 
    “So why is she doing it?” 
 
    Mary shrugged. “She says it makes her feel like a character in some computer game she likes to play.” 
 
    “Legends of Lorecraft,” I told her. “But, no, I was talking about Susie. Why is Susie teaching you this stuff?” 
 
    “So we can fight demons, of course.” 
 
    “How many demons have you seen in Hellburn? Other than the ones Susie lets out from those soul traps.” 
 
    “Do imps count?” she frowned. 
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
    “Then none.” 
 
    “So why does Susie need a fighting force of witches? She and I can take care of any demons that pop up here, not to mention Agent Prescott and Mrs. Kendricks and her coven.” I finished my cookie and took another. 
 
    “But you’re not going to be here forever,” she argued. “Who’s going to protect everyone after you and Susie are gone?” 
 
    “Is Susie going somewhere?” 
 
    “She keeps talking about living in a tower in the woods somewhere. There’s nothing like that around here so she must be planning to move away.” 
 
    That was news to me but wanting something and having it were two very different things. I chewed on my cookie while I contemplated Mary’s profile. Her pert little nose perfectly complemented the shape of her lips and the curves of her ear could have been copied from a statue carved by Michelangelo. “So what happens on Sunday?” She looked at me in alarm with those beautiful blue eyes. “You said something about it just before you jumped into that portal, the one with the X. Where does that go, by the way?” 
 
    “It’s the emergency escape route, in case we have to leave in a hurry. It goes to the alley behind the old library downtown.” 
 
    “Behind the library?” I echoed. “Where Mrs. Kendricks and the coven meet? Isn’t that kind of risky?” 
 
    “Why would it be?” she shrugged. “We only meet at night and besides, it’s still being repaired after that demon attack a couple of months ago. There’s nobody there.” 
 
    “Except you used it yesterday afternoon,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah,” she grumbled. “Without my shirt and shoes. I had to whip up a glamour before anyone saw me like that and I had to walk home in my bare feet.” 
 
    “You could have come back for your clothes.” 
 
    “I was still mad at you for trying to mess everything up,” she retorted, crossing her arms in a pose that would have been menacing if she wasn’t so cute. “I need you to take me back there after school. Those were my favorite shoes.” 
 
    “I took your clothes home, actually. I didn’t want to leave them there where someone might take them.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, thanks, I guess,” she said grudgingly. “I still need them back.” 
 
    “Let’s sort that out later. You were telling me about Sunday.” 
 
    Mary resumed her contemplation of her shoes, tapping them together like Dorothy trying to return to Kansas. “I don’t know if I should.” 
 
    “Mary,” I told her gently, “whatever Susie is planning to do, it’s dangerous. She can survive whatever happens, she has a Philosopher’s Stone. The rest of you can’t. Are you willing to take that risk?” 
 
    She hesitated, doubt flickering across her face. “Susie doesn’t think it’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Of course she doesn’t. She doesn’t understand the concept of danger, she never has. The only reason she survived this long is that the sorts of things that kids get hurt doing never interested her. Now she’s hunting demons lords and dragging the rest of you along with her. It’s not going to end well, believe me.” 
 
    Her lower lip trembled and her eyes glittered with tears. “I don’t want to die, Peter.” 
 
    “You won’t, I promise.” I took her hand in mine. Her fingers were long and soft and warm. “Just tell me what’s going to happen on Sunday and I’ll do everything I can to keep you safe.” 
 
    She looked away. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Mary –” 
 
    “No, I really don’t know. She just said it’ll be our final test. If we pass, then she’s supposed to give us a reward, something that will make us even stronger, something almost nobody else has in the world.” 
 
    “A soul bond,” I murmured, biting into the cookie I didn’t realize I was holding as my mind raced. Maxwell was right, I thought grimly. Susie’s going to bond with the other witches, the one that survive the final, anyway. This is bad. “What time is the test? Is it going to be at the Circle?” 
 
    “I don’t know the details. Everyone’s supposed to stay at Melissa’s place over the weekend. I guess we’ll find out then.” 
 
    “They’re not going to do it there, are they?” I asked doubtfully. Mr. Andrews was sure to object if a rampaging demon lord suddenly appeared in his back yard, and Carl the ex-Special-Forces security guard at the community gatehouse wasn’t going to sit on his hands either. Mary just shrugged her ignorance. “No, they’re going to have to do it where there’s no one else around. Maybe the Circle or maybe some new place.” I stroked the back of her hand with my thumb as I considered the problem. She didn’t seem to mind. “All right, we’re just going to have to move fast when the time comes. Are you willing to help us?” 
 
    “What do you mean, us?” she asked suspiciously. “Who else is there?” 
 
    I hesitated, weighing the pros and cons of telling her. I was pretty sure Mary was on our side now but I wasn’t ready to reveal Dara’s role in all this. The less Mary knew about her, the less she could accidentally give away to Susie.  
 
    “I’m working with another witch,” I said finally, “an FBI agent on Fay Morgan’s team.” Mary tried to pull away in alarm but I gripped her hand tightly. “She’s not going to hurt anyone or arrest them. We just want to make sure Susie doesn’t get anyone killed.” 
 
    She made another half-hearted attempt to free her hand and then subsided with a grudging expression. “She’s going to take away Susie’s Philosopher’s Stone, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Only the Goddess can do that,” I told her, “and only if Susie is willing to give it up.” Mary snorted. “Exactly. So, no, that’s not going to happen. We have to convince Susie that she’s heading down the wrong path. She needs to turn back before it’s too late.” 
 
    “If we do stop her – when we stop her – what happens to the coven? If you’re going to talk her out of hunting demons, what’s the point of all the training we’re doing?” 
 
    “There’s more to being a witch than hunting demons.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Well, like maintaining the balance and helping people and – and –” I faltered under her skeptical expression. “I’m not really the right person to talk to about this. I’m not a real warlock, I just know a bunch of spells. When Mrs. Kendricks comes back from her trip, she can give you a better idea of what witches are supposed to do.” 
 
    “Why bother?” she complained. “I’m just a regular witch. I can’t do anything awesome like you or Susie can. If I had a Stone, the world would be a better place. I’d be able to make it better, whether it wanted to be or not.” 
 
    I felt a shiver at her words, echoing BlackCat’s manifesto. It’s just a coincidence, I told myself. She wants to do good, she’s just not confident in her abilities. Still, I turned her hand over casually, glancing at the inside of her arm. There was no cat tattoo there, just smooth, flawless skin. “There’s plenty of time to figure all that out,” I told her. “Let’s get through the weekend first, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she sighed. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Agent Maxwell and I can stop Susie but we need to know where and when the grand finale is going to happen. As soon as you know, call me or text me. We’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
    “I don’t know your number.” 
 
    “I’ll give it to you. Where’s your phone?” 
 
    “It’s at home with my wallet,” she grimaced apologetically. “I was in a hurry to catch you before school started and I just ran off without them. I swear, I’d leave my head behind if it weren’t screwed on so tight.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” I smiled reassuringly, pulling my phone out. “What’s your number? I’ll send you a text.” 
 
    I typed in the number she dictated and frowned at the area code. “That’s not a local number.” 
 
    “It’s from Cincinnati,” she explained. “I haven’t gotten around to getting a Hellburn number yet.” 
 
    “Cincinnati?” She nodded. “Ohio?” She nodded again, this time with a puzzled look. “In the Midwest?” 
 
    “That’s the only one I know,” she retorted. “Is there something wrong with being from Ohio?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” I assured her hastily. “I’m from Missouri myself. How long have you been in Texas?” 
 
    “I got here just before school started. Why?” Now her eyes were narrowed in suspicion. 
 
    “No reason, I was just curious.” I quickly typed a brief message but just before I hit Send, I glanced at it again. It was a good thing I did because it read This is Peter. I love you. I blinked at those last three words, wondering where they came from. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mary asked, trying to peek at my phone. 
 
    “Nothing!” I hurriedly backspaced over my errant confession and sent the message before any other potentially embarrassing sentences could insert themselves. “We’d better head back inside, the bell’s probably going to ring soon.” 
 
    Mary collected the remains of our lunches while I closed up the cookie container. There were only two left, even though I didn’t remember eating that many. I held it out to her but she pushed my hand back. 
 
    “You can finish those off,” she insisted. “I’ll pick it up later when I come over to get my clothes.” 
 
    “Sure, okay.” The container would be a tight fit in my backpack so I tucked it under my arm, wondering how I was going to keep Dara from eating them. She had quite a sweet tooth and they were really good cookies. 
 
    We made our way down off the bleachers, picking our way around the students occupying the lower benches, and tossed our trash into the appropriate bins before heading to the rear entrance to the school. Mary walked close by my side and our hands brushed against each other a few times before she reached over and interlocked her fingers with mine. It felt nice so I squeezed her hand gently and she smiled shyly to herself. 
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t have enough hands to keep my backpack in place on my shoulder, prevent the cookies from tumbling to the ground, hold Mary’s hand, and open the door all at the same time, so I reluctantly released her and let her precede me inside. She started down the right-hand hallway but stopped with a puzzled look when I cleared my throat. 
 
    “I, uh, have World History next,” I told her, pointing to the stairs. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, taken aback. “I don’t.” We stood there in silence for the longest time, surrounded by countless students hurrying hither and yon to their own classes. I barely noticed them. “Well, I guess I’ll see you after school, then.” 
 
    “All right.” I didn’t want to say goodbye even though we’d see each other again in three hours. Her bright blue eyes searched my face as my heart thumped loudly in my chest. I don’t know which one of us moved first but suddenly she was in my arms and our lips were locked together. 
 
    We shouldn’t be doing this, some part of my brain protested. A hundred people are cheering us on and Mrs. Grady’s out there somewhere. She’s going to haul us into the Room of Shame for fraternization or public indecency or something even worse! Oh my God, what if Mary really isn’t seventeen? Isn’t this sexual harassment or assault or something? I didn’t know and I didn’t care. I couldn’t stop. 
 
    Mary could, though, and she finally placed her hands on my chest and gently pushed me back, smiling at the hoots and whistles and applause all around us. As the haze inside my head slowly cleared, I looked around for any sign of Mrs. Grady but thankfully the commotion failed to draw her to the scene.  
 
    Now that the show was over, our audience began to disperse and Mary slipped away with an enigmatic smile and a wave, quickly disappearing into the crowd and leaving me standing there in the middle of the hallway wondering what just happened. A few of my male acquaintances slapped me on the back and offered congratulations but my memories of the event were already fading like a pleasant dream. 
 
    The bell rang then, giving us the ten-minute warning for fifth period, and everyone quickly found somewhere else to be, leaving me alone with only one other person. She stared at me with open-mouthed dismay and my heart sank into my stomach. 
 
    “Dara,” I said, reaching out to her, but she bolted out of sight with a choking sob. 
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    There are countless stories out there of people trying to make their significant others jealous. The basic premise is that pretending to have a clandestine relationship with someone else will force your original partner to reveal their true feelings for you. If you’re successful in making them jealous, so the theory goes, they’ll try even harder to win you back and your emotional bond will be stronger than ever. 
 
    This, of course, is complete and utter nonsense. Jealousy is not a positive emotion. It’s just a step away from outrage, which can easily morph into actual rage and slide from there, in extreme cases, into first-degree murder. If your charade is too convincing, all you’re doing is telling your old partner that they’re not as good as your new partner. How is that supposed to make them love you more? The only thing it really accomplishes is showing everyone what a self-centered jerk you are. 
 
    If your current relationship isn’t satisfactory, don’t play stupid mind games. Just talk to your partner openly and respectfully and work together to resolve the underlying issues. If it doesn’t look like it’s going to pan out, agree to move on from each other and find someone else. Life is too short to screw around with someone else’s feelings, especially if doing so ends up making your life a lot shorter than you expected. 
 
      
 
    World History was mostly a blur. I sat there staring at the same spot on the floor as Mr. Graham droned on about Mussolini and fascism. The chair beside me where Dara usually sat was occupied by some guy I didn’t know, while Justin kept trying to catch my attention from across the room for some reason. When the bell finally dragged me out of the pit of despair, the only thing I’d written in my notebook was P+M inside a heart pierced by an arrow.  
 
    “So who’s the mystery girl, Pete?” Justin asked, coming over to nudge me in the shoulder with his patented leer. I hastily tore out the page and stuffed it into the bottom of my backpack. 
 
    “What girl?” I asked with what I hoped sounded like casual indifference. 
 
    “This one.” He shoved his cellphone in my face and I had to lean back to focus on the image displayed there. It showed Mary and I giving each other mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, surrounded by grinning onlookers. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I gasped. “Where did you get this?” I hadn’t noticed anyone taking pictures but then my eyes were closed the whole time. 
 
    “There’s a whole bunch of these going around,” he informed me. “You’re already a meme.” He swiped to reveal the same shot from a different angle, overlaid with the text Chin up! If Peter Collins can get laid, so can you! 
 
    “Oh my God,” I muttered again. “Did Dara see this?” 
 
    “Probably,” he shrugged. “You didn’t feel the two laser beams boring into your skull?” 
 
    “Huh?” I swept my hand over the back of my head but I didn’t feel anything unusual. 
 
    “She was staring at you the entire class. I think she’s jealous of your new girlfriend,” he warned me. “You better watch your back when she’s around.” 
 
    “She was here?” I looked around the classroom but Justin and I were the only ones lingering behind. 
 
    “She sat in the back. Hey, are these cookies?” He reached for the Tupperware container but I snatched it away. 
 
    “Those are mine,” I informed him tersely. “I need to find Dara. Do you have any idea where she went?” 
 
    “Probably to your next class,” he said, giving me a doubtful look. “You two have the exact same schedule, don’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, right. Thanks. I’ll talk to you later.” I gathered up my stuff and hurried to the door. 
 
    “Wait!” he called. “Who’s the lucky girl? You never told me her name!” 
 
    I left his curiosity unsatisfied as I ran to Spanish, hoping to catch Dara before she went inside. Ran, in this case, really meant struggled through an obstacle course as I dodged and weaved and shoved my way down the hall, accompanied by shouted congratulations and scattered applause. I made it to class before the bell, though, but there was no sign of Dara outside.  
 
    The room itself was equally Dara-less but Señora Garcia was there frowning at something on her phone as her students filtered in. She looked up at me over the rims of her glasses. 
 
    “Señor Collins,” she said disapprovingly, waggling her phone at me. “Haz el amor con tu novia después de la escuela. ¿Bueno?” 
 
    “Uh, sí,” I stammered. She rolled her eyes and I hurried to my usual seat, avoiding any further eye contact with her.  
 
    The classroom had two doors and I kept glancing between them, hoping to catch Dara as soon as she walked in, but she failed to show herself. I had to shoo latecomers away from her place beside me as the class quickly filled up, until one last straggler came in just as the bell sounded, offering an apologetic “Lo siento” to Señora Garcia as he dropped into Dara’s chair. 
 
    “I’m saving that for Dara,” I hissed at him. He looked at me like I’d grown a second head. 
 
    “She’s sitting in the back, Collins,” he retorted. “Get your eyes checked.” 
 
    I twisted around and spotted Dara in the last seat of the last row. She ducked her head the moment our eyes met, but not before I saw the thin line of her lips pressed together. She was well and truly pissed and I had a pretty good idea who the target of her ire was. 
 
    “Atención!” Señora Garcia announced, rising to her feet and clapping her hands. “Empecemos.” She immediately launched into translation practice, where she’d bark out a phrase in English and call out someone’s name to have them repeat it in Spanish. The one she threw at me, She is very beautiful, couldn’t possibly have been chosen randomly, but I managed to respond with Ella es muy bonita without garbling it too badly. I didn’t dare look around to assess Dara’s reaction but the back of my head did seem unusually warm afterwards.  
 
    Dara spat out her answer, Mi hermano es molesto, with a flawless and biting Spanish accent and I swallowed my protest with difficulty as a murmured Oooh swept around the room. Señora Garcia clearly had it in for me today but arguing with her wasn’t going to make it any better. I sucked it up and counted the minutes until final period. Veinticinco, veinticuatro, veintitrés … 
 
    The instant the bell rang, I jumped to my feet to catch Dara before she bolted out the door but the only thing I caught was a fleeting glimpse of her back. I hurried after her but by the time I pushed my way past my fellow estudiantes she was already out of sight. I knew where she was going, though, so I forged on doggedly. 
 
    This time, fortune finally smiled on me and I saw her standing outside Algebra, talking to a couple of black-haired girls with witch auras. Her back was to me but one of them saw me coming and said something to her. Dara’s back stiffened but she didn’t try to escape. Instead, she nodded to them and waved them on before turning to face me, lifting her chin defiantly as I approached. 
 
    “Dara, I can explain,” I told her before she could say anything. 
 
    “I anxiously await thy recounting of events,” she gritted through her teeth. “Enlighten me as to the identity of this chit with whom thou art so enamored as to cast all reason to the wind. I would have words with her.” 
 
    Oh, great, I grimaced internally, she’s gone all Shakespeare on me again. This won’t end well. “That was Mary,” I told her. “We were talking over lunch and, well, it just sort of happened. It doesn’t mean anything.” I glanced around, grateful that Mary wasn’t within earshot. I didn’t need two women mad at me today. “She made me cookies.” I showed her the container. 
 
    “And that gives thee leave to abandon me?” she asked incredulously. “Yea, verily, the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach!” 
 
    “No, of course not! I haven’t abandoned you, Dara, I’m trying to –” I became aware of a lot of bystanders pretending not to listen in to our conversation. Several of them had their cellphones out. “Buzz off, guys,” I told them curtly. “This is personal.” I took Dara’s arm and pulled her into our Algebra classroom. There were only a handful of people in there and Mr. Kirschner was going over his lesson notes so we had a little bit of privacy. “Mary’s in the coven. She’s going to help us stop Susie this weekend.” 
 
    “Why would she?” Dara frowned. “Did you seduce her into changing sides?” 
 
    I was about to deny it but her reversion to proper English hinted that I might have stumbled onto a path out of this mire I found myself in.  
 
    “Yes,” I said carefully, “that’s exactly what happened. With the two of you working on the inside, we’ll finally be able to figure out what’s going on. Did you learn anything at lunch?” 
 
    Dara eyed me suspiciously but finally inclined her head. “Susie didn’t give any details but she wants everyone to stay over at Melissa’s this weekend, starting tonight. I think we’re supposed to practice our combat spells tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good. As soon as she tells you her plan for Sunday, call me. Agent Maxwell and I will get there ahead of time. Between the four of us, we’ll be able to stop whatever Susie has planned.” Dara nodded unenthusiastically. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “I’m not a real witch, Peter,” she reminded me. “I don’t know any combat spells.” 
 
    “Just bluff your way through it until we get there. Even if Susie does figure out that you’re faking it, she’ll just kick you out of the coven. That might actually work out better for us anyway. She’ll be a witch short so maybe she’ll cancel the big event.” I didn’t really think she would but hope springs eternal. 
 
    The room was starting to fill up so we claimed a pair of seats towards the back of the class and awaited the bell. Things were finally starting to go my way. In less than an hour, we’d be done with school for the week and we could concentrate on the problem at hand. Our assets were in place and Susie didn’t suspect a thing. In less than forty-eight hours, we’d save the world from whatever Susie was doing and Mary and I could go see a movie or something afterwards, assuming I could come up with an excuse to leave Dara behind. 
 
    I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye and caught her doing the same to me. No, her attention was focused on the cookie box and I wondered if she remembered to buy herself lunch. I took pity on her and extracted one of the cookies while Mr. Kirschner’s back was turned. I held it out to her and she recoiled from it like it was a dead skunk. 
 
    “Take it,” I whispered. “I’ve already had plenty.”  
 
    She shook her head but I jabbed it in her direction and she reluctantly accepted it. She sniffed it cautiously and then delicately bit off the tiniest fragment. A look of alarm crossed her features and I wondered if something had accidentally gotten mixed in with the dough. 
 
    “Peter!” she exclaimed and then froze when everyone turned to stare at her, including Mr. Kirschner. 
 
    “Is there a problem, Miss Collins?” he asked sternly, threatening her with the business end of his dry erase marker. 
 
    “No, sir,” she mumbled, shrinking down in her seat. 
 
    “Mr. Collins?”  
 
    “No, sir,” I assured him, copying Dara’s pose. 
 
    “Did you bring enough to share with everyone?” Now his marker targeted the cookie in Dara’s hand. 
 
    “Uh, no, sir.” 
 
    “Then kindly put that away until after class. I know it’s hard to concentrate during the last period on a Friday, so let’s not add to the distractions, hmm?” Dara thrust the cookie back at me and I tossed it back into the container and jammed everything into my backpack under Mr. Kirschner’s watchful eye.  
 
    “Now, then,” he said, “where were we? Oh, yes, infinite sums. As you can see in this partial sequence, each term is exactly one half of the previous term. Mathematically, k sub i is equal to k sub i minus one divided by two …” 
 
    I tried to pay attention as he droned on but Dara kept looking at me with a worried expression, as if she was afraid I was about to transform into some loathsome monster. I wondered what she tasted in that cookie. Nuts, maybe? She wasn’t allergic to them as far as I knew. All I could do was wait for the final bell to release us from this lingering torment. 
 
    When it rang, Dara nearly dislocated my shoulder yanking me from my seat and hauled me out of the room. Either she was a lot stronger than she looked or I needed to start working out, because I couldn’t escape her grip until she dragged me all the way out of the school and deposited me on the steps outside. 
 
    “Dara!” I protested, working the soreness out of my arm as she dug into my backpack. “What’s gotten into you?” 
 
    “This!” She nearly impaled me with the Tupperware container. “These sweets are tainted!” 
 
    “Tainted? What are you talking about? They’re perfectly fine.” I tried to take them back but she snatched them away. 
 
    “Nay! Dost thou not recall the events of prom? Thou didst prevent the waif from enthralling her swain with a potion akin to this!” 
 
    It took me a minute to parse out what she was saying. Most people use shorter words when they’re upset. Dara, for some bizarre reason, gets incredibly long-winded, with a fake English accent added on top. “Are you talking about that love potion Susie made? That’s completely different.” 
 
    “Dost thou truly believe so? What, pray tell, are the components of a love philter?” 
 
    “Well, um, there’s ginger and cinnamon and, um, chocolate … oh.” I blinked at the box in her hand. “That’s just coincidence,” I insisted. “Chocolate ginger snaps use exactly the same ingredients.” 
 
    “And thou hast felt no alteration of thy composure since consuming them? Dost thy sudden infatuation with thine adolescent admirer not give thee pause?” 
 
    “She’s seventeen,” I protested. 
 
    “Her age is of no moment! She is a witch who desires that thine attention be upon her, not upon the waif and her doings.” 
 
    I had to think that one through as well. “Wait, you’re saying Mary slipped me a love potion inside a cookie to distract me? She wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    “Aye,” Dara proclaimed dramatically, rolling her eyes, “for thy long acquaintance with her has given thee keen insight into her innermost thoughts and motivations.” 
 
    “Dara.” We both turned, to find Melissa looking down on us from the top of the steps. Her dark eyes swept over me, leaving a wintry chill in their wake. Beside her, Susie studied us both, her emerald eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Let’s go,” Melissa ordered, inclining her head towards the parking lot. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. Both of them ignored me as they strode past us but Dara looked anxious. 
 
    “We’re going by the house so I can pack some clothes and then we’re going to Melissa’s.” She handed me the Tupperware, leaning close to whisper, “I’ll call you if I learn anything.” 
 
    “Take care,” I told her earnestly. She nodded and scampered off and I watched the three of them drive off in Melissa’s Thunderbird. All of a sudden, our plan didn’t seem nearly as foolproof as I thought. 
 
    “There you are!” Mary grabbed my arm and smiled up at me, making my heart skip a couple of beats. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready for what?” 
 
    “To go pick up my clothes, silly. You stole them from me, remember?” 
 
    “I didn’t steal them,” I protested. “You left them behind.” 
 
    “Details, details,” she scoffed with a careless wave of her hand. “Maybe if you play your cards right, I’ll leave more of them behind.” She batted her eyelashes at me and I suddenly had trouble swallowing. 
 
    “Mary, about earlier,” I said carefully. She lifted a questioning eyebrow at me. “In the hallway earlier, when we, um, we, uh –” 
 
    “– expressed our true feelings for one another?” she finished for me, biting her lower lip winsomely. I felt my resolve starting to erode and forged on quickly. 
 
    “That’s the thing, those weren’t our true feelings, were they?” 
 
    Mary’s smile faded and she leaned away from me. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean these.” I held up the cookies. “They’re a love potion, aren’t they?” 
 
    She made a rude noise. “No, they’re not.” 
 
    “It’s just that, yesterday, I had completely different feelings about you.” 
 
    “You just needed to get to know me better, that’s all,” she insisted. “I’m a lovable person.” 
 
    “Yes, but –” 
 
    “Look, Peter, I promise, I didn’t make you love cookies or whatever you’re thinking. I couldn’t even if I wanted to. I don’t know those kinds of spells and I can barely make toast.” 
 
    “You told me you made them,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Oh, um, did I?” She dug the toe of her sneaker into the concrete. “Well, okay, that was a little white lie. Melissa made them for me, with Susie’s help. They’re perfectly fine, though! I mean, I ate just as many as you did and I love you!” She stopped and blinked at me. “I mean, now I love you,” she said slowly. “Before I was just keeping you away from Susie. Oh.” She silently reached out and took the cookies from me and dumped them, container and all, into a nearby trashcan. “Sorry about that,” she murmured sadly. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I told her ruefully. “They probably didn’t think you’d be able to distract me without help.” 
 
    “Do I distract you?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “More than you know,” I sighed. “But now that we know what’s happening, we can fight it.” 
 
    “Right.” We stood there watching the student population sweep past us, eager to completely forget about school until Monday morning. “So do you want to go somewhere and make out?” 
 
    “Yes. I mean no, we don’t have time for that. We have to get ready for tomorrow. Speaking of which,” I frowned, “aren’t you supposed to be at Melissa’s house with the rest of the coven?” 
 
    “I’ve got plenty of time. We don’t actually have to be there until tomorrow morning. Besides,” she reminded me tartly, “you still have my favorite shoes.” 
 
    “Mea culpa,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Fine, we’ll go grab your stuff. Come on.” 
 
    Mary took my hand as we crossed the parking lot, walking with a happy spring in her step. I almost reminded her that she was under the influence of a love spell but I didn’t want to ruin her mood. Besides, it wasn’t like the spell was hurting anyone and it was going to wear off soon anyway. Now that we understood the reason for our sudden infatuation, we could work around it. 
 
    I tossed my backpack into the trunk of the Mustang and we slid into our seats. I started the engine but I didn’t make any move to leave just yet. “We need to give Dara time to leave the house before we get there,” I explained to Mary. “The less we remind Susie that I exist, the better it’ll be later.” 
 
    “I’m in no hurry,” she assured me. My arm was resting on the console between us and she drew a spiral shape on the back of my hand with a glossy fingernail, sending a shiver up my arm. “Maybe we can find an empty spot somewhere so we can have a little,” her tongue swept across her lips, “privacy.” 
 
    Yes! Little Peter exclaimed eagerly. Yes yes yes! I shifted awkwardly in my seat as I cleared my throat. 
 
    “The cookies are making you say that,” I told her. 
 
    “So?” She looked puzzled. 
 
    “So you don’t really mean that.” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” She reached over and placed her finger on my lips to keep me from responding. “Look, Peter, you’re a good-looking guy and you’re my age, give or take, and you’re a warlock. I don’t need a cookie to tell me that we’re a perfect match for each other.” 
 
    “I don’t even know you!” I said around her finger. “We only met two days ago!” 
 
    “So? That just means we wasted a lot of time. I mean, it’s not you already have a girlfriend.” 
 
    “Yes, I do!” 
 
    She drew back, looking at me askance. “Who?” 
 
    “Dara!” 
 
    Now one eyebrow crawled up her forehead. “Your sister is your girlfriend?” 
 
    “Yes! No, I mean, she’s – no, that’s not right,” I murmured to myself, thoroughly confused. What was I thinking? Like most twins, Dara and I were close, but we weren’t that close. “I could have sworn …” 
 
    Mary sighed and rolled her eyes. “Your twisted fantasies don’t count. It doesn’t matter, anyway. I’m your girlfriend now, so kiss me.” She leaned close, closed her eyes, and puckered her lips. I had no choice but to comply. 
 
    The kiss went on for a long, long time and our tongues got involved somewhere along the way. By the time we finally broke apart, we were both breathing hard, my heart was pounding in my chest, and her eyes were dilated. “We need to stop,” I panted, “before we do something we’ll regret.” 
 
    “I can’t think of anything I’d regret doing with you, Peter,” she smiled coyly. “In fact, I can think of a few things I’d like to do right now.” She toyed with the buttons of her blouse but I reached over and pulled her hand away. 
 
    “We need to stop,” I told her again. “We’re under the influence of a love potion, we can’t trust our feelings.” 
 
    “I trust mine!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said firmly. “We’re going to pick up your stuff and then you’re going straight home. You’ve got a busy day tomorrow, remember?” 
 
    “But –” I gave her a stern look and she slumped down in her seat with her arms crossed. “Some boyfriend you turned out to be,” she grumbled. 
 
    “You’ll thank me later when the spell wears off.” She just made a dissatisfied noise. 
 
    The entire journey between school and home took place in complete silence, although there were plenty of sidelong glances between us and a few sighs tossed in for good measure. I was relieved when we finally pulled up in front of the house and there was something to talk about other than our cookie-induced passions. 
 
    “Looks like Dara and the others came and went already,” I observed as I parked and disembarked. Melissa’s car was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Yippee,” Mary muttered as she got out. She looked over the house and Mom’s neatly tended garden with a dubious expression. “It’s kind of small, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s cozy,” I agreed. “There’ll be more room when Dara and I go off to college.” 
 
    “You don’t have any dogs, do you?” 
 
    “You don’t like dogs?” 
 
    “Ugh,” she shuddered. “They’re big and smelly and slobbery and you have to pick up their poop. I’m more of a cat person.” 
 
    I paused in the act of opening the gate and then tried to carry on as if I hadn’t heard her. Is she a black cat person? I wondered. “Our only pet is Susie’s python.” As far as I was concerned, Max didn’t count as a pet. 
 
    “A python?” Mary asked uncertainly. “Isn’t that dangerous?” 
 
    “It’s a little one.” I held my fingers about two feet apart. “He just basically coils up in his cage under a heat lamp. A slinky would be more entertaining.”  
 
    I led her down the walkway and opened the door. It was unlocked, which either meant that Mom was home or Susie and Dara forgot to lock it when they left. I hoped it was the latter. I really didn’t want to explain Mary to Mom.  
 
    “Susie’s room is down here,” I said, leading the way. 
 
    “Isn’t my stuff in your room?” Mary peered into every nook and cranny she passed like she was casing the joint for a heist. 
 
    “Mom thought your stuff was Susie’s. You’re about the same size.” 
 
    “Susie’s taller,” she countered. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to point that out to her next time.” I peeked into Susie’s room to make sure Max wasn’t waiting to pounce on me and then opened the door wide. “Let’s make this fast.” 
 
    “Are you trying to get rid of me?” 
 
    “Of course not.” I absolutely was but I wasn’t about to tell her that. Just standing near her made it hard to focus. I looked around the room, trying to imagine what Mom would have done with a blouse, a pair of shoes, and knee-high socks. I still wasn’t used to how uncluttered Susie’s room was now. Cameron’s influence really made a huge difference in her habits. Other than her obsession with slaying demon lords, I thought ruefully. 
 
    The closet seemed like a good place to start so I opened it and was immediately confronted with a wall of dresses, skirts, and shirts hanging from the rail. All the blouses looked the same to me. “Which one’s yours?” 
 
    She squeezed past me and started sifting through every article of clothing, rejecting each one like a pitcher shaking off the catcher’s signals. “Ooh, this is pretty!” she said finally, removing one of Susie’s sundresses and holding it against her chest. 
 
    “You’re not shopping,” I reminded her, “you’re looking for your shirt. Are those your shoes?” I pointed at a pair of black leather loafers on the floor of the closet. Susie generally wore sandals or, if absolutely necessary, canvas flats. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s them. Can I try this on?” 
 
    “No.” I plucked the dress from her hands and hung it back up. “Find your shirt. I’ll look for your socks.” Mary made grumbly noises but obeyed, plucking a white button-up blouse from the rail. I couldn’t tell the difference so I had to hope she wasn’t just taking one of Susie’s that she liked better. 
 
    A quick search through Susie’s dresser uncovered the socks’ hiding place and Mary balled everything up into a shapeless bundle. It was a good thing Mom wasn’t around to see that, she’d have a conniption. “So where’s your room?” she asked. 
 
    “Across the hall,” I said, “but we need to –” I was talking to her back. When I caught up with her again, she was bouncing experimentally on my bed. 
 
    “Good, it doesn’t squeak,” she smiled. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if it squeaks or not, it’s not your bed.” 
 
    “But maybe I could use it sometimes,” she suggested, testing her eye-batting technique again, “when your parents aren’t home. Like now, for instance.” 
 
    “No,” I told her firmly, although my forcefulness was offset by the fact I had to clear my throat first. “Let’s go. If you head over to Melissa’s now, you might be able to find out what the plan is tonight.” I held out my hand to help her up and she took it with ill grace. 
 
    “You’re the worst boyfriend ever,” she complained. “I bet you’re gay.” 
 
    “I am not! I’m trying to keep Susie from making the biggest mistake of her life. That’s more important than fooling around with you right now.” 
 
    “Right now?” she echoed hopefully. “But maybe we’ll fool around later?” 
 
    “Out.” I pointed to the door and she made a frustrated noise and stomped her way into the hall. I kept my hand on her back to keep her moving forward and guided her outside, pretending I didn’t hear any of her muttered imprecations. I unlocked the Mustang but she kept on walking down the street. “Hey, where are you going?” 
 
    “Susie’s portal is just a couple of blocks away,” she called over her shoulder, still sounding grouchy. “I might as well take it to the Circle and then use Melissa’s portal.” 
 
    “Oh.” That actually sounded like a good idea. It would be a lot faster than driving over to Melissa’s house, assuming I could actually talk my way past Carl the security guard, and it let me stay out of Susie’s line-of-sight until we were ready to act. I hurried to catch up to Mary and fell in step beside her. 
 
    “You don’t have to come with me,” she groused, keeping her eyes fixed on the sidewalk. “I know where it is.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be much of a boyfriend if I let you walk through a strange neighborhood all by yourself.” She glanced at me, startled, and then turned away again, although I could see the smile playing on her lips. She wasn’t the sort to prattle on to fill the silence, which I appreciated, and we zig-zagged across the neighborhood without talking until the sad little baseball field came into sight.  
 
    “I wonder why Susie put her portal way over here,” I mused. “It’s not like her to inconvenience herself if she can avoid it.” 
 
    “Except she lives with a witch and a warlock who would sense a demon portal opening if it was too close,” Mary reminded me pointedly. 
 
    “I knew that,” I assured her. “I just wanted to see if you knew the reason.” 
 
    “Sure you did,” she scoffed. 
 
    We walked around the field and stopped at the edge of the bare patch. Both of us stared down at where the portal was lying quiescent, waiting to be invoked, but neither of us was in a hurry to say goodbye. Finally, though, Mary cleared her throat. 
 
    “Well,” she said, “I’ll call you if I find out anything.” 
 
    “Good. Be careful, though. Try not to let Susie get suspicious. Or Melissa,” I added uneasily. My previous experiences with Melissa-the-witch hadn’t gone all that well. 
 
    “I will,” she promised. She looked up at me and I looked down at her and our mouths were drawn to each other like magnets. Our kiss was frantic and passionate and very nearly ended up with Mary on the ground with me on top of her but I somehow managed to pry myself loose and step back. 
 
    “You’d better go,” I said, breathing heavily. I kept my gaze averted to avoid any further temptation. 
 
    “Yeah, I think that’s for the best,” she agreed shakily, moving to stand in the center of Susie’s portal. “I’ll, uh, see you soon.” I just nodded as the portal opened for a moment and closed again, leaving me alone with my turbulent thoughts. 
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    As a society, we’ve forgotten how to be polite. We argue instead of debate, we barge in ahead of others who were there first, and we’re lousy tippers. We’ve lost the ability to disagree without name-calling, we prefer to belittle rather than understand, and we insist on our rights without giving equal weight to our responsibilities. In the future, should we survive this sad situation, we’ll be known as Gen I, the Me-lennials. 
 
    If we don’t turn this situation around soon, we’re going to end up as a collection of bitter, self-centered, rude, loud-mouthed buffoons who have no use for anyone else. Civilization depends on all of us working together towards a common goal; without that, we’ll accomplish nothing and everything our ancestors strove to create will be lost. There’s still time to put the civil back in civilization but we all have to do our part.  
 
    Start by nodding to the next person you see and tell them, “Good morning.” More likely than not, you’ll get a pleasant “Good morning” in return. I predict that your day will seem a little brighter after that. That’s all it takes, one act of politeness, to make things better. For everyone, not just you. 
 
      
 
    I felt strangely empty as I walked back to the house, as if some part of me was missing. I knew my feelings for Mary weren’t real but they seemed real and I wished she was still with me. At the same time, I was relieved she left before we did something we’d regret after Susie’s love potion wore off. 
 
    I wouldn’t regret it, Little Peter insisted. 
 
    Shut up, I told him. You’re not the one who’d have to face her parents when they found out. 
 
    It’s none of their business. She’s seventeen, she can decide who she wants to sleep with. 
 
    There’s no way she’s seventeen, I argued. 
 
    Did you check her driver’s license? 
 
    No. 
 
    Then you have plausible deniability. 
 
    Shut up. 
 
    I needed something to distract myself so I pulled out my phone to call Maxwell and let her know what was going on. There were no texts from her with her number, though, and I wondered if she just forgot or decided not to do for some reason.  
 
    She probably got distracted thinking about you, Little Peter suggested slyly. After all, she never got to finish what she started. 
 
    Shut up.  
 
    I debated whether I should drive over to the Hellburn Hilton but I decided that the odds of her being there were too low. Nobody stays in their hotel room all day, even in Hellburn. I’d just have to wait until she called me. 
 
    I hiked the rest of the way home, retrieving my backpack from the car before heading inside. “Mom?” I called. “Are you home?” There was no answer. I stood there at the end of the hall looking around the empty kitchen with an uneasy sensation. I couldn’t remember the last time I had the house all to myself. Susie almost never left her room and Dara was usually with me. I felt like the lead character in a post-apocalyptic movie and, having survived one apocalypse already, I was in no hurry to experience another. 
 
    I shook off the feeling and headed for my room. It looked exactly the same as it always did but now it seemed like something important was missing. It wasn’t Mary this time but I couldn’t pinpoint what it could be. 
 
    “Weird,” I murmured to myself. I dropped my backpack beside my desk and powered up my laptop, hoping to distract myself until Mom got home. I hadn’t played Lorecraft in quite a while – Dara tended to hog it these days, trying to get her main character leveled up to match mine – so I double-clicked the icon and watched the start-up screen while I tried to remember the last quest I’d been on. The character selection screen came up and I clicked on Coronox the enchanter just as something touched my ankle. 
 
    I yelped and shoved my chair back, clutching my chest as I looked all around for whatever it was. It turned out to be Max, staring up at me like I was some sort of spastic freak. 
 
    “Max,” I snarled. “All right, that’s it, I’ve had it with you! I don’t care how much this will stink up my room.” I summoned a force punch to spatter her impish remains across the floor but she just tilted her head quizzically. 
 
    “Meow?” It wasn’t even a real meow, it was Max saying the word meow, but something about it took the edge off my anger and frustration. I let the spell dissipate with a sigh. 
 
    “Susie sent you to spy on me, didn’t she?” She just tilted her head the other way. “Don’t give me that, I know you can understand me. You’re wasting your time, I’m just sitting here playing a game.”  
 
    I nudged her aside with my foot and repositioned my chair in front of my laptop. Coronox was standing in a town somewhere, surrounded by a horde of other players all milling about. I turned him around, trying to get my bearings, and Max jumped into my lap. 
 
    “Jesus, Max! Are you trying to give me a heart attack? Get off!” I shoved her onto the floor and she immediately leapt back up. Before I could toss her across the room, she planted her front paws on my chest and licked my chin. 
 
    “Meow?” she said softly, staring up at me with those big blue eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” I asked uneasily. “You’re acting awfully weird.” Max nudged my chin with the top of her head and then sat back on her haunches with what I could only describe as a wistful purr. “Do you want something?” Now she rubbed her cheek on my stomach. “You want me to pet you?” Her purr grew louder. “Okay …” 
 
    I cautiously used my fingertips to scritch her between her ears, ready to snatch my hand away the instant she tried to bite it off, but she just closed her eyes in a pose of kitty contentment. I worked my way around her neck and under the black ribbon she wore as a collar, marveling at how real the illusion seemed. I knew I was petting a scaly-skinned, beak-billed, bat-eared creature from Hell, but Max felt exactly like a real cat. 
 
    “All right, that’s enough for now.” I lifted my hand and Max growled deep in her throat. “I can’t sit here and pet you all day, I have things to do.” Now she made a resentful sort of sound but she settled down on my lap, obviously intending to stay put. “Fine, just don’t get in my way.” 
 
    I skimmed through Coronox’s journal, refreshing my memory of his unfinished missions. The mainline quest, ultimately leading to the final confrontation with Cthodos, Lord of the Underworld, had a long way to go and I’d need help from the rest of my guild, the Death Ravens, to get there in one piece. In the meantime, I was working through the side quests to pick up XP and level up. Coronox was a potent damage-dealing machine but he tended to die at inopportune moments. Dara’s sorceress character, Dara Alexander, was pretty bad-ass herself in a pitched battle and she could revive dead party members, including herself, with a flick of her wand. Unfortunately, we only had the one computer to play on so we couldn’t team up.  
 
    “Too bad she didn’t win that laptop at prom,” I mused. Max raised her head with a querulous sound. “Before your time,” I informed her. “I made a mistake with the tickets so Dara –” Max spat out a snarling hiss, startling me. “What’s wrong?” Max settled back down with a low grumbling growl. I listened carefully but the house was quiet.  
 
    “Okay, then,” I said after a few moments. “Anyway, Dara –” Max hissed again. “Dara.” Hiss. “Do you have a problem with Dara?” Emphatic hiss. “What about Susie?” Silence. “What about me?” Blissful purr, accompanied by a thankfully clawless kneading of my thigh. “Is that why you’re here now instead of helping Susie? You’d rather be with me?” Cats always look like they’re smiling but Max looked particularly smug. “Aren’t you the one who talked Susie into all this demon hunting nonsense in the first place? Why aren’t you with her now? Isn’t it all coming together on Sunday?” Max just flicked an ear and settled down on my lap again. 
 
    I had no idea why Max despised Dara but seemed to like me. I was the one with the Philosopher’s Stone and all the demon-killing spells, not Dara. Except she has my Stone now, I reminded myself. Maybe Max doesn’t hate Dara, maybe she just hates whoever has the Stone. Except that didn’t make any sense. Susie had a Stone too and Max had no problems with her. 
 
    Is there something different about my Stone? I wondered. It came from the Dread Lord’s trove so maybe it has some special effect on demons. You’d think a Guardian Stone would be more of a threat, though. Strange. 
 
    It was a puzzle for sure but I wasn’t going to be able to extract the answer from Max by asking yes/no questions all night. Susie and Max had to be able to communicate somehow – that’s what familiars did, after all – but she certainly didn’t seem inclined to talk to me. At least she’s not attacking me, I noted ruefully. That’s a big step in the right direction. 
 
    Max suddenly sat bolt upright, arching her back and tail, and then sped off faster than I could follow her. A moment later, I heard the rumble of the garage door and the sound of Mom’s van pulling in. Clearly Max wasn’t interested in revealing her presence to Mom. It was just as well. If Mom knew Susie had a cat, she’d take her down to the vet first thing to be vaccinated and spayed. Max was better off hiding under Susie’s bed or wherever she secreted herself when Mom and Dad were home. 
 
    I heard a few doors open and close and the thud of something heavy being dropped on the kitchen table. “Peter? Dara?” Mom called, sounding a bit out of breath. “Are you home?” 
 
    “I’m here!” I got up and walked into the kitchen to see what was going on, to find a pair of recyclable grocery bags sitting on the table, overflowing with bottles, boxes, and canned goods. 
 
    “Oh, good,” she smiled in relief. “Help me bring the rest of this in, please. Those cans are heavy.” I shuttled back and forth, quickly covering the table with bags as Mom began stowing their contents away in the cupboards and fridge. “Where’s Dara?” she asked, carefully cradling an armload of oranges as she located a bowl to put them in. “This’ll go faster with the three of us.” 
 
    “She’s not here,” I told her. “Melissa, um, invited her to stay over for the weekend as well.” 
 
    “Really? That’s wonderful!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “You don’t have to make it sound like you’re glad to be rid of her.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be silly,” she retorted, swatting at my arm as she passed. “I’m just glad Dara’s making new friends. She can’t spend the rest of her life following you around.” 
 
    Why not? I thought in alarm and then I realized that was stupid. Dara was my sister, I reminded myself firmly, not my girlfriend. I loved her but we weren’t chained together. “Yeah,” I said aloud. “Maybe she and Susie will start getting along better.” 
 
    “Well, one step at a time,” Mom said diplomatically. “I guess it’ll just be the two of us for dinner, then.” 
 
    “Two? What’s Dad doing?” 
 
    “He said he’s planning to help the patrols tonight. You remember that English girl he was talking about earlier? Apparently there’ve been more sightings over the last couple of days so he’s hoping to finally catch her in the act. How does spaghetti and meatballs sound?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’ll be great,” I replied absently. Hopefully Susie and her coven wouldn’t be out roaming the streets tonight. I wasn’t worried about Susie being arrested – no ordinary police officer stood a chance against a witch with a Philosopher’s Stone – but Dara could get caught up in the sweep and that would be hard to explain. 
 
    My phone rang then and I glanced at the display. Private Number. “Hang on, I need to catch this.” 
 
    “No problem, thanks for helping,” Mom said. “I’ll take care of the rest. I’ll call you when dinner’s ready.” 
 
    “Great. Thanks!” I hit the answer button as I hurried back towards my room. “This is Peter.” 
 
    “I waited for your call,” Maxwell complained. “I was beginning to wonder if you’d been kidnapped by the coven as the honored guest at a fertility ritual.” 
 
    “You never sent me your number!” I protested, closing my door so Mom wouldn’t overhear our conversation. 
 
    “Of course I did, right after we spoke last.” 
 
    “I didn’t get it.” 
 
    “Ridiculous. The message is right here.” I heard faint tones in the background. “See? I sent it yesterday at – oh. Never mind, I sent it to Tom Copeland by accident, which probably explains why he called me out of the blue right afterwards. My bad.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “No problem, it happens to all of us.” 
 
    “Well, it worked out perfectly for me, anyway. Tom’s an old acquaintance of mine but I haven’t talked to him in ages. We had a nice long conversation.” The way she said long implied that more than words were exchanged between them and I tried very hard to dispel the mental image that popped up. 
 
    “Can you send me your number now?” 
 
    “I’ll just give it to you, I wouldn’t want to make the same mistake twice. Ready?” 
 
    “Just a sec.” I pull her on speakerphone and opened a new contact, typing in Virginia Maxwell. “Okay, give it to me.” She recited her number slowly and confirmed it when I repeated it. “Where’s area code 323?” 
 
    “LA, of course. I still live there when I’m not on the road dispatching the forces of evil. Speaking of which, what did you find out today? Did your plan to infiltrate the coven work?” 
 
    “Yes,” I told her. “Dara’s with Susie and the others now. The coven is staying at Melissa’s house this weekend.” 
 
    “Melissa?” 
 
    “Melissa Andrews. She’s Susie’s second-in-command, near as I can tell.” 
 
    “So she’s not BlackCat, then.” 
 
    “No. Neither are Susie or Dara, of course.” 
 
    “Three down, six to go,” Maxwell noted wryly. “How about that other girl? What was her name? Mary?” 
 
    “Um, I’m still not sure yet.” 
 
    “Did you at least find out her last name?” 
 
    “Well –” 
 
    Maxwell sighed in my ear. “I shouldn’t have to remind you that you’re running out of time, Peter.” 
 
    “What have you been doing all day, then?” I countered. 
 
    “Mostly lying by the pool,” she said lightly. “I bought a new bikini for this trip.” 
 
    Pictures or it didn’t happen! Little Peter demanded. 
 
    “You couldn’t do any digging yourself?” I persisted. “I thought the FBI has access to everyone’s information.” 
 
    “One, you watch too many crime dramas on TV. Two, accessing any personal information that isn’t publicly available takes a court order. Three, tell me the names of the other coven members.” I maintained an awkward and embarrassed silence. “Uh-huh. So I got a very nice tan today. What did you accomplish?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Dara’s going call me as soon as she finds out what’s happening on Sunday. Mary’s going to do the same thing. Once we know that, we can figure out how we’re going to stop it.” 
 
    “Mary’s helping you?” Maxwell asked with a suspicious edge to her voice. “Why in the world would she do that?” 
 
    “Well, she’s, um –” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “She’s in love with me,” I admitted. Now it was Maxwell’s turn to remain silent, although her silence was the skeptical kind. “Melissa and Susie made her some love potion cookies to give to me so that I’d fall in love with her and pay attention to her instead of what the coven is doing but she ate some of them herself so she’s in love with me too.” 
 
    “What do you mean, too? Did you eat any of the cookies?” 
 
    “Well –” 
 
    “Peter, Peter, Peter.” I could easily envision her shaking her head in despair. “One of the first things they teach you in FBI Magic School is, don’t eat or drink anything a rogue witch gives you.” 
 
    “The FBI has a magic school?” 
 
    “No. Stay focused, please. You’ve been compromised. You can’t trust anything that Mary tells you and I can’t trust anything you tell me. As long as that spell is active, you have to assume you’re under her control.” 
 
    “But she’s under mine, too, right? Doesn’t that cancel everything out?” 
 
    “No, it just makes everything more confusing. Which of you ate more of those cookies?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, actually.” 
 
    “Weren’t you watching her?” 
 
    “No, she ate them before she gave the rest to me.” 
 
    “So she could be lying about eating any of them.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t do that,” I protested. “She’s in –” 
 
    “– love with you,” she finished for me. “So I hear. Well, congratulations on getting yourself a girlfriend. I’m sure you’ll be very happy together, at least until the spell wears off.” 
 
    “Do you know how long that will take?” I didn’t think I felt any different about Mary but it was hard to tell when she wasn’t there in front of me. 
 
    “Who knows? It could be an hour, it could be a week. It might never wear off, frankly, although I doubt Susan knows how to craft a love spell that potent.” I wasn’t so sure of that but I didn’t argue with her. It was a good thing I loved Mary or the possibility of being with her for the rest of my life would seem like a nightmare. “Well, we’re stuck with it now, let’s make the best of it. When can you pick me up?” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    I almost heard her rolling her eyes. “I want to look at that warehouse you were in yesterday, the one with all the soul traps and portals. I might be able to learn something useful that you missed. Don’t worry,” she added wryly, “I’ll make sure I take care of things before you get here. I wouldn’t want to make your new girlfriend jealous.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to say anything,” I assured her, but I was certainly thinking it. The thought of being alone with Maxwell again was unnerving and thrilling at the same time.  
 
    We’re just business associates, I told myself firmly. Sex has nothing to do with it. Besides, Mary will never find out. I stopped and blinked. Where did that come from? 
 
    “Peter? Are you there?” 
 
    “Hm? Oh, yeah, I’m here. Why?” 
 
    “You went quiet for a minute, I thought you hung up on me.” 
 
    “No, no, I’m fine, I was just … thinking about something.” 
 
    “If you say so,” she said, sounding unconvinced. “Anyway, I’ll meet you in front of the hotel in, what, fifteen minutes?” 
 
    “Make it twenty,” I told her. “It’s coming up on rush hour.” 
 
    “Rush hour in Hellburn is the middle of the night on a Tuesday during a power outage in LA,” she retorted. “I’ll be waiting.” She hung up before I could say goodbye. 
 
    I took a moment to clear my head, wondering why my life was so complicated all of a sudden. Things were going along just fine and now I had women lusting after me, falling in love with me, and getting mad at me for unfathomable reasons. It was nice to finally have a girlfriend, even if it was only for a little while, but the rest was just a huge distraction. Well, one way or another, it would all be over in two days. 
 
    I went in search of Mom and found her still puttering around in the kitchen, although it was far too early to start dinner. “I need to go out for a little while,” I told her. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” she frowned. 
 
    “Everything’s fine, I just need to meet up with someone. I’ll be back in time for dinner,” I assured her. 
 
    “That’s good, I really hate eating by myself. Drive carefully, then, and watch out for the traffic. It’s getting close to rush hour.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, refraining from rolling my eyes.  
 
    I hastened out the door before she could share any other motherly aphorisms and started the Mustang, hoping that Maxwell would keep her promise to see to her needs before I got there and wondering what I’d do if she didn’t. After the incident in the alley, I wasn’t sure I had the strength to resist her a second time. 
 
    It took me every one of the predicted twenty minutes to reach the Hilton – I had a knack for hitting all the red lights, it seemed – and Maxwell was standing on the curb in front of the lobby when I drove up. She made a conscious effort to keep herself covered up this time, but the sleeveless blouse, long wrap-around skirt, and denim flats she wore failed to disguise the moving parts underneath when she waved a greeting to me. She had her hair tied back in a ponytail which made her look years younger, more like a college co-ed than an urban professional. 
 
    “Right on time,” she observed with a smile as she slid into the passenger seat. “I know rush hours can be very stressful but you seem to have survived.” 
 
    I just nodded as I looped back through the hotel parking lot and pulled out into the street, heading east. “The warehouse is on the south edge of town,” I informed her. “We’ll be there in about fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “And good afternoon to you too,” she replied tartly. I glanced at her with a puzzled look. “Would it kill you to say hello and compliment me on my outfit? I picked it out just for you.” 
 
    “Um, why?” 
 
    “Why should you say hello or why did I pick this outfit?” 
 
    “Both, actually,” I confessed. 
 
    “I’m beginning to understand why you needed a love potion to find a girlfriend,” she said dryly. “You should always greet people when you meet them. It’s polite and it builds trust. Complimenting me makes me feel appreciated and puts me in a good mood, which always helps when we’re going to be working together. It’s also good practice for the future Mrs. Collins. I picked this particular outfit because I know you’re uncomfortable being around me, knowing my … condition, so I wanted to set you at ease. Okay?” 
 
    “Got it.” We drove in silence for about half a block and then Maxwell cleared her throat pointedly. “Oh, right! Um, hello, it’s nice to see you again, Agent Maxwell – I mean Max. You look nice.” 
 
    “Nice?” she echoed with a dubious look. “Nice is like fine and okay. It doesn’t tell me a thing about what you really think. It’s like you’re just going through the motions.” 
 
    “Do we really need comportment lessons right now?” 
 
    “I don’t. Someone else in this car clearly needs a refresher.” 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed. I straightened up, cleared my throat, and put a pleasant smile on my face. “It’s wonderful to see you again, Max. I’m so glad you called me, I was really hoping to meet up with you today. I appreciate all the help and advice you’ve given me so far and I’m looking forward to continuing our partnership. I must say, you look particularly lovely today. That outfit really complements your figure without being too revealing and the colors highlight the glow of your tan. You have excellent taste in fashion. How was that?” 
 
    “Well, it was a little over the top but it’s a step in the right direction.” Maxwell was trying very hard not to smile, though, as she brushed imaginary lint off her skirt. “We’ll practice some more later.” 
 
    “I can’t wait.” 
 
    We didn’t talk much after that as I retraced the path I took after Mary abandoned me at the warehouse, just a few idle comments about the weather and how different Hellburn was from LA. There wasn’t much traffic in this direction, especially after we passed through the residential neighborhoods and wended our way past grassy fields and empty lots. Maxwell remained aloof, albeit in her teasing sort of way, but she started to get fidgety as I turned onto the road that would take us to the coven’s secret headquarters. I pretended not to notice and pointed at the low buildings coming into sight on the left. 
 
    “That’s the place there, the second one,” I told her. She peered at it and then glanced around. 
 
    “There’s nothing else around here,” she noted, “which makes it a perfect location for clandestine meetings. How do you think Susan found it?” 
 
    “There’s another place at the end of this road, an old building that’s falling down. I saw it in Google Maps when I was looking for an isolated spot to set up a warding cage.”  
 
    Maxwell gave me a disapproving look. “That’s where you let Amaryx out of your Stone, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Er, yes. But it worked,” I added quickly. “She didn’t even try to escape.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” There was a whole lot of skepticism there and, to be fair, Amaryx bribed Susie afterwards to weaken her bond with my Stone enough to let her wander around on her own, but she was safely locked away in Susie’s Stone again. I felt a bit guilty for leaving her in there, but she did try to murder her mother and claim the Dread Lord’s staff for herself. We were all better off with Amaryx out of the picture. “That’s also where Susan killed that demon lord, right? Bell something?” 
 
    “Bellaxragor.” 
 
    “Incredible,” she murmured to herself, but I couldn’t tell whether she meant the good kind of incredible or the bad kind. “Well, let’s see what our valiant band of noobie witches cooked up.” 
 
    I pulled into the barren lot and looped around behind the buildings, parking near the loading dock where my car wouldn’t be seen from the road. Maxwell and I got out and she immediately walked over to the chalk circles marking the demon portals. Witch portals, I corrected myself. Despite Susie’s fondness for looking like a succubus, nobody in the coven was an actual demon. 
 
    Maxwell squatted beside one of the circles and held her hand out a few inches off the ground with a frown of concentration. This one had the initials NT scrawled in the center. Naomi, maybe? I mused. Dara mentioned her but I didn’t know anyone by that name. 
 
    Maxwell withdrew her hand and surveyed the other circles with pursed lips. “There are only seven portals here,” she observed. 
 
    “Mary said Susie hasn’t set one up for the new witch yet,” I explained, “and Dara can use Susie’s portal.” I indicated the SC with a jerk of my chin. Of course, that assumed Susie got around to teaching Dara how to use it before her true loyalties were discovered. 
 
    Maxwell passed her hand over Susie’s portal, nodded to herself, and then rose to her feet, chewing her lip as she thought. “These are different from what I’m used to.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve destroyed dozens of portals over the years. They all had the same sort of feel to them. They’re –” she waved her hand aimlessly as she searched for the right words, “– dark, they’re mysterious, they’re creepy, if you get what I mean. They feel like you’d imagine an old haunted mansion might feel, filled with evil secrets. They feel like spiders.” She shuddered, rubbing her bare arms as if she was cold. “Don’t you feel it too?” 
 
    “Well, kind of, I guess,” I said doubtfully. “I’ve only been through a couple of them and I had other things on my mind at the time. You’re saying these are different? How?” 
 
    “These are, well, simple. Like a child’s drawing compared to a Rembrandt painting. They’re just there. I don’t get much of an impression from them at all.” 
 
    “They work, though,” I pointed out. 
 
    “A map scribbled on the back of a napkin will get you to the same place as your GPS but they’re nothing alike” She looked down at the circles with her brows knitted together. “So who taught Susan how to make these?” 
 
    “I just assumed she figured it out somehow,” I shrugged. “She memorized that one portal Metraxion created in Agent Morgan’s room and then recreated it in England.” 
 
    “I heard about that but copying something and making something from scratch are very different things. Each portal has to be specifically crafted for its destination. Someone taught her how, even if it’s just this primitive version.” 
 
    “It must have been Max, then.” Maxwell looked up at me with a raised eyebrow. “The other Max. Susie’s familiar.” 
 
    “Max is a familiar? Fay didn’t mention anything to me about that.” 
 
    “She just showed up a couple of months ago.” 
 
    “Interesting,” she said, “but irrelevant. Familiars can’t create portals.” 
 
    “I think Max is actually an imp in disguise.” 
 
    Maxwell’s eyebrows shot up. “Susan captured an imp?” 
 
    “I guess. So Max could have taught her how to make demon portals.” 
 
    “Max is an imp.” 
 
    “Imps are demons,” I argued. 
 
    “Imps are demons like rats are people. A single imp can’t open a portal, it takes dozens of them working together.” 
 
    “But what if an imp tells you what to do?” 
 
    “Hm. Yes, I suppose that might work, if you can manipulate demon magic.” 
 
    “Which Susie can,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Something else which is giving Fay heartburn,” she sighed. “All right, let’s see what other surprises are waiting for us inside. It’s in there?” She nodded at the back door. 
 
    “Yes.” I waved her ahead but she just stood there expectantly. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Well, I was hoping you’d hold the door open for me,” she said dryly. 
 
    “I thought strong, independent women don’t want to be treated like they’re helpless.” 
 
    “I have no problem with you opening doors for me, as long as you recognize that I’m perfectly capable of doing it myself. It’s just polite to let others through first.” 
 
    “But it’s always the man who does the door opening,” I pointed out. 
 
    “That does seem a bit unfair,” she agreed with a smile. 
 
    I waited but she made no move to go first. Swallowing my sigh, I climbed the steps, unlocked the door with a quick spell, and opened it wide, stepping back to let Maxwell past. “Ladies first.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied with a smirk as she waltzed in ahead of me. “You’re too kind.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” I muttered, rolling my eyes. I followed her in and let the door close with a thud behind me. 
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    I’m surprised Superman isn’t clinically depressed. Here’s a guy who’s faster than a speeding bullet, more powerful than a locomotive, and able to leap tall buildings in a single bound. He can walk into any situation and come out completely unscathed. Apart from a serious allergic reaction to kryptonite, he can’t be harmed. If someone is in trouble, odds are Superman can save them, but there’s only one of him. He can’t save everyone. So who lives and who dies? 
 
    The only way to avoid making that choice is to make no choice at all, to stay far away from these situations and let someone else take on the responsibility. Superman has his Fortress of Solitude but if he just sits there locked away from the rest of humanity, what’s the use of having those incredible powers? He might as well throw away the cape and become Clark Kent permanently. 
 
    I can’t do that. I can’t see someone in need and just walk away. If there’s something I can do to help, I’m going to do it, but I’m not Superman. My help might not be good enough and I might end up disappointing someone who was counting on me. I might even screw things up completely but at least I can say I tried. Maybe that’s what they’ll put on my headstone, At Least He Tried. I wouldn’t mind that, actually. It means I did what I could and there’s nothing wrong with that. 
 
      
 
    Maxwell walked slowly through the half-finished warehouse, looking all around like we were in some ancient temple filled with mystical artifacts. When we finally reached the front room, she just stopped. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Shh.” I held my breath, listening hard, but I didn’t hear anything. The place was as still as a tomb. “How odd,” Maxwell murmured to herself. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said unconvincingly, finally moving on. “Just a feeling I had.” She eyed the trash littering the stack of drywall and then stood at the edge of the chalk circle. “Well, this is something you don’t see every day.” 
 
    “It’s a warding cage, right?” I asked, standing beside her. 
 
    She reached out with her hand and closed her eyes. “Yes, but it’s not like any I’ve ever run across. This pattern – it just seems wrong.” 
 
    “Wrong how, exactly?” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain,” she said, shaking her head. “There’s a reason witches use pentagrams to cast and control difficult spells. The five points align with the five magical elements – earth, air, water, fire, and soul.” 
 
    “Soul?” I frowned. “I thought the fifth element was called the divine.” 
 
    “Divine, soul, spirit, chakra, it’s all the same,” she shrugged. “What you call it just depends on how you were trained. Regardless, the pentagram connects the witch to all of the elements around her, allowing her to draw on them as needed for her spell. This,” she waved her hand at Susie’s nonagram, “doesn’t make any sense at all. There aren’t nine magical elements.” 
 
    “But there are nine witches in her coven,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Basing your spells on people instead of the elements is incredibly risky, even if those people are witches. I can see how a pattern like this could be stronger than a traditional pentagram, especially when one of the witches has a Philosopher’s Stone, but I can also see how it can become unbalanced if everyone doesn’t have the same level of skill. It’s a chain with weak links.”  
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she studied the center of the circle. “What’s this?” she murmured to herself. She carefully stepped over the chalk lines and knelt on the floor, holding her hand over the portal I sensed earlier. “This one is different from the others. This is a real demon portal.” 
 
    “I think that’s the one Susie memorized,” I told her. “It probably goes to the dungeon under Kenilworth Castle in England. That’s where Dr. Bellowes was storing those soul traps.” I pointed to the broken spheres in the corner. 
 
    “How very interesting.” Maxwell made her way over there and picked up one of the clay shards, turning it over in her hands. “There’s a very faint trace of demon essence on this.” 
 
    “Probably an imp. The traps made out of stone held stronger demons.” 
 
    Maxwell used her foot to spread out the pile, uncovering a fragment of what looked like polished granite. She picked it up with a grimace. “Yes, the trace is definitely stronger on this one.” She tossed it back onto the discarded traps, shattering a couple of the clay pieces. “So Susan goes through that portal to gather soul traps from Dr. Bellowes’ collection, brings them here, and what? Uses them for target practice?” 
 
    “That’s my guess,” I sighed. “Ever since Susie trapped Lady Nyx and sent her back to Hell, the only demons around here are imps. This is the only way to get her demon-killing fix.” 
 
    “While I’ll never complain about someone reducing the demon population,” she observed, “if you’re only doing it for the thrill, you’re going to get bored with killing lesser demons.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” I said grimly. “Some of the traps in that dungeon are made of marble. Those have to be holding demon lords.” 
 
    Maxwell nodded somberly. “We could put an end to this right now if either of us knew how to operate a demon portal. All we’d have to do is move the traps someplace where Susan can’t find them.” 
 
    “Mary can do it,” I said with a surge of excitement, but Maxwell shook her head firmly. “She’d do it for me,” I insisted. “She’s in love with me, remember?” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” she retorted, rolling her eyes, “but that’s not the point. There’s a big difference between opening one of those simple portals outside and opening this one,” she said, jerking her chin at the circle. “Anyone with half a brain can drive a car but most of us would get ourselves killed very quickly trying to fly a plane without the proper training.” 
 
    “You’re basically telling me Susie really is turning into a demon.” Maxwell didn’t respond but her silence was answer enough. “I’m going to destroy the portal. That’ll slow her down, at least.” I raised my hand, searching through my personal Encyclopedia Arcanum for an appropriate spell, but Maxwell reached out and held my arm. 
 
    “Don’t,” she said firmly. “She’ll know we’ve found the coven’s meeting place and she’ll just recreate it somewhere else. We can’t stop her if we can’t find her.” 
 
    I saw her point but that just made the situation all the more frustrating. We knew what was going to happen but we didn’t have any way to prevent it, at least not without risking lives. We had to get Susie alone somewhere long enough to talk her out of this mad plan but she kept herself surrounded by her acolytes. “So what do we do now?” I asked. “Just wait for Susie to open the wrong soul trap?” 
 
    “It might come down to that,” she admitted ruefully. “She’s not going to listen to reason unless something shakes her confidence badly.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Susie doubt herself. She usually blames other people when things don’t work out for her.” 
 
    “We might have to let her die.” I rounded on her, about to rip into her for even thinking about that, but she grabbed both of my hands. “Peter, listen! She has a Philosopher’s Stone, she’ll survive.” I tried to pull free but Maxwell had a surprisingly strong grip. “You’ve died a few times, right? I’m sure it wasn’t pleasant and you probably never repeated whatever it was that killed you. Susan needs to experience death – preferably a painful one – if she’s going to learn that what she’s doing is wrong and foolish.” 
 
    I breathed in and out through my nose a few times but I finally nodded. Maxwell was probably right but I was going to do everything in my power to avoid that outcome. “The other witches are in greater danger,” I said finally. 
 
    “I know. We’ll have to keep them away from whatever happens.” She was still holding my hands but she suddenly let go and stepped back with a strange expression, staring at her palms. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked.  
 
    “You didn’t feel that?” 
 
    “No.” My hands looked perfectly normal to me. “What happened?” 
 
    “I felt – something – that I haven’t experienced in a long time. It startled me. Sorry, don’t worry about it. Anyway, we need to –” She stopped, looking uncomfortable and worried at the same time. “We need to –” Now she screwed her eyes shut as her whole body shuddered. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked in alarm. 
 
    “Nothing,” she insisted unconvincingly. She looked around quickly and then ran across the room, heading for the door leading back to the break room. “Stay there!” she called over her shoulder as she disappeared down the hall. 
 
    “Max?” I called after her in confusion. Behaving strangely wasn’t the way to keep me from worrying. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine!” I heard her faintly. “Just give me a minute!” 
 
    I waited, shifting awkwardly from one foot to the other. I didn’t hear the outside door so I assumed she was still in the building but there wasn’t anything in here except unfinished rooms. If she needed to go to the bathroom for some reason, she was going to have to find a convenient bush outside. 
 
    I moved closer to the hallway, listening carefully while at the same hoping I didn’t hear anything I didn’t want to hear. The place was silent for the longest time until I suddenly heard a low drawn-out moan.  
 
    “Max?” I called uneasily. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine!” she called back quickly, but she sounded out of breath, like she just finished running laps around the building. “Stay there, please.”  
 
    I waited, wondering what in the world was going on, until footsteps scuffed their way closer. Max appeared in the doorway and she looked surprised to see me standing so close. Her face was flushed and her top was half-untucked.  
 
    “Oh, um.” She cleared her throat, avoiding my eyes as she hurried over to the discarded bottles and searched through them until she found one with some water left over. She turned her back to me and dribbled the water over her fingers, shaking off the excess. “Sorry about that,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Did you –?” I felt my own ears warming up but I forged ahead anyway. “Did you just … do … things?” 
 
    For a moment, it looked like she was going to deny it, but her shoulders sagged. “I had to,” she confessed quietly. “It just hit me all of a sudden and I was getting all wergly again and, well.” She started arranging the discarded water bottles in a row on top of the drywall, more for something to occupy her hands than any real urge to redecorate. “So you didn’t feel anything when we touched hands?” 
 
    “No, sorry.” 
 
    She gnawed on her lower lip. “This is going to sound strange but – you’re not an incubus, are you?” 
 
    “What?” I exclaimed, taken aback. “Of course not!” 
 
    “It’s just that when I touched you, I felt the same thing I did back in LA, in that shack. I nearly came right then and I had to – had to – deal with it. I’m still tingly,” she admitted, wriggling a bit with a grimace, “and very squishy. Have you ever encountered an incubus?” 
 
    “No,” I said awkwardly, not sure how to react to her situation. “Well, yes, once, sort of, but that was in my other timeline.” 
 
    “Before your soul was sent back to stop the apocalypse?” 
 
    “Yeah. An incubus stole my body and caused all sorts of trouble before we finally killed it. But that shouldn’t matter,” I insisted. “As far as this timeline is concerned, it never happened.” 
 
    “The touch of an incubus infests your soul, Peter, not your body. If you were tainted then, you’re still tainted now.” 
 
    “I don’t get a lot of girls throwing themselves at me,” I argued. “Pretty much the opposite, really.” 
 
    “I think you underestimate yourself,” she said with a faint smile. “But the taint would be too slight for most people to notice. I just happen to be very sensitive to it.” Her smile faded as she cleared her throat. “That could explain why things got a little out of hand after that dinner at Goodwin’s. I remember holding your hand then, too.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Now neither of us could look at the other and the awkward silence stretched out between us. “So now what?” 
 
    “I think we’ve done all we can here,” she said. “We should go before anyone in the coven shows up.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement and followed Maxwell through the warehouse to the back door. She walked quickly, like she was trying to stay away from me without seeming to do so, but she paused with her hand on the door as if she was reluctant to step outside. She let her breath out in a sigh and opened the door and I had to shade my eyes from the glare of the late afternoon sun. When I could finally see again, Maxwell was outside and the door was swinging closed. I hurried outside and found her standing halfway between the building and my car, her shoulders slumped and her eyes fixed on a spot on the concrete a short distance away. 
 
    “I hate this,” she told the ground quietly. “I hate having no control over myself. I hate making excuses when I have to leave suddenly. I hate the looks the rest of the team give each other when I’m around. I hate that they think they can’t rely on me in a crisis.” I tried to think of something reassuring to say but I couldn’t come up with anything. “Do you know why Fay sent me here, Peter?” 
 
    “To look for BlackCat,” I said carefully. 
 
    Maxwell scoffed softly. “Nobody’s worried about you losing your Stone. It’s physically and magically impossible. I’m just an insurance policy while Ryan is out of town. If a demon incursion happens here, I’m supposed to stay out of the way and call in the troops. Looking for BlackCat just gives me something to do while I’m here.” 
 
    “You’re helping me with Susie,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Yeah, I lucked out there,” she acknowledged with a short laugh, eyeing the chalk circles off to the side. “But what good am I, really? If it really comes down to a battle with a demon lord, I’m more of a hindrance than a help.” She finally turned to face me. “Especially since the closer I am to you, the more … distracted … I get.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” she replied sadly. “It’s not my fault either. That’s what I keep telling myself, anyway. It was just a careless mistake that I’ll be paying for the rest of my life.” She snorted with a bitter shake of her head. “Can you imagine me in the old folks home, trying to talk some octogenarian into sleeping with me just to take the edge off?”  
 
    I could, unfortunately, and it wasn’t a pretty sight. She saw my expression and laughed in genuine amusement this time. Her good humor didn’t last long, though and she scrubbed her face with her palms.  
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to get all maudlin on you. Let’s go. You can drop me off at the hotel.” 
 
    I cleared my throat nervously. She was right, her problem wasn’t my responsibility, but if I could do something to help, maybe I had to try.  
 
    “What if we try the soul bond?” Maxwell blinked at me, startled. “At least until we deal with Susie and BlackCat.” 
 
    She stared at me for the longest time, her expression flickering between hope and dismay and remorse and eagerness. “You’d do that for me?” she breathed. 
 
    “We can see if it helps with … things. If not, I can remove it.” I couldn’t, actually, but I could ask the Goddess to do it. If it was anything like removing a bond with a Philosopher’s Stone, it was going to hurt worse than dying but we wouldn’t be stuck with each other forever. 
 
    “When?” she demanded sharply and then she caught herself. “I mean, thank you, Peter. I know you don’t really want to do this, but if we’re going to do it, we need to do it sooner rather than later. Do you have a place in mind? I rather not do it in my hotel room, just in case there’s some spillover. We really need someplace isolated, where we won’t be interrupted.” She licked her lips as she eyed the door to the warehouse. 
 
    My only experience with a soul bond was in the same hotel with Agent Morgan and she hadn’t been worried about the neighbors but I didn’t think I should bring that up. We certainly couldn’t do it at my house and I wasn’t enthused about lying on a dusty warehouse floor. It was all moot anyway. “We can’t do it now,” I informed her. “Dara has my Stone.” 
 
    Maxwell stared at me in disbelief. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Dara needs my Stone to keep her magic going while she’s with Susie. I can still draw from it but I’d rather have it with me for something like this.” 
 
    “You don’t have your Stone?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    “That’s what I said,” I agreed doubtfully. 
 
    “You gave your Stone to someone else?” she shouted. 
 
    “I just loaned it to her,” I explained hurriedly. “It’s still mine.” 
 
    “I don’t believe this! Why would you do this to me? Why would you get my hopes up like that and then just stomp them into the ground?” Her hands were clenched into white-knuckled fists and her eyes blazed with fury. “How could you be so stupid?” 
 
    “I just –” 
 
    “Shut up! Shut up! I don’t believe this!” Maxwell spun around and shrieked her rage and frustration into the sky. It went on way longer than I ever imagined it could, echoing from the buildings and sending a flock of pigeons into panicked flight. When she finally ran out of breath, she stumbled and folded over, dropping onto the ground in a heap and sucking in great, sobbing breaths. I ran over to help her but stopped short of touching her, unsure whether that would cause even more problems. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I told her helplessly. “I didn’t know I’d need it today.” 
 
    Maxwell buried her face in her hands, shaking her head in resignation. “It’s not your fault,” she said, her voice raw and muffled. “I’m the one who should be sorry. Everything just hit me at once and, well –” Her shoulders lifted and fell. “I’m sorry.” She swiped at the tears dampening her cheeks. 
 
    “I’ll call Dara tonight,” I promised. “We’ll meet up and I’ll get the Stone back from her.” 
 
    Maxwell shook her head. “Not if it’s going to endanger her. I don’t want that on my conscience.” 
 
    “We won’t need it for very long. I’ll get it back to her before anyone at Melissa’s wakes up in the morning.” 
 
    She sat there in silence for a long moment and then gave a jerky nod. I automatically reached out a hand to help her up and she almost took it before we both drew back.  
 
    “I think I can manage,” she murmured, levering herself up and brushing the dirt from her skirt. “Thank you, Peter,” she added quietly. “You don’t know what this means to me.” 
 
    “It’s the least I can do.” 
 
    “The least you can do is nothing,” she retorted, “but that’s not the way you are. You’re a good man, Peter Collins.” She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Let’s go. I feel the need for a long, hot bubble bath.” 
 
    I unlocked the Mustang and we took our places. I pulled around to the road, searching for any sign that someone heard Maxwell’s scream but the area was deserted. This probably was the best place to try the soul bond despite the discomfort, as long as we didn’t mind witches popping in and out all around us. 
 
    Maxwell kept up a brooding silence all the way back to the hotel and I studied her out of the corner of my eye, wondering if I was about to make a terrible mistake. My bond with Fay Morgan had been strong, uniting the power of our Stones, but other than that, we only shared a vague sense of each other’s feelings. Maxwell didn’t have a Stone and I doubted our bond would be anywhere near as potent. We might not feel anything at all across the bond but hopefully it would give her the means to overcome the incubus’s touch. 
 
    Maxwell and I are going to bond tonight, I realized with a jolt of surprise. If this turned out to be anything like my experience with Morgan, I’d have to borrow one of Dad’s condoms and I didn’t know where he kept them. I wondered if I could search Mom’s bedroom without her noticing.  
 
    I must have given some sign of my unease, since Maxwell looked at me strangely. “Are you having second thoughts already?” she asked. 
 
    “No, of course not!” I assured her. “I’m just going over the spell to make sure I have it right.” I’m going to have sex with you tonight. That thought, strangely enough, didn’t bother me as much as it should have. In fact, I was starting to look forward to it, as was Little Peter. 
 
    “All right.” The hotel was just ahead and I turned into the lot and pulled around to the lobby entrance. Maxwell opened her door but stayed where she was. “When do you think you’ll get your Stone back? I wouldn’t want to miss your call,” she added with a wry smile. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “It depends on how soon Dara can sneak out of Melissa’s place.” 
 
    “If she learns how to use those portals, she can be in and out in a few minutes.” Maxwell started to get out and then paused. “Thank you, Peter,” she told me sincerely. “Even if this doesn’t work out, I appreciate you trying to help me.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” I replied. “Oh, er –” 
 
    She laughed in genuine humor. “I get the idea. I’ll be waiting for your call.” Without warning, she leaned over and kissed me on my cheek. I blinked at her in surprise as she sat back and grimaced. “Damn, I was hoping that was quick enough. I have to run and – ahem – take care of things again. See you tonight!”  
 
    She fled the car, slamming the door behind her, and disappeared into the lobby at a run. I shifted Little Peter into a more comfortable orientation and drove away, trying to think of a place where we could perform the soul bond. 
 
    Maxwell’s room is probably fine, I mused. Morgan didn’t have any problems with the other guests when we did it and there aren’t likely to be any witches staying there. Failing that, maybe one of the other warehouses near the Circle would do, although I’d have to bring an air mattress.  
 
    I’m going to have sex with Virginia Maxwell, I thought again and a delicious thrill swept through me. It was going to be my first sexual encounter in this timeline. 
 
    And it’s about time, too, Little Peter put in. I swear, monks get more action than you. 
 
    It’s not my fault, I protested. All the good-looking girls my age are spoken for. 
 
    Except for Mary, he reminded me. 
 
    Right, except for – oh, shit. 
 
    Problem? 
 
    Mary’s my girlfriend! She should be my first! 
 
    One, she’s only your girlfriend because of those cookies, and two, the only way she’ll find out about you sleeping with Maxwell is if you tell her. 
 
    But – 
 
    But nothing. Maxwell’s only here for a week. Have your fling with her and send her on her way with a smile on her face. If this thing with Mary is still going afterwards, then you can work on her next. 
 
    But – 
 
    Look, if you’re so worried about who’s first, just do it with Mary before you meet up with Maxwell. Problem solved. 
 
    But – 
 
    I don’t know why you’re being such a dweeb about this. Most guys would kill to be in your place. Do Mary first, do Maxwell first, do them both at the same time. It doesn’t matter, just do it! For the record, I vote for the threesome. 
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    The word organ comes from the Greek word organon, meaning a tool or instrument. The organs in your body, like your heart and your lungs, are the tools that keep you functioning, working together to allow you to do the things you do. Without them, you’re just a blob of protoplasm sitting on your couch streaming YouTube videos all day, serving no useful function whatsoever. 
 
    Semantically speaking, then, when you organize things, you turn them into organs – in other words, useful tools. That junk drawer in the kitchen overflowing with random screws, bits of string, and pencils in need of sharpening might as well be a black hole for all the good it does now. But take the time to sort through everything, toss out the actual junk, and lay out the rest so you can find what you’re looking for at a glance and you now have a useful repository of common household objects. 
 
    The same thing happens with people. Gather a bunch of workers into a large room and tell them to build something and you’ll be lucky if they can even agree on when to break for lunch. Organize them, however, and give each group clear responsibilities and things begin to happen. An organization is, in effect, a collection of human tools, working together for the good of the whole. It’s probably best not to label any of the groups in the organization with actual organ names like Spleen or Gallbladder, but as long as your group isn’t the equivalent of the Appendix, things should work out fine.  
 
      
 
    Mom was just dropping the spaghetti noodles into the pot when I got home and she set me to making salads while she prepared the garlic bread. Neither of us talked all that much when we sat down at the kitchen table to eat. She was probably worried about Dad patrolling the neighborhoods for a girl with horns, while I was still wondering if bonding with Maxwell was really the right thing to do.  
 
    It's just temporary, I told myself. Once she’s free from the incubus, the Goddess can remove the bond and we can go our separate ways. It’s like lending money to a friend to get them through a tough spot. That thought wasn’t as reassuring as I meant it to be. Maxwell still hadn’t paid me back for the dinner. 
 
    I cleaned my plate without remembering much about the meal but I made the appropriate compliments to Mom as I helped clear away the dishes and she smiled her appreciation. I left her to wipe down the counters one last time and returned to my room, still feeling anxious about tonight. My mood wasn’t helped by finding Max the cat asleep on my bed but I just sighed and left her alone. 
 
    Should I call Dara now? I wondered as I sat at my desk and powered up my laptop. They’re probably just having dinner now too. I don’t want anyone there to know I’m talking to her and she wouldn’t be able to get away now anyway. I’ll have to wait until they’re getting ready for bed, whenever that is. 
 
    That got me thinking about the sleeping arrangements at Melissa’s house. I knew there were at least three bedrooms there but there certainly weren’t nine. It was a big house but it wasn’t that big. They’re going to have to double up, I guessed, or camp out in the living room. Who is Dara going to sleep with? Susie, I suppose, assuming Susie sleeps at all.  
 
    I had to take my Philosopher’s Stone off occasionally to get fully rested mentally, entrusting it to Dara for safekeeping. I couldn’t imagine Susie voluntarily removing her Stone. Her handing it to someone else was inconceivable. She’s probably gone months without a proper sleep. No wonder she’s going off the rails now. 
 
    That line of thinking just made me even more uneasy. I closed my eyes and cast my senses around to reassure myself that I was still connected to my Stone. I felt its gentle tug somewhere off to the southwest, not all that far away but not close either. I drew power from it, using it to summon a witchlight bright enough to be visible through my eyelids. A startled sound came from behind me and I hastily dropped the spell, twisting around to look for the source. Max was awake, scowling at me with her blue eyes as if to admonish me for disturbing her. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I told her. “This was a test of the emergency magic system. Had this been a real emergency, you would have heard a lot more screaming.” Max blinked at me, sniffed audibly, and then settled down again. Something about her posture made it clear I’d better not bother her again. “Cats have no sense of humor,” I observed. That earned me a low growl. 
 
    So I couldn’t talk to Dara yet to get my Stone back and I couldn’t perform the soul bond with Maxwell without it. That left me with basically nothing to do for a couple of hours. I highlighted the Legends of Lorecraft icon on my laptop with the mouse and then sat back without clicking it. I was too anxious about tonight to give the game the attention it required.  
 
    What I really wanted to do was talk to someone about all this, mostly to convince myself that I was making the right decision, but who? My non-magical friends wouldn’t believe a word I said, Mrs. Kendricks was out of town, and I barely knew the remaining members of her coven. Agent Morgan would give me all sorts of reasons why bonding with Maxwell was a bad idea and Lady Harwood wasn’t the sort of person I could just call up out of the blue for personal advice. Besides, it was already past midnight in England. 
 
    That left Mary. She was at Melissa’s but they all knew by now that I’d eaten the love cookies they made so it wouldn’t be any surprise if I called her. In fact, they’d be suspicious if I didn’t. This was perfect. Calling Mary now would prove to them that their scheme was working and I’d be able to find out whatever Mary discovered so far. Hearing Mary’s voice again was just a bonus.  
 
    My phone was already out with my finger hovering over her number before I realized it but I paused, glancing at my bed. Max couldn’t possibly care about my conversation with Mary but I didn’t want anyone overhearing the things we might end up saying to each other, imp or not. I briefly considering throwing Max out of the room but that would likely ruin our current détente. Instead, I left my room and went into Susie’s, closing the door behind me. I sat on her bed, took a deep breath, and tapped Mary’s number, feeling my heart flutter as I listened to the ring. 
 
    “Mario’s Italian Grill,” answered a distracted-sounding woman, “this is Jennifer. Are you calling for a reservation or a take-out order?” 
 
    “I, uh, I, what?” I stammered. 
 
    Jennifer sighed in my ear. “Do you want to make a reservation or do you want to order something?” 
 
    “Neither,” I said. “Who is this?” 
 
    “You’ve reached Mario’s Italian Grill on University Avenue. My name is Jennifer. Do you want to make an order?” Now she sounded impatient. 
 
    “No, I’m trying to reach Mary.” 
 
    “Mario is just the name of the restaurant, sir,” she informed me tartly. “He’s not a real person.” 
 
    “No, not Mario, Mary. She’s seventeen years old with black hair and blue eyes.” 
 
    “There’s no one here by that name. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have real customers waiting.” Jennifer hung up before I could say anything and I just stared at my phone. 
 
    Why would Mary give me the number to a restaurant? I wondered. Did I make a mistake when I added her to my contacts? 
 
    I went back to my room and did a quick search on the phone number. Mario’s Italian Grill popped up immediately, located on University Avenue just north of downtown Cincinnati. It was a real number but it obviously wasn’t Mary’s. There was no way to guess what the error was so I was stuck until she called me herself. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I muttered to myself. Max made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a snigger but when I checked, she was still asleep on my bed, probably dreaming of chasing demon mice. 
 
    Now what? I thought sourly, drumming my fingers on my desk. I have a couple of hours to kill before I can contact Dara and we won’t be able to meet up until midnight or so. Then Maxwell and I have to find someplace to do the soul bond, somewhere where we won’t be disturbed for a while. That’ll take another hour, at least. I shivered in anticipation of the inevitable aftermath. With any luck, we’ll know what Susie’s planning by then so we can make our plans to stop it. I wasn’t especially worried about dealing with any demon lords Susie conjured up. The trick was keeping her from interfering with us until the deed was done. 
 
    I wonder if Maxwell has any good restraining spells. I knew a couple, like the warding cage I set up to keep Amaryx from escaping and the binding cords I used on Angelica Spencer, but neither of those would slow Susie down for long. There had to be something better in Dr. Bellowes’ repertoire but I never really cataloged all of his spells. I just tended to pick the first thing that came to mind that would get the job done, like grabbing a random tool from the box to hang a picture on the wall. Most of the time that approach worked out fine but some jobs require specific tools. 
 
    I always envisioned the accumulated knowledge that Dr. Bellowes entrusted to me as a book that I could open up and riffle through, scanning the pages until I found what I needed, but in reality it was more like pages torn from a book and scattered across the floor. Everything was there but they weren’t in any order I understood. I could find related spells if I concentrated on what I needed but I didn’t always know what I was looking for. Organizing four hundred years of accumulated demon-hunting knowledge was a monumental task, one that I’d been avoiding all this time. 
 
    Susie never seemed to hesitate when she invoked a spell, although, to be fair, she didn’t know as many as I did. Except that the Goddess says she’s creating her own now, I reminded myself. Who knows what she can do now? Regardless, she kept all of her magic at her metaphorical and literal fingertips and I needed to do the same. The place to start, I supposed, was the concentration spell I gave her when all this started. 
 
    It took me a few minutes to rummage around in my synapses and dig it up again, a simple charm that focused the mind and filtered out distractions. The memories connected to the spell indicated that it was one of the first bits of magic he learned from his original tutor, a succubus by the name of Daraxandriel.  
 
    Daraxandriel? I frowned. Wasn’t that the name Dara gave her demon form? I just assumed she made it up from her own name, Dara Alexandra Collins. What were the odds that there was an actual succubus with the same name? Dr. Bellowes’ memories informed me that he imprisoned the real Daraxandriel in a soul trap after she betrayed him, although he lost the trap a hundred years later in the Great Fire of London in 1666.  
 
    I wonder if she was related to Lilixandriel. That beautiful and frighteningly evil creature nearly succeeded in killing me and claiming my Stone, but she got crossways with Metraxion and Lady Nyx and that was the last I ever saw of her. Good riddance. 
 
    I put them out of my mind as I recalled the concentration spell, pulled the appropriate magical energy from my Stone, and cast it upon myself. Between one blink and the next, my bedroom faded into the background and the Encyclopedia Arcanum came into sharp focus. It was still a jumbled, disorganized mess, but now I could pick through the pages one by one, determining each spell’s intended purpose, studying its effects and drawbacks, and reviewing Dr. Bellowes’ experiences in using it.  
 
    The vast majority of his spells, cantrips, charms, and hexes were destructive in nature, designed to kill demons as quickly as possible by whatever means possible, but some were geared towards detecting and tracking them and a few were used to entrap or subdue them. I was already familiar with soul traps and warding cages but there were a few that were designed specifically for dealing with rogue witches. 
 
    One in particular caught my eye, something called a mystic block. It purported to suppress a witch’s magic by canceling out her pentagram, rendering her incapable of using magic for as long as the spell was active. The caster had to continually maintain it, especially if the witch fought back, but someone who could draw on a powerful source of magical energy – like, say, a Philosopher’s Stone – wouldn’t have any problem with that. I filed that one away for later. 
 
    I still had a long way to go – it was astonishing how many different spells a four-hundred-year-old warlock could acquire – but I slowly became aware of something tugging at my attention, like a voice just out of hearing range. At first I thought the concentration spell was starting to fade but it was still going strong. I dragged my consciousness away from the Encyclopedia and realized that someone was calling my name. 
 
    “Peter? Are you all right? Peter?” 
 
    I pried my eyes open, blinking in the light, and discovered Mom standing over me, looking at me in alarm. 
 
    “Mom?” I barely recognized my own voice. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “You tell me. You’ve been sitting there muttering to yourself for the last couple of hours.” 
 
    “I have? What time is it?” I turned to look at my alarm clock and every muscle and joint in my body complained.  
 
    “It’s after nine o’clock,” she told me. “I thought you were playing that game with your friends when I walked by earlier but I just came in for your laundry basket and you were just sitting there with your computer off.” She was right. My laptop timed out ages ago and shut itself down. “Are you feeling all right? You haven’t had a seizure or something like that?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine, really! I was just – thinking.” And apparently not moving a muscle the entire time. 
 
    “About what?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    About killing demons and trapping witches. “College,” I lied. “I was going over the different programs in my head to see which ones appealed.” 
 
    “For two hours?” 
 
    “There are a lot of options.” 
 
    “I see,” she said, although it was clear she didn’t. “So what did you decide?” 
 
    “Um, nothing conclusive yet. I’ve ruled out physics,” I offered. 
 
    Mom rolled her eyes. “Well, I guess that’s progress. Maybe you should get some sleep before you go any further.” She bent to pick up my basket of dirty laundry and frowned at the green towel lying on top of the heap. “Do you know where this came from?” she asked doubtfully. “It doesn’t match any of our other towels.” 
 
    “Dara found it somewhere,” I shrugged. “You’ll have to ask her.” 
 
    Mom tsked under her breath and headed for the door. The instant she was out of sight, I grabbed my phone and sent a text to Dara: Call me when you’re alone. I desperately hoped she was still awake. She slept like a rock and a ping from her phone had no hope of rousing her. 
 
    While I waited for her call, I closed my door and scanned the bedroom. Max wasn’t on my bed but I checked underneath and in my closet, just in case. There was no sign of her, so I presumed she was off doing whatever familiars did in their free time. Or maybe she went back to be with Susie, I thought. At least she didn’t see or hear anything that would alert Susie to our plan. 
 
    I started pacing back and forth between my door and my bookcase, wondering what I’d do if Dara never responded. I could try to cast the soul bond without having my Stone in hand but that seemed risky. According to Dr. Bellowes, anything that interfered with the bonding spell risked damaging the souls of the parties involved. Maxwell would have to make do without the bond for now but she could become a liability if we had to face a demon lord. It might be best if she just watched from the sidelines. 
 
    My phone rang then and I confirmed Dara’s name before stabbing the answer button. “Dara!” I said thankfully. “Can you talk?” 
 
    “Aye,” she said quietly. “I mean yes. I am alone.” 
 
    “Good. Where’s everyone else right now?” 
 
    “Most of them are outside in the pool. I haven’t seen Susie in a while.” 
 
    “She hasn’t summoned any demon lords, has she?” 
 
    “No, it’s been quiet. Melissa ordered pizza for everyone and then some of the girls decided to go skinny-dipping.” 
 
    Pictures! Little Peter demanded. I need pictures! 
 
    “Aren’t they worried about Mr. Andrews, ah, seeing them?” 
 
    “He’s not here. Melissa said he’s out of town on business until Tuesday.” 
 
    “Oh, um, okay. You, ah, you weren’t in the pool when I texted you, were you?” 
 
    “Peter! I can’t swim, you know that.” 
 
    She doesn’t have to go swimming, Little Peter pointed out. She can just splash around in the shallow end. 
 
    “Is, um –” I had to clear my throat. “Is Mary with them?” 
 
    “Mary?” 
 
    “Yes, Mary, my – the girl who’s been following me around at school.” 
 
    Say yes, say yes, say yes, Little Peter pleaded. 
 
    “She’s not here. I haven’t seen her since you kissed her in the hallway at school.” Dara’s voice was definitely frosty now. 
 
    “But she’s in the coven, she’s supposed to be with you.” 
 
    “Peter, there are nine women here already, including me and Susie. Mary’s not in the coven.” 
 
    I reeled on my feet as I stared at my phone. “Wha – what?” 
 
    “Melissa introduced me to everyone over dinner. She never mentioned Mary’s name. Everyone who’s supposed to be here is already here.” 
 
    “That’s not possible.” 
 
    I practically heard Dara’s eyes roll over the connection. “Who are you going to believe, me or someone you just met two days ago?” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “She’s been lying to me this entire time.” If I wasn’t madly in love with her, I’d be royally pissed at her right now. “That’s probably why she gave me the wrong phone number. She doesn’t want me tracking her down.” 
 
    “So is she BlackCat then?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I haven’t seen her naked yet.” Dara’s silence was so glacial I was surprised my phone didn’t ice over. “Not that I ever will!” I assured her hastily. “But you can check the other witches for cat tattoos, right? Since they’re already,” I cleared my throat again, “visible.” 
 
    Maxwell will need pictures for evidence, Little Peter insisted. Lots of pictures from all different angles. 
 
    “I guess,” Dara said reluctantly. “They’re getting kind of rowdy.” In the background, I heard faint but raucous chanting. 
 
    “What are they doing?” 
 
    “I can’t tell from here. A bunch of them are standing on the edge of the pool shouting at someone in the water.” She paused. “Julia doesn’t have any tattoos on her back.” She paused again. “Or her front.” 
 
    We can be there in fifteen minutes, Little Peter urged me. Ten if we make all the lights. 
 
    “I’ll, uh, take her off the list of suspects. Okay, I need to figure out what I’m going to do about Mary. You, um, keep looking for tattoos.” 
 
    “All right,” she agreed unenthusiastically. “Oh! Here comes Melissa. No tattoos on her front either.” 
 
    “Don’t let her know you’re talking to me!” I told her hurriedly. “We don’t want her to think we’re working together!” 
 
    Dara didn’t respond but I heard a door open close by, accompanied by a burst of feminine laughter in the distance. It cut off a moment later with a thump, followed almost immediately by a yeep and the sound of wet skin skidding on tile. 
 
    “Dam slimpery floor.” I recognized Melissa’s voice. Judging by the slurring, she was well into her father’s scotch again. “Whyse it all wet?” 
 
    “You’re wet,” Dara pointed out. Her voice was a lot quieter, as if she was hiding her phone behind her back. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Shooda brought a towel. Whyre you sitting in the kitchen? Come on out, have some fun! Ima getting s’more drink. Some more to drink. We’re all out.” Melissa sounded heartbroken about that particular tragedy. 
 
    “I didn’t bring a swimsuit.” 
 
    “Don’ need one. ‘S juss us girls, nothing to be shamed of. Be different if there were boys. Dam boys,” she grumbled darkly. 
 
    Uh-oh, I thought uneasily. The same thing happened the last time she had trouble with her boyfriend but now she was a witch. A very drunk witch. 
 
    “They all the same,” she went on. “They don’ care about wass in your head, juss wass between your legs.” 
 
    “They’re not all like that,” Dara protested. “Peter’s nice.” 
 
    Shit! I wanted to reach through the phone and shake her by the shoulders. Don’t bring me into this! 
 
    “Peter?” Melissa seemed to be having trouble remembering anybody by that name, which did wonders for my ego. 
 
    “Peter. Susie’s brother. My brother, too,” Dara added as an odd afterthought. 
 
    “Oh, him. Yeah, he’s nice. Not bad looking, too, an’ he’s a warlock, innit he? Shoulda gone to prom with him,” she muttered. “Coulda made magic together. Stupid Brendan. Thought he liked me for me. Oh.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Don’ feel so good.” 
 
    “Maybe you should go lie down,” Dara suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, mebbe. Stupid boys. Girls are mush nicer.” Melissa’s voice faded away, punctuated by a thump that sounded an awful lot like someone stumbling into a wall. 
 
    “Peter? Are you still there?” Dara came in loud and clear now. 
 
    “I’m here. Melissa sounds like she’s in pretty bad shape. Is she going to be okay?” 
 
    “I’ll check on her. Her boyfriend dumped her today so she’s a bit depressed.” 
 
    “How come? They looked like the perfect couple at prom.” 
 
    “I gather she’s been spending so much time with Susie and the coven recently that they’ve hardly seen each other. He gave her an ultimatum, him or her friends, and she picked us. Them,” she corrected herself. 
 
    “Man, that sucks,” I sighed. “She deserves better.” 
 
    “Yeah. She has tattoos on her lower back, by the way. They’re not cats, though, they’re circles with symbols inside them.” 
 
    “Those are Lorecraft class sigils. I didn’t realize she got them in this timeline too.” I winced at my mistake as soon as the words left my mouth. 
 
    “How do you know about Melissa’s tattoos?” Dara demanded, aghast. 
 
    “It’s a long story, I tell you later.” Or better yet, never. “That’s not important now. Did Susie say anything about what’s happening on Sunday?” 
 
    “No,” she said, still sounding unhappy with me. “She’s been pretty quiet the whole time I’ve been here.” 
 
    “Has there been any talk about moving the big event somewhere else?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I couldn’t decide whether that was good news or not. Given how things were going so far, I had to assume the worst. “Okay, it’s clear we can’t depend on Mary to help, so we’ll have to bring Agent Maxwell in on this. I’m going to need my Stone back for a while.” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” I rolled my eyes at her exaggerated exclamation. “What of mine – my aura?” 
 
    “The rest of the coven thinks you’re one of them, they won’t have any reason to look at you with their Sight. Besides, we’ll do this while everyone’s asleep. Did Susie teach you how use her portals?” 
 
    There was an awkward silence for a few seconds. “Yes?” she said, as if she wasn’t entirely certain how she should answer me. 
 
    “It’s a simple question,” I told her tersely. “Can you use the portals or not?” 
 
    “Yes, I can.” That was a much more definitive response. 
 
    “Good, because I wasn’t sure how we’d meet up otherwise. Melissa’s portal is probably in her back yard somewhere. Have you seen it?” 
 
    “Yes. There’s actually two back here.” 
 
    “Where does the other one go?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Susie made it earlier today.” 
 
    “That makes me nervous but we’ll have to worry about that later. Use Melissa’s portal and meet me behind the warehouse at midnight. I’ll need my Stone for a couple of hours and then I’ll get it back to you. Okay?” 
 
    “All right,” she agreed reluctantly. 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I assured her. “It’s almost over. Just keep your ears open and let me know the moment you find out what’s happening.” 
 
    “Okay,” she sighed. “I love you, Peter.” 
 
    “I, er, love you too,” I frowned. I did love her – I even loved Susie, despite the perpetual heartburn she gave me – but we rarely told each other that out loud. She must have been really nervous, not that I blamed her. “Go check out the rest of the witches for tattoos, just in case. I’ll see you in a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Fine,” she sighed again. She hung up on me before I could say goodbye. 
 
    You should have reminded her about the pictures, Little Peter grumbled. 
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    Sometimes you can just tell that someone is lying. They seem nervous and shifty, they won’t look you in the eye, they sweat and clear their throat, they use words and phrases that sound unnatural. Liars know that lying is wrong and that causes internal stress. Polygraph machines are designed to detect that stress by measuring your pulse and breathing rates and the conductivity of your skin. 
 
    Even in expert hands, however, polygraphs are still only about 75% accurate. Even innocent people telling the absolute truth can get anxious during the test, resulting in a false positive. Conversely, someone who is convinced that the machine won’t be able to catch them in a lie will remain calm throughout, resulting in a false negative. Although polygraphs remain a popular trope in cop shows and spy thrillers, they’re simply not reliable enough in real life. 
 
    What the world needs is a smartphone app that you simply turn on when you suspect someone is bullshitting you. It doesn’t actually have to do anything other than buzz and flash a warning when you unobtrusively touch the screen. The fact that the other person believes that it’s a real lie detector will usually be enough to get them to confess the truth. I’d pay a dollar for something like that. 
 
      
 
    I still had a couple of hours to kill so I told Mom I was going to bed early and closed my door. I set the alarm on my phone for 11:30 PM, turned off the lights, and lay down on my bed, wriggling around to get comfortable. Then I cast my concentration spell again and got back to work. 
 
    It was impossible to tell how much of the Encyclopedia Arcanum I got through before Mom interrupted me the first time, but I was starting to see patterns and groupings in the spells. There were often multiple variations of the same spell, ranging from crude incantations that wouldn’t harm a fly to potent workings that could decimate a pack of rampaging demons or cast illusions indistinguishable from reality. Many of them were obviously Dr. Bellowes’ original forays into magic as he experimented with the concepts Daraxandriel taught him, valuable for practice but all but useless in real life. Those I set aside without memorizing them, focusing instead on the ones that might give me an advantage against whatever horror Susie conjured up on Sunday.  
 
    I had over a hundred spells teed up and ready to go and I tested my ability to invoke them quickly, preparing them but stopping short of exerting my will to activate them. It still wasn’t as natural as Susie made it seem but it was a vast improvement over the fumbling around I used to do. Practice makes perfect, I told myself, and I dug deeper into the Encyclopedia. 
 
    After a while, I began to wish I hadn’t. Buried in the recesses of Dr. Bellowes’ memories were the spells he used to capture and torment demons, using them to extend his own life beyond its natural limits. I also found the curses he cast on young innocents, snaring their souls as fodder for the demons entrapped in his ring. These I shoved aside until I could figure out how to erase them completely from my mind. I would never follow his path into darkness, no matter how desperate I became. 
 
    A repetitive chime wormed into my thoughts and I pulled myself away from my labors, satisfied with my progress but all too aware of how much there was left to do. I took a few deep breaths to bring myself back to reality and then rolled over with a groan to take my phone off the charger and turn off the alarm. I’d have to head out soon to make sure I was at the warehouse before Dara appeared. I didn’t want her waiting by herself in the dark. 
 
    I sat up slowly, swinging my legs around to sit on the edge of the bed, and my foot hit something on the floor. I summoned a witchlight and frowned down at a pair of sneakers that were definitely not mine. A pair of ankle socks lay beside them and a white blouse and black skirt were piled in a heap nearby. My first thought was that Susie was back to her old habit of leaving stuff wherever she happened to be at the time but there was no reason for her to take her clothes off in my room. There was no reason for her to be in my room at all. Then I wondered if Dara decided to leave early and meet me at the house but these weren’t the clothes she wore today. That left –  
 
    “Mary?” I murmured to myself. 
 
    “Surprise!” 
 
    I nearly broke my own neck whipping my head around. Mary lay under my covers, propped up on her elbow with a gleeful grin, her shoulders bare except for the thin straps of her bra. I leapt off the bed and stumbled backwards, nearly tripping over her shoes. 
 
    “What the hell?” I demanded. “What are you doing in my bed?” 
 
    “I missed you,” she pouted. “It was boring at Melissa’s so I came over here to keep you company.” 
 
    “You did not!” 
 
    “Well, I was actually hoping we could get to know each other a little better.” She teased her lips with her tongue as she batted her eyes at me. 
 
    “Don’t give me that. You’ve been lying to me this entire time!” 
 
    She blinked at me and sat up, hugging the sheets to her chest. “What are you talking about? I haven’t lied to you!” 
 
    “You’re not in Susie’s coven,” I told her tersely. “All nine of them are there right now.” 
 
    A look of alarm flashed across her features, morphing immediately into worry. “It’s not what you think,” she insisted. 
 
    “Oh, really?” I put as much scorn into it as I could muster. “I think you’ve been plotting to get my Philosopher’s Stone all this time. I think you just pretended to be in Susie’s coven so that I’d pay attention to you. I think you made those cookies yourself and didn’t eat any of them.” 
 
    “That’s not true! You have to believe me!” I just gave her a look. “Okay, I’m not in the coven,” she confessed, “but I was! Susie didn’t think I was good enough so she kicked me out and found somebody else.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. So why all this nonsense about pretending to follow her orders?” 
 
    “I begged Susie to let me back in. I told her I’d do anything to help her and she said you were interfering with her plans. She said she’d think about letting me back into the coven if I, you know, distracted you.” 
 
    “And the cookies?” 
 
    “You weren’t distracted enough! You were still trying to find out what Susie was doing so I asked her for help. She and Melissa made those cookies, really.” 
 
    “And you actually ate them, knowing what they were?” 
 
    She cleared her throat, keeping her eyes downcast as she traced circles on my covers with her finger. “Susie warned me not to but I thought they’d work better that way,” she mumbled. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, shook my head, and sighed all at once. “So what you’re trying to tell me is that you’re not a rogue witch, you’re just a bad witch.” 
 
    “I am not!” she protested. “I’m good! I want to kill demons too!” 
 
    “Not bad as in evil, bad as in not very good at it.” 
 
    “I’m trying to learn!” She looked like she was about to cry. “It’s just hard, remembering all those spells and Seeing magic and all that. I didn’t have anyone to teach me back in Ohio, I had to figure it out on my own. I’m really good at invisibility glamours,” she added hopefully. 
 
    “I noticed,” I said dryly. “So you’re not after my Stone, then?” I couldn’t keep the skepticism out of my voice. 
 
    “Well, sure, I’d like to have it,” she admitted. “Who wouldn’t? But Susie said that Philosopher’s Stones are bound to their owners forever. There’s no way to break the link, right?” 
 
    I wasn’t about to disabuse her of that notion. “So you didn’t go to Melissa’s after you left here?” 
 
    “No,” she sighed. “I went straight home.” 
 
    “And you don’t know what the coven is doing on Sunday.” She shook her head silently. “Great,” I muttered. It was all on Dara’s shoulders now. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said miserably. “I messed up.” 
 
    “No, hey, it’s okay. It’s not your fault.” I sat on the bed and took hold of her hand. Her eyes met mine and I suddenly had trouble catching my breath. Mary was so incredibly beautiful. 
 
    “Peter?” Mom tapped gently on my door. “Are you awake?” 
 
    Having ready access to Dr. Bellowes’ spells made quite a difference. I reached out and touched Mary’s forehead, instantly sending her to sleep. She toppled over and I threw the covers over her head and threw my pillow on top for good measure before hurrying to the door, remembering to dispel my witchlight just as I opened it. Mom stood there in her robe and slippers, looking at me askance. 
 
    “Hey, Mom,” I said with forced casualness. “I thought you’d be asleep by now.” 
 
    “I’m waiting for your father to get home. Why aren’t you asleep? I heard voices. Were you talking to someone?” She peered past me and I glanced over my shoulder nervously. My bed was a lumpy mess but it wasn’t obvious that there was a girl asleep under the covers. 
 
    “Sorry, I was having trouble falling asleep so I was watching videos.” I waggled my phone at her to add weight to the lie. “I guess I had the volume up too loud.” 
 
    “It sounded like your voice,” she insisted. I just shrugged in a What can I say? sort of gesture. “All right, never mind. It’s not important. Good night, Peter. Try to get to sleep. You’re still a growing boy, Peter, you need your rest.” 
 
    I struggled not to roll my eyes. “Yes, Mom. Good night.” She left, mumbling to herself, and I quickly closed and locked my door behind her. 
 
    I tossed my phone onto the nightstand, conjured another witchlight, and hurried to my bed to uncover Mary before she suffocated. I flung the covers aside and then froze, staring at her. She lay there with her eyes closed and her lips parted, her modest chest rising and falling slowly. The silvery glow of the witchlight made it seem as if she was lying under a full moon, Sleeping Beauty clad in a white polka-dotted bra and pink lace-edged panties. The urge to kiss her was overwhelming and I bent over her to press my lips against hers before I could stop myself. 
 
    Yes! Little Peter crowed. This is it, this is our chance! 
 
    No! She’s unconscious, I’m not going to do anything to her. 
 
    Come on, you know she wants you, he insisted. Why else would she strip down and jump into your bed? 
 
    She was still trying to keep me away from Susie. That’s over now, she doesn’t need to seduce me anymore. 
 
    But she ate those cookies. She’s madly in love with you. You’re madly in love with her. 
 
    Yes, but that’ll wear off soon. 
 
    Sooner, later, what difference does it make? That’s in the future, this is now. 
 
    No, nothing’s going to happen between us. 
 
    At least take a peek, he pleaded. There’s no harm in that. And pictures. Don’t forget to take pictures. 
 
    No! 
 
    You still have to check her for tattoos, he pointed out. She might still be BlackCat. 
 
    That was a compelling argument. My gaze slid over her smooth, flawless form but I couldn’t detect a single blemish, let alone any tattoos. There are no cats on her. 
 
    You haven’t looked everywhere, Little Peter noted smoothly. Girls hide their tats in all sorts of intimate places these days and you haven’t even checked out her backside yet. 
 
    No, I shouldn’t have even done this much. I used the last vestiges of my willpower to pull the covers up to her chin and touched her forehead again, canceling the sleep spell. Mary took a deep breath and let it out slowly before her eyes fluttered open. She looked around with a faint frown until her gaze landed on my face. 
 
    “Peter?” She struggled to sit up and the blankets fell away again. “What – what happened?” she frowned. “We were talking and then someone knocked and then –” She looked down at herself and gasped, clutching to covers to herself. “What did you do to me?” 
 
    “Nothing!” I assured her hastily. “I had to put you to sleep and hide you from Mom.” 
 
    “You knocked me out?” she gasped. “So you could have your way with me?” 
 
    “No! Nothing happened, I swear!” 
 
    Her lower lip trembled as she looked up at me. “Why not?” 
 
    “What do you mean, why not?” 
 
    “You’re supposed to be in love with me! You’re supposed to ravage me as soon as you got the chance. I even took off my clothes for you to make it easier!” 
 
    “You want me to ravage you?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    Oh, hell yes! Little Peter exulted. I told you! 
 
    “Well,” she mumbled, hugging the blankets tighter around her torso, “maybe.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Don’t you want to?” she asked plaintively. 
 
    “That’s not the point! Why do you want me to?” 
 
    “Because I love you,” she said in a quiet voice. “I want you to be my first.” 
 
    Yes! Little Peter exclaimed again. This is even better than I hoped! 
 
    “Mary,” I sighed, “I love you too but it’s not real. We both know that. We shouldn’t make any decisions about … that … until the spell wears off.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “No,” I told her firmly. “You need to go home. It’s late and I have to head out in a few minutes.” 
 
    “It’s almost midnight,” she frowned. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m meeting up with … someone. I still need to keep Susie from doing whatever it is she’s planning to do.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you!” she offered eagerly. “I can help you!” 
 
    “How?” She wilted at my tone and looked away. Her forlorn expression made my heart ache. “We’ll talk after all this is over, I promise. If the potion has worn off and we still feel something for each other, maybe we can go out or something. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” She snuffled and wiped at her eyes. “I should go.” She started to throw off the blankets and then reconsidered. “I need to get dressed,” she said meekly. 
 
    “Oh, right. Sorry.” I went to stand by my bookcase, scanning the titles without seeing them as I listened to the sound of her sliding out of bed. The swish of cloth on skin sent my imagination into overdrive. 
 
    What are you doing, you dweeb? Little Peter berated me in exasperation. Turn around! This is your last chance to see if she’s really BlackCat!  
 
    I hesitated, telling myself I really shouldn’t be doing this, and then I carefully turned my head. Mary had her back to me, bending over to step into her skirt. Her panties were stretched taut over her firm, rounded buttocks. Her bare legs went on forever and her back was an expanse of smooth, creamy skin, except where a small black shape poked out of the top of her underwear. It was a cat, reaching up to paw at a small blue butterfly. 
 
    I must have made some sort of sound, because Mary started and twisted around. We stared at each other for several heartbeats and then she squeaked and snatched up her scattered clothes, using them as a makeshift shield. 
 
    “Peter!” she admonished me, flushing bright pink. “You’re not supposed to be looking!” 
 
    I didn’t remind her that she wanted to me to ravish her just a couple of minutes before. “You’re BlackCat.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, although I couldn’t tell if it was in surprise or shock or alarm. “Wha – what?” she stammered. 
 
    “Your tattoo. The FBI’s looking for a witch with a mark like that who uses the name BlackCat on the Wiccan forums. A witch who wants to take my Philosopher’s Stone.” 
 
    “I – I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She looked around my room and edged towards the door. “I have to go.” 
 
    “They used her postings to identify her as a young woman from the Midwest,” I pressed on. “You’re from Cincinnati.” 
 
    “That’s just a coincidence!” she insisted. 
 
    “The phone number you gave me is for an Italian restaurant.” 
 
    “That – that was just a mistake. Peter, I’m not after your Stone, believe me! I mean, I want one, everybody does, but now I know I can’t just take it and expect it to work. I just want to be with you!” Her eyes were bright with tears and her lips trembled. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I sighed, shaking my head. “I want to believe you but you’ve lied to me too many times. I’ll let Agent Maxwell decide what to do with you.” I unlocked my phone to call the hotel and Mary sucked in her breath. 
 
    “No! I won’t let her arrest me!” she cried and, between one moment and the next, she was gone. 
 
    My star-filled pentagram snapped into place beneath my feet and I activated one of the augmentation spells I catalogued earlier with a gesture. Unlike my Sight, which allowed me to See magic, this altered my physical sight, enabling me to detect other forms of energy, in this case, infrared radiation. No matter how good Mary’s glamours were, she was still physically present and her body radiated heat. She couldn’t hide from me now. 
 
    I surveyed the room, noting the reddish glow on my bed where she’d lain. My various electronics gleamed brightly as well but everything else was just shades of gray. I checked my own hands and they blazed like flames so the spell was working, but there was no sign of Mary. 
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered to myself. I dispelled the augmentation and used my Sight, with the same lack of results. There was no other source of magic in my room. I checked the door and it was still locked. I looked under the bed and in my closet and confirmed that the window was latched. It was as if Mary never existed. 
 
    Did she teleport herself? I wondered uneasily before quickly rejecting the idea. There were no portals anywhere nearby and she wouldn’t have bothered with Susie’s portals if she had the ability to figuratively snap her fingers and vanish. Where the hell did she go? 
 
    “Mary?” I called out carefully. “Are you still here? I’m sorry I scared you, I was just surprised to find out you were really BlackCat. Can we talk?”  
 
    I held my breath, waiting for a response, but there was nothing. The hair on the back of my neck stood up as the silence surrounded me. Is Mary a ghost? No, I touched her. I kissed her. She’s definitely real.  
 
    I dismissed my pentagram and unlocked my door, peering out into the hallway. Something was lying in the middle of the floor a short distance away and I stepped out to pick it up. It was one of Mary’s running shoes, dropped like Cinderella’s glass slipper during her escape. I hurried towards the front door, scanning the shadows with my eyes and my Sight, but nothing else was out of place and the front door was locked and deadbolted. 
 
    “She’s not as bad at unlocking spells as she says,” I murmured, “and she’s really, really good at invisibility glamours.”  
 
    I hefted her shoe in my hand, wondering if I would ever see her again, and ran back to my room to put Mary’s shoe someplace where Mom and Dad wouldn’t stumble across it. Thanks to her, I was running late to meet Dara and I needed to call Maxwell to let her know what was going on. I tossed the shoe onto my bed and nearly tripped over Max, who glowered up at me with a sharp meow. 
 
    “Jesus, Max, stop getting in my way!” Max made the feline equivalent of a dismissive shrug and rubbed her cheek on my shin. “No, I don’t have time to pet you. I have to go see Agent Maxwell and, er, someone else.” I was starting to lose track of who knew that Dara was actually a spy but it was none of Max’s business anyway. “Shoo! I have go.” 
 
    Max growled as I nudged her out into the hallway with my foot and glared at me resentfully as I banished the witchlight and closed my door quietly behind me. Light leaked out from under Mom’s bedroom door and I hoped she wouldn’t hear me leaving. I didn’t have a good excuse to be out this late but I didn’t have time to wait for her to fall asleep. 
 
    I hurried down the hall and eased the front door open, checking the street for any potential witnesses. Max dashed out between my legs, nearly startling a yell out of me, and scampered away out of sight. She was probably on her way back to Susie to tattle on me but she didn’t know anything Susie didn’t already know or at least suspect, so I just let her go. I relocked the door and hurried to the car, wincing at the beep when I unlocked it, then at the slam of the door, and then at the roar of the V8 engine starting up. Mom didn’t appear at the door to question me, though, so I eased down the street until I was finally out of earshot. 
 
    I fumbled with my phone one-handed to pull up Maxwell’s number, figuring that I might as well pick her up first and brief her on the way to the warehouse to meet Dara. I punched her number but instead of the normal ringing, I heard a rising three-note sequence and a recorded message. The number you are calling is not in service. Please check the number and dial again. 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” I shouted at my phone. “Not again!” Why Maxwell was chronically incapable of giving me the right number was beyond me. As soon as I saw her, I was going to stand her in front of me and make sure her damn phone rang when I called it. I went three whole blocks before I calmed down enough to figure out what to do in the meantime.  
 
    My best bet was just to ask the desk clerk at the hotel to call her room for me, although they might be reluctant to do that at this hour. I didn’t know anyone else who might have her number except maybe Agent Prescott but I didn’t have his number. Mrs. Kendricks did, of course, but I wasn’t about to call her up in the middle of the night. I was stuck, except … I chewed my lip, debating the pros and cons before I scrolled through my contacts and tapped a number I hadn’t used in months. 
 
    I listened impatiently to the ringing and sighed when the call rolled over to voicemail. I was almost to the hotel anyway so I hung up before the recorded message started, hoping the clerk was in a cooperative mood tonight. 
 
    I pulled into the parking lot and parked by the front doors. I hopped out and half-walked, half-ran to the lobby, passing through the doors just as my phone rang. I pulled it out, hoping to see Private Number displayed on the screen. Instead, I grimaced as I read Fay Morgan there. I cleared my throat and answered. 
 
    “Agent Morgan,” I said contritely. “I guess I woke you, huh?” 
 
    “Yes, you did.” Morgan sounded sleepy and irritable at the same time. “There better be a demon incursion threatening the very fabric of reality.” 
 
    “Um, no, not exactly. I just needed Max’s number.” 
 
    “Max?” 
 
    “Virginia Maxwell. I’m supposed to meet up with her tonight but I don’t have her number.” 
 
    “Who’s Virginia Maxwell?” 
 
     I looked at my phone in disbelief. “She’s one of your agents. You assigned her to Hellburn while Ryan Prescott is out of town.” 
 
    “I think you and Susie are perfectly capable of holding down the fort until he and Ariel get back,” she observed sardonically, “and I don’t know anyone named Virginia Maxwell.” 
 
    My blood suddenly ran cold. “Oh, shit,” I breathed. 
 
    “What’s going on, Peter?” she demanded. “Who’s this Maxwell person?” 
 
    Across the lobby, one of the elevators dinged and Maxwell stepped out wearing a bright yellow spaghetti-strapped sundress that looked as thin as tissue paper. “Peter!” she called when she saw me. Her welcoming smile faltered as she got closer. “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “Peter?” Morgan asked urgently in my ear. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I’ll call you back later,” I told her and hung up. Maxwell stopped a few paces away and watched me with an uneasy expression. 
 
    “Peter, is everything okay?” she asked carefully. 
 
    “I tried calling you,” I told her. “The number you gave me isn’t a real number.” 
 
    “Oh?” She shook her head with a tsk of exasperation. “I’m so sorry. I swear, I wonder where my head is sometimes. I’ll get it right this time, I promise.” 
 
    “I called Agent Morgan to get the number from her. She said she never heard of you.” 
 
    Maxwell’s bemused smile faded away, replaced by something much harder and colder. “Oh, Peter,” she said, “I wish you hadn’t done that.” 
 
    “Who are you really?” I demanded angrily. She just studied me silently. “You’re the one who’s trying to take my Stone, aren’t you? You made up that story about BlackCat so I’d focus on Mary. You wanted me to be so worried about her that I’d agree to make a soul bond with you.” 
 
    Her lips twisted in a humorless smirk. “Mary was a useful stooge with a few clever tricks but she’s barely a real witch. Forget her. Everything I told you about Susan and her coven is still true. You can’t stop her on your own. You’re going to need me if you want to save her.” 
 
    “No,” I said grimly. “I don’t need your help. You’re not getting my Stone. I’ll never bond with you.” 
 
    Maxwell shook her head with a dramatic sigh. “You don’t realize the opportunity you’re throwing away, Peter. You and me, together, we’d be unstoppable. And don’t forget about the side benefits.” She shifted her stance slightly and her breasts strained against the front of her dress. 
 
    “I’m not interested.” She scanned my face for a moment and then shrugged. 
 
    “Well, I guess that’s that, then,” she said. “It was fun while it lasted but you win, fair and square.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re just giving up?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Well, this was always a long shot,” she confessed, “although to be fair, it almost worked. No, I’d rather cut my losses and move on.” Her smile reappeared, growing slowly. “After all, your Stone isn’t the only one in town.” 
 
    “What?” I exclaimed in alarm. “Leave Susie alone!” 
 
    “See you around, Peter,” she told me smugly, raising her hand. “Just remember, no matter what happens, it’ll be your fault.” She snapped her fingers and vanished. 
 
    A shocked gasp from the desk clerk told me I wasn’t the only witness to Maxwell’s disappearance but I had bigger problems than convincing a bystander that he just imagined everything. I scanned the lobby for any sign of Maxwell but there was absolutely no trace of her. I wondered if she learned that trick from Mary but I didn’t have time to worry about that now. I spun on my heel and sprinted for the exit, ignoring the clerk’s shouted questions. I had to reach Dara and my Stone before anything else went disastrously wrong tonight. 
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    Breasts come in all shapes and sizes, from bee stings to watermelons, and yet they’re all perfectly capable of performing their primary function, providing nourishment to infants. That extra volume that some women have to lug around their entire adult lives serves no useful purpose. In fact, large breasts can lead to serious back and shoulder issues and yet evolution hasn’t seen fit to reduce this unnecessary and counterproductive burden. The reason for this is that it’s not the babies who determine which breast genes get passed on to the next generation; it’s their fathers. 
 
    Let’s face it, men love boobs. Let a well-endowed woman walk past a guy and he can’t not look. Throw in some bounce and cleavage and he won’t blink the entire time. Add a hint of nipple poking out and you’re not going to get a coherent sentence out of him, assuming he even remembers you’re there. Breasts are an irresistible force as far as men are concerned. 
 
    This isn’t a recent occurrence. Google “Venus figurine” and you’ll see what men from 20,000 years ago considered to be the ideal woman. They all have humungous breasts and butts, highlighting the features the average Paleolithic tribesman was looking for in a bride. To be fair, the equivalent male figures were also massively endowed so there may have been some exaggeration going on. Still, the point is still valid: cavemen are to blame for the fact that many women can’t sleep face down. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t even make it back to my car before my phone rang again. I glanced at the display and groaned before I answered. “Hey, Dad.” 
 
    “Peter, I just got home and your car was gone. Where are you?” 
 
    “I, uh, I was having trouble sleeping so I thought I’d just drive around for a bit.” 
 
    “Is everything all right? You’ve never had a problem falling asleep before.” 
 
    “There was just a lot going on today,” I told him honestly. “I’ll be fine, really. You and Mom go to bed. I’ll be home soon.” 
 
    He was silent for a few beats. “All right. Just be careful, okay? I don’t want to get a call from Cruz telling me you fell asleep at the wheel and ended up in a ditch somewhere, or worse.” 
 
    “I won’t. Fall asleep, I mean. How did your patrol go?” I asked, hoping to distract him. “Did you find that English girl?” 
 
    “Almost,” he sighed in frustration. “I spotted her on the south end of Milton Street but she vanished into thin air before I could get close.” 
 
    “Really?” That surprised me. I would have thought Susie had more important things to do tonight than chasing after imps. 
 
    “Really. I’m beginning to think she’s a hallucination, or maybe a ghost,” he said with a chuckle. “If you happen to see her, don’t go near her,” he warned me. “Just keep your distance and call me right away.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful, I promise.” 
 
    “Good.” He hesitated for a moment and then said, “You know you can talk to your mother or me if there’s anything bothering you.” 
 
    “I know that and I appreciate it, Dad. I’m fine. You don’t need to worry.” 
 
    “I will anyway,” he said somberly. “Good night, Peter. Be quiet when you come in.” 
 
    “I will. Good night.” Dad hung up and I let my breath out in a whoosh. Then I sucked it all back in when my phone rang again. I grimaced at the display and seriously considered letting the call roll over to voicemail but I knew that would just delay the inevitable. “Agent Morgan.” 
 
    “I sincerely hope you’re not planning to keep me up all night waiting for your call.” She sounded more awake this time but no less irritated. 
 
    “No, sorry, I had to deal with a situation.” 
 
    “With this Maxwell person?” 
 
    “Yeah. She, uh, told me she was on the Occult Investigations team.” 
 
    “Did she show you an FBI badge or an official ID?” 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    “Then why did you believe her?” 
 
    “Well –” That was actually a very good question. Why did I believe her? Because she knew all about Morgan and her team? Because the story she told me sounded plausible? Because she was beautiful, well-endowed, and horny? Morgan sighed in my ear. 
 
    “Peter, you’re a brave young man with a good heart and more power in your little finger than most witches can ever dream of having, but seriously, would it kill you to be a little more credulous? Not all demons are slavering monstrosities and not all witches have good intentions.” 
 
    “Maxwell’s not a demon.” 
 
    “I’m delighted to hear that. What is she, then, and why is she pretending to be one of my agents?” 
 
    “Hang on a sec, let me get in my car. Dara’s waiting for me.” I unlocked the Mustang and jumped in behind the wheel. 
 
    “Dara?” I heard Morgan’s frown in her voice. “She’s your … girlfriend?” 
 
    “No! She’s my sister.” I zipped out of the parking lot as fast as I could go without squealing the tires, trying to steer with one hand and hold my phone with the other. “I need to get my Stone back from her.” 
 
    “Why does she have your Stone?” she asked in disbelief. 
 
    “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “I have all night. It doesn’t look like I’ll be going back to sleep anytime soon.” 
 
    I winced at her tone but it was too late to apologize now. I gave her the abridged version of my last few days as I sped through the darkened streets of Hellburn, toying with the speed limits while keeping an eye out for patrol cars. Officer Carter might be willing to cut me a break for public indecency in a dark alleyway but Constable de la Cruz was strictly by-the-books. I finished up with my encounter in the Hilton lobby just as I turned onto the road that would take me to the warehouse.  
 
    “Goddess grant me strength,” Morgan murmured. “You certainly have a knack for getting into trouble.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault,” I protested. “If the Goddess hasn’t given Susie that Stone, none of this would have happened.” 
 
    “Be sure to tell her that the next time you talk to her. Let me know how that goes for you.” Her sigh had a worried undercurrent. “I’m not going to be able to get there before tomorrow afternoon at the earliest. I’ll see of any of the team is closer. The real team,” she added sardonically. 
 
    “That would be great,” I told her sincerely. Having a second Philosopher’s Stone on hand would make dealing with Maxwell and Susie infinitely easier. “Nothing’s going to happen before Sunday so we’ll have time to come up with a new plan.”  
 
    Morgan snorted skeptically. “Peter, do you really think Maxwell’s going to wait to make her move now that you’ve exposed her? She needs to strike now before we can muster the resources to stop her.” 
 
    “But she can’t actually take our Stones, can she?” 
 
    “I don’t know of any way for her to do it, short of asking the Goddess to lend a hand, but that hardly matters. If she’s desperate enough, she’ll try anyway and people are going to get hurt.” 
 
    Morgan was right. Susie and I would survive anything Maxwell threw at us but Dara and the other witches were in danger. The problem was, I had no idea what magical abilities Maxwell had other than her disappearing trick. “I need to warn Susie.” 
 
    “You should have done that the moment you found out someone was after the Stones,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, except Susie’s hiding from me. She probably thinks I’m trying to take her Stone.” 
 
    “You’ll just have to figure something out. I’ll let you go, I have a lot of calls to make.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks for helping,” I told her. 
 
    “It’s my job,” she replied, but she sounded sympathetic. “Call me immediately if anything bad happens.” 
 
    “Define bad in this context.” 
 
    “You’ll know it when you see it,” she said with a wry laugh. “Good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’m going to need it.” 
 
    Morgan hung up without offering any baseless reassurances, which I appreciated. The ghostly shapes of the warehouses came into view up ahead and I drove around to the loading docks in the back. The only lights were the overlapping ovals of my headlights sweeping across the pavement and I came to a halt when they revealed the chalk circles. There was no one there. 
 
    I left the car running and got out, peering into the shadows. I couldn’t See anyone but Dara was probably still wearing my Stone with the odylic barrier. I tried my augmented sight and this time a figure blazed in the darkness, seated on the steps leading to the back door. 
 
    “Dara?” I called. Infrared vision didn’t reveal a lot of detail but the person who stirred and stretched was clearly female. She also had horns and a tail.  
 
    My pentagram snapped into place around me and I conjured a fireball in my hand. The demon froze in surprise. “Peter Simon Collins!” she exclaimed in an uncertain but familiar voice. “What is amiss?” 
 
    “Dara?” I squinted at her with my normal eyes but I couldn’t see anything except a dark blob against a darker background. “Come into the light,” I ordered. She moved forward cautiously, shielding her eyes against the glare of my headlights, but her crayon-red hair and the Dallas Cowboys jersey she stole from me a few months ago to use as a nightshirt were unmistakable. I let the fireball sputter out and banished my pentagram. “Jesus, Dara! What’s the idea of parading around as a demon? I could have hurt you!” 
 
    She looked down at herself. “I became weary awaiting thine arrival,” she explained meekly. “To maintain mine other form wears upon me.” 
 
    “You must really be tired,” I informed her wryly. “It’s the other way around. Keeping your glamour going wears you out. Just use the Stone like I told you.” 
 
    Her glowing orange eyes searched my face for a moment and then dropped away. “Aye,” she murmured. “It is so.” She fished the Stone out from under the jersey and gripped it in her fist. A faint ruby light flared between her fingers and then she banished the glamour. It was strange, though. She didn’t look quite right, almost as if she was actually supposed to have horns and a tail. I shook my head to clear out that nonsense. I needed a good night’s sleep myself, although I wasn’t likely to get one. 
 
    “You’re late,” she accused me. 
 
    “Sorry about that. I ran into some trouble.” 
 
    Now she looked alarmed. “What happened?”  
 
    “It turns out that Agent Maxwell isn’t Agent Maxwell.” I gave her the thirty-second version of our final encounter in the hotel. “We have to warn Susie.” 
 
    “She’s not at Melissa’s. I haven’t seen her since dinner.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s out wasting time hunting imps. Dad spotted her downtown but she got away. Did any of the other witches go with her?” 
 
    Dara shook her head. “No, they’re all still at Melissa’s as far as I know. After the pool party, some of them went straight to bed and the others stayed up to watch a movie.” 
 
    “Did anyone see you leave?” I asked uneasily. We didn’t need anyone reporting to Susie that Dara was acting suspiciously. 
 
    “No, everything was quiet when I left.” 
 
    “Good. How’s Melissa, by the way? Is she feeling any better?” 
 
    “I managed to get her to bed after our call. She wasn’t entirely coherent but I think she swore off men forever. She insisted I hold her until she fell asleep.” 
 
    Pictures! demanded Little Peter. Why are there no pictures? 
 
    “We’ll see if she remembers anything when she wakes up. She’s going to have quite a hangover in the morning.” Dara agreed with a grimace and a shrug. “Okay, let’s get you back there before anyone notices you’re gone. Give me the Stone.” 
 
    I held out my hand, tensing when she hesitated for a moment, but she pulled the chain over her head and dropped my Stone on my palm. The instant it touched my skin, it flashed a blinding red and a warm tingle swept through my entire body. I hugged my fist to my chest, relishing the sensation even as it faded away, until Dara cleared her throat. 
 
    “So what are you going to do now?” she asked. 
 
    “I wish I knew,” I admitted. I hung my Stone around my neck, tucking it safely under my shirt. “I guess I’ll try to call Susie again to warn her about Maxwell. If you get to her before I do, let her know what happened and tell her to call me right away. This is bigger than the Goddess being worried about her. The coven’s in danger and we need to work together to stop Maxwell.” Dara’s expression didn’t hold out a lot of hope for that. “I know,” I sighed, “but we have to try.” 
 
    “Come to Melissa’s with me,” she urged me. “You can tell Susie all that yourself when she gets back.” 
 
    “No, she’ll know I’m there as soon as she shows up. I don’t want to spook her off. Do your best and let me know if she’s willing to talk to me.” She nodded unenthusiastically. “I know I’m asking a lot from you. Just stick with it for a few more hours and then you can go back being just regular Dara Collins, high school senior.” 
 
    To my surprise, that assurance just made her look sadder. “Aye,” she murmured, “soon this trial shall be over.” She looked down at the circles and frowned doubtfully. “I do not recall which portal brought me thither.” 
 
    “That one,” I told her, pointing. “The one with MA on it.” 
 
    “MA?” 
 
    “Melissa Andrews. That’s the portal to her house.” 
 
    “Ah!” she exclaimed, as if I’d just revealed a great secret. “So this one needs must belong to Roxanne and this to Naomi –” 
 
    “Let’s not worry about portals going to places we don’t care about, okay?” She blinked at me and then hastily positioned herself in the center of Melissa’s portal. “I’ll talk to you soon.” 
 
    “Parting is such sweet sorrow,” she sighed to herself, squatting down to rest her hands on the concrete. The portal’s dull red rings appeared around her and began to turn. 
 
    “Well, don’t spend all night saying goodbye,” I advised her. “We’re in a bit of a hurry.” Dara looked at me quizzically. “Parting is such sweet sorrow that I shall say good night till it be morrow,” I quoted. She shook her head doubtfully. “Romeo and Juliet?” That earned me a tilted head. “Shakespeare, remember? We spent a whole month reading his plays last semester.” 
 
    “What has he to do with saying goodbye?” 
 
    “That’s one of the most famous lines in all of English literature! Juliet doesn’t want Romeo to leave so she tells him she’ll keep saying goodbye until the next day.” 
 
    She gaped at me in dismay. “He stole my words?” 
 
    Now it was my turn to stare at her in confusion. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I spoke those words to Her Majesty the Queen when I had to leave her court for a time and he was there listening in! He was a poxy-faced wastrel and a word-thief,” she grumbled. 
 
    I had to blink quite a few times before I found my voice again. “Did you and Melissa find another bottle of scotch or something? You’re not making any sense. No, forget it,” I told her firmly, “it’s not important. Go back to Melissa’s and keep an eye out for Susie. Convince her to call me, I don’t care what time it is.” I cut off her attempt to argue with me. “Just try, okay? I need to figure out what I’m going to do about Maxwell.” 
 
    Dara heaved a sigh and nodded. She restarted the portal and a moment later she was swept away in a swirling haze of shadow, leaving me alone with a skull full of muddled thoughts. I shook my head and climbed back into the Mustang but I didn’t leave right away. Instead, I pulled out my phone and called Susie. The call went immediately to voicemail and the beep caught me by surprise. Trust Susie not to bother with a recorded prompt. 
 
    “Susie, I don’t care what you’re planning to do this weekend or why you’re avoiding me. You need to call me right away. There’s a witch named Virginia Maxwell who’s after our Stones. She tried to get mine and now she’s going after yours. I know you don’t think she has a snowball’s chance in Hell to get what she wants and she probably doesn’t, but the girls in your coven could be in danger. I can help you. Call me. Please,” I added as an afterthought. I hung up, feeling frustrated and disheartened.  
 
    How did things get so bad between Susie and me? I wondered bleakly. We were never particularly close but we can’t go on like this. I shook my head despondently and put the Mustang in gear. 
 
    I toyed with the idea of driving to Melissa’s and using my newly-organized spells to get past the guard at the gate but there wasn’t much point if Susie wasn’t there. Driving around town scouring the alleys for her seemed like a waste of time as well, so I just headed home, trying to deduce where Maxwell might be right now.  
 
    Probably in her hotel room, I guessed, unless she decided to move her base of operations in the middle of the night. She didn’t seem particularly worried about what I might do now that I know what she’s really up to. Maybe she’s still there.  
 
    I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel as I came up to a stop sign and then I retrieved my phone from the console. It took me a bit of searching around to find the contact information for the Hellburn Hilton but I called the main number and listened to the ringing. I was about to give up when a male voice finally answered. 
 
    “Thank you for calling the Hellburn Hilton, this is Julian,” he said, sounding very distracted. I wondered if he was the clerk I saw earlier. “How may I help you?” 
 
    “Can you connect me to Virginia Maxwell’s room?” 
 
    “It’s quite late, sir,” he cautioned me. “Most of our guests will be asleep.” 
 
    “I know. It’s a bit of an emergency.” 
 
    “Very well,” he sighed, knowing he’d be the one getting yelled at for waking someone up. “What was that name again?” 
 
    “Virginia Maxwell.” 
 
    I heard typing in the background. “Maxwell … hmm. How do you spell that?” 
 
    “M-A-X-W-E-L-L.”  
 
    More typing. “I’m sorry, sir, there’s no one by that name staying here.” 
 
    “What? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Very sure,” he said firmly. 
 
    “She didn’t check out in the last hour or so?” 
 
    “No one has checked out at all today. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Okay, my mistake,” I told him absently, my mind already racing a mile ahead. “Thanks anyway.” 
 
    “No problem. Good night, sir.” 
 
    What the hell? I thought. I saw Maxwell at the hotel three different times, she has to be staying there. Crap. That probably means her name isn’t really Virginia Maxwell. I almost called back to ask the clerk if there were any over-sexed, brown-haired, golden-eyed women staying there but I doubted he’d tell me even if he knew. That just made the task of tracking her down even harder. 
 
    My route home took me past the lot with the baseball diamond and I looked it over doubtfully. How long has that portal been there? I wondered, and why didn’t I notice it before?  
 
    The answer was obvious. I only used the powers Dr. Bellowes thrust upon me when something went horribly wrong. Otherwise, I was perfectly happy pretending that magic didn’t exist.  
 
    I can’t do that anymore, I told myself somberly. Whether I like it or not, I’m a warlock and I have to start acting like one. 
 
    A slight motion in the middle of the field caught my eye and I realized that someone was sitting on the pitcher’s mound, huddled up with her face in her hands. She was barely visible in the darkness but a quick check with my Sight confirmed that she was a witch with a blood-red aura. I slammed on the brakes and jumped out. “Mary!” 
 
    She looked up in alarm and scrambled to her feet. When she saw me running towards her, she bolted for Susie’s portal but I conjured a force cage around her. She collided with the invisible wall and almost ended up on her butt. She tried a different direction but the cage completely surrounded her, leaving her pounding on the walls like the world’s most convincing mime. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you!” I assured her as I closed the distance between us. “Promise me you won’t run and I’ll let you out.” 
 
    Mary shoved at the cage and made a few magical gestures but there was no way she was going to break out on her own. She finally gave up and slumped in resignation. 
 
    “Leave me alone!” she pleaded. Her face was damp with tears, her clothes looked like she’d pulled them on in a hurry, and she only had one shoe. 
 
    “It’s okay, I just want to talk.” I dispelled the cage and she cautiously reached out to confirm that it was gone. She peeked over her shoulder in the direction of the portal but she held her ground. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She gaped at me in disbelief. “You’re sorry? What for?” 
 
    “For not believing you.” 
 
    She snuffled and wiped at her cheeks. “And you believe me now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said heavily. “Agent Maxwell isn’t an agent at all. She’s the one trying to get my Stone but she tried to pin it on you so I wouldn’t suspect her.” 
 
    “But why?” she asked plaintively. “What does she have against me?” 
 
    “I don’t think it was personal. You were just … convenient. Sorry.” I couldn’t bear to see the misery and hopelessness on her face so I looked away to survey the lot. It was even bleaker in the darkness. “What are you doing here? I thought you’d be long gone by now.” 
 
    That prompted another round of tears, accompanied by a quivering lip. “I don’t have any place to go,” she said, her voice breaking. 
 
    “You can’t go home?” She shook her head, swiping at her cheeks again. “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t have a home, okay?” The words burst out of her in a torrent. “I quit my job and I emptied my bank account and I bought a bus ticket to Dallas and then hitchhiked here. I’ve been staying with a friend all this time but her boyfriend’s staying the night and I’m almost out of money and I don’t have any place else to sleep. I was supposed to stay with you tonight,” she finished quietly, hugging herself tightly. 
 
    That was a lot to absorb and I wasn’t sure where to start. “Aren’t your parents worried about you?” I asked doubtfully. “Can’t you call them for money?” She shook her head vehemently. 
 
    “I’m alone,” she said. “They died in a car accident last year.” 
 
    “Oh, no! I’m so sorry.” She tried to shrug as if it didn’t matter but I wasn’t fooled. “Don’t you have a legal guardian, then?” 
 
    Now she gave me a funny look. “Why would I?” 
 
    “Because you’re only seventeen?” I thought it was obvious. 
 
    “Oh, that.” She studied her shoeless foot. “I might have lied a little bit about that. I’m actually twenty.” 
 
    “Twenty?” I echoed incredulously. 
 
    “It’s not my fault I have small boobs, okay?” Her brief defiance ebbed away. “I couldn’t afford college so I was working as a waitress and trying to figure out this witchcraft thing and someone on the Wiccan forums told me about Hellburn and the coven and the Philosopher’s Stones and I thought, well, maybe if I could get one of the Stones I could become a proper witch and then things wouldn’t be so hard for me.” She shook her head at herself. “Stupid, I know. I’m just a screwup.” 
 
    “You’re not a screwup,” I told her firmly. “You just got bad advice from – wait a minute. You said someone on a Wiccan forum talked you into coming to Hellburn? Who?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “People don’t use their real names on the forums, just their craft names or something else made up.” 
 
    “Your username was BlackCat, right?” Mary nodded. “What was this other person’s?” 
 
    “Maxical.” She stopped and stared at me as her jaw fell open. “Oh my God! I thought it was just some guy named Max! It was Maxwell?” 
 
    “It must have been,” I sighed. “Shit. She set you up from the beginning.” 
 
    “No,” she moaned. “No no no! Why does this always happen to me?” She slumped on the ground, covering her face again. “I hate myself,” she mumbled miserably. 
 
    “Don’t say that! It’s not your fault.” It was, at least partially, but she didn’t need to hear that right now. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” I held out my hand to her and she looked at it doubtfully. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked carefully. 
 
    “Back to my house. You keep leaving your clothes behind.” She frowned and I pointed at her foot. 
 
    “Oh, right,” she said meekly. “I thought I dropped it outside but I was afraid to go back to look for it.” I helped her up and she hobbled her way back to the car, slipping into the passenger seat as I got behind the wheel. “I can sleep on the couch,” she offered, not looking at me. 
 
    “You don’t need to do that, Susie’s at Melissa’s. You can use her room.” 
 
    “Oh.” She sounded vaguely disappointed. 
 
    “I don’t know how I’m going to explain you to Mom and Dad in the morning,” I went on wryly. “I’m not in the habit of picking up seventeen-year-old girls off the street in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “I’m twenty,” she reminded me tartly. 
 
    “That helps, actually. I don’t suppose you have your driver’s license with you?” 
 
    “It’s at my friend’s place.” 
 
    “Along with your phone, I presume.” 
 
    “I don’t actually have one,” she confessed. “I broke mine and I couldn’t afford to replace it.” 
 
    “Hence the number to Mario’s Italian Grill?” She nodded as her ears turned pink. “That isn’t where you worked, is it? They didn’t recognize your name.” 
 
    “No, I worked at a, um, gentleman’s club,” she said, clearing her throat. “The pay was better.” I gave her a sidelong look and she waved her hands in vehement denial. “It’s not what you think! I was just a server, I wasn’t a performer or – or one of those. The manager wanted girls with bigger … assets … on stage, they’re more popular with the guys.” She let out a long sigh. “You can’t titillate anyone without tits.” 
 
    That was a conversational rathole I didn’t want to go down right now. I pulled up in front of the house and shut off the car. “Try to be very quiet when we go in,” I said softly, as if Mom and Dad could hear me talking out here.  
 
    Mary nodded her understanding and we got out, both of us wincing as the doors shut with a solid tha-thump. No lights came on inside so we hurried to the front door, stole inside, and crept down the darkened hallway. 
 
    “This is Susie’s room,” I whispered, opening the door. I didn’t want to turn on the overhead light so I cast a small witchlight inside instead. “There’s the bed, obviously. You can probably find a nightgown or something in the dresser.” I wasn’t actually sure Susie owned a nightgown – I’d certainly never seen her wear one – but there was bound to be something Mary could wear for the night. “The bathroom’s right next door, Mom and Dad’s bedroom is at the end of the hall – don’t go in there – and my room … well, I guess you know where that is.” She nodded, not looking in my direction. “Do you need anything?” She shook her head. “Okay, well, good night, then.” 
 
    I started to close the door but she turned to face me, her eyes almost luminous under the witchlight. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “For everything.” 
 
    I just nodded, suddenly unable to trust my voice. I thought the love spell was wearing off but seeing Mary standing there looking so lost and lonely, my feelings for her came rushing back. I had to force myself to stay where I was, when what I really wanted to do was sweep her into my arms and carry her to the bed.  
 
    “I’ll be right across the hall if you need anything,” I said, clearing my throat, and then I kicked myself mentally for making it sound like an invitation. I backed out of the room before I dug the hole any deeper and closed the door, resting my forehead against it until I found the strength to retreat to my own room. 
 
    There was no way I was going to be able to sleep tonight but I was too unfocused to give any thought to Maxwell and Susie. Instead, I paced back and forth, wondering what Mary was doing. It occurred to me that maybe she shouldn’t be sleeping in Susie’s bed – Susie really didn’t like people touching her stuff – although Mary would be long gone before Susie came home. 
 
    I should have given her Dara’s bed, I berated myself, just to be safe, and then I came to a confused halt in the middle of the room. There were three bedrooms in the house and three beds, one for Mom and Dad, one for Susie, and one for me. Where did Dara sleep? 
 
    I frowned at my bed. It was just a twin, barely large enough for one person, but Dara’s clothes were in my room. She used to sleep with me when we were growing up but she moved out a few years ago. Didn’t she? My mind couldn’t resolve the inconsistency. Dara absolutely wasn’t sleeping with me – the very thought made me shudder – and yet this was the only place that made sense. 
 
    I shook my head until my brain rattled, trying to dislodge the conundrum, but it was stuck in there well and good. I’m just tired, I told myself. I’m not thinking straight. I pulled out my Philosopher’s Stone and let its healing warmth wash through me. My physical fatigue vanished but my thoughts were still going around in circles. Something’s wrong with me, I thought uneasily. Did someone tamper with my memories? How would I know? 
 
    I made a few more laps around the room. It had to be Maxwell, I concluded. No one else had any reason to mess with me like that but why would she care about Dara’s sleeping arrangements? It must be a random side-effect. Shit. How am I going to find out what she did to me? The only people I trusted to poke around in my thoughts were Mrs. Kendricks and Agent Morgan but they weren’t here. And Dara, but she doesn’t know how and she isn’t here either. Damn it.  
 
    I was getting nowhere and it was clear I wasn’t going to solve this problem tonight. I dropped onto my bed and then immediately stood up again when I felt something hard under my butt. I picked up Mary’s abandoned shoe and bounced it in my hand while I eyed my door, debating whether to return it now or wait until morning. 
 
    I’ll just check on her and make sure she’s settled, I told myself. Besides, she might need it if we have to leave in a hurry. Satisfied with my justification, I hurried across the hall and raised my hand to knock. Then I paused and glanced at Mom and Dad’s door before quietly opening the door and stepping inside. 
 
    My witchlight was still gleaming up near the ceiling, casting a dim silvery light throughout the room. Mary had her back to me and my heart jumped into my throat and stuck there. She was as bare as the day she was born, a pale-skinned goddess wrestling with a thin slip, her cat-and-butterfly tattoo revealed in its entirety. 
 
    Mary got the slip sorted out, lifting it up to pull it over her head, and then she paused. She slowly looked over her shoulder and stared at me for the longest time before suddenly jumping away with a gasp.  
 
    “Peter!” she squeaked as she tried to cover herself up with the slip, which proved to be entirely inadequate for the task. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I – I was –” I cleared my throat and tried again. “Your shoe.” I held it out to her and she looked at it as if she didn’t recognize it. “I’ll just, um, leave it here.” I set it down on the floor and backed up into the hallway. I don’t think I blinked the entire time. “Sorry, I, um, good night.” I started to close the door.  
 
    “Peter,” she said in a hesitant whisper. “Don’t go.” Then she took a shaky breath and let the slip fall to the floor. She stood there, not quite sure what to do with her hands, and I saw everything, her flawless skin shining under the witchlight, her pert little breasts rising and falling with her rapid breathing, and the butterfly the same color as her eyes fluttering just above the dark curls down there. I swallowed what little moisture remained in my mouth, told myself I should just walk away, and stepped into the room, closing the door behind me. 
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    While it may be true that playing violent video games dulls someone’s normal reactions to violence elsewhere, there’s little evidence to show that it increases the likelihood that the player will actively engage in violence. In fact, the exact opposite may be true: by allowing players to release their aggressions within the safe confines of a game, the urge to fight it out in real life is diminished. 
 
    Normal human beings recognize the difference between animated pixels on a computer screen and real people on the street. Sure, there’s a superficial resemblance, but your physical and emotional reactions to them are nothing alike. Those images on the screen are not real people and so it’s okay to splatter them into digital goo. 
 
    The operative phrase here is, of course, normal human beings. Sociopaths have no emotional connection to other people. As far as they’re concerned, you and I are as expendable as a 3D-rendered computer asset. In their hands, video games aren’t games, they’re training manuals.  
 
    Unfortunately, there’s no practical way to prevent these defective souls from acquiring violent games, short of requiring the cashier to administer a battery of psychological tests before they run your card. I don’t trust the average overworked and underpaid clerk to give me the correct change, let alone provide an accurate assessment of my mental state, so I guess we’ll just have to live with the risk for now. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure about this?” I asked her. Mary lay snuggled up against my side with her head on my shoulder and her hand on my stomach. Her body was curiously cool, or maybe mine was overheated. 
 
    “I’m nervous,” she admitted quietly. “I’ve never – you know.” 
 
    “Because guys thought you were underage?” 
 
    She snorted. “Because guys are jerks, especially the ones at the club. They all treated the girls like, well, objects.” Her sigh tickled my chest and then she wiggled around until she could prop herself up on one elbow and look me in the face. “Why are you so nice to me? I mean, I’ve been lying to you all this time and keeping you away from Susie.” 
 
    “Well, those cookies have a lot to do with it,” I smiled. 
 
    “That’s not it. You were nice before you had them.” She settled down again and toyed with the Stone lying on my sternum. “You have all this power,” she murmured, “but you don’t use it. You could do anything you want, have anything you want, and nobody could stop you.” 
 
    “I can think of a couple of people who could, actually.” 
 
    “You know what I mean. If I had a Stone … well, things would be different.” 
 
    “What would you do?” 
 
    She was silent for a long time. “I wanted to be a witch so I could make the world a better place. I wanted to help people, to stop the bad guys, to – to just do something. There’s so much sadness out there. I thought I could make a difference.” She shook her head. “I figured out pretty quick that I wasn’t good enough. Even when I knew the right spells, it really didn’t help. People still got sick, people still got hurt. And then Maxical – Maxwell – told me about Philosopher’s Stones.” 
 
    “And you thought that would solve everything.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she sighed. “I was so stupid.” 
 
    “You’re not stupid,” I told her. “Maybe you can’t fix everything but every little bit counts.” 
 
    “I made things worse,” she argued. “If it weren’t for me, Maxwell wouldn’t be going after Susie now.” 
 
    “She would have done that anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I feel so useless! I want to help you but I’m just not good enough.” 
 
    “I could teach you,” I offered. 
 
    “You could?” She sat up eagerly and then immediately slumped back down. “That’ll take weeks. Months! What good is that going to be?” 
 
    “Well, maybe not with this particular problem, but later –” 
 
    “Later? Peter, there isn’t any later. I’m broke, I don’t have a place to live, I don’t have any friends –” 
 
    “I’m your friend,” I protested. 
 
    “Only until the cookies wear off.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m sorry,” she apologized quietly. “It’s all a bit too much right now.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I told her, touching my lips to the crown of her head. “There’s no rush.” 
 
    “You’re just so nice,” she grumbled. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “I kind of killed the mood, didn’t I?” She traced a circle around my navel with her fingertip. “You aren’t lying naked in bed with me just to listen to my sob story.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said again with a smile. “There’s no rush. I’m enjoying just being here with you.” I felt her own smile against my chest but it faded quickly. 
 
    “I’m still doing it,” she muttered. 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Keeping you from doing what you’re supposed to be doing. If you didn’t happen to drive by that lot and saw me, what would you be doing right now?” 
 
    I’d probably be having a low-grade panic attack, I mused ruefully, trying to get hold of Susie. I wasn’t going to tell Mary that, though. I dodged a bullet with Maxwell but now I’m stuck dealing with this situation all by myself. Dara can’t help, she doesn’t know enough magic. If only if Morgan was here, or Mrs. Kendricks, or –  
 
    “Mary?” I said carefully. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Do you really want to help me?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Of course, but what can I do?” 
 
    “I can teach you all of my spells tonight and give you all the power you need to cast them.” 
 
    She sat up to look at me. “You can?” she asked doubtfully. “How?” 
 
    “I’ll create a link between us. It’s called a soul bond. You’ll be able to draw on my Stone through me and I’ll be able to implant all of Dr. Bellowes’ spells in your mind.” 
 
    “Who’s Dr. Bellowes?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. It’s risky,” I warned her. “If I accidentally draw too much power from you, you might –” I paused, trying to find a gentle way to phrase it, and then I just went ahead with the blunt truth. “You might die.” 
 
    She drew back from me, searching my face. “You wouldn’t do that,” she insisted. 
 
    “I might not have any control over it. The bond ties two people together, soul to soul. It works both ways but I have a Stone and you don’t. You can’t hurt me but I can kill you.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t do that,” she repeated firmly. “I trust you with my life and that’s not just the cookies talking. What do I have to do?” 
 
    I stared into her blue eyes, wondering if this was really the right thing to do. I was ready to bond with Maxwell less than an hour ago, I reminded myself. This is exactly the same, just with someone who won’t stab me in the back.  
 
    “Lie down,” I told her. “We have to maximize skin contact.” 
 
    Mary snorted but settled down beside me, pressing her back against my side. “This is just an excuse to have sex with me, isn’t it?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I should warn you that the bond is very … intimate. We might, ah, get physical.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to scare me into leaving? I seduced you, remember.” She wiggled her butt into my hip. “Is this close enough?” 
 
    “That’s fine.” I turned on my side and snaked my arms around her, holding her tight against my chest. We tangled our legs together and skootched around a bit. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Nervous,” she admitted, “but safe.” She crossed her arms over mine and then pushed back against me. “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    I cleared my throat awkwardly. “Er, yes.” 
 
    “Aren’t you getting a bit ahead of yourself? I thought this part was supposed to happen afterwards.” 
 
    “It’s a perfectly natural reaction to being in close proximity to a beautiful woman,” I argued. “Close your eyes,” I told her, “and open yourself to me.” 
 
    “I’ll have to turn around for that.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant and you know it. Now be quiet, I need to focus.” 
 
    Despite her teasing, I felt Mary’s nervous breathing as her heart pounded rapidly under my hands. I took in a few deep breaths to calm my own heart and called up the soul bond spell. Dr. Bellowes never used it himself so he had no advice to give me and Fay Morgan had been in the driver’s seat the last time. This was all on me now and I wasn’t sure what to expect. 
 
    I felt the magic building up within me, all five elements but mostly divine power – soul magic, Maxwell called it – which I supposed was appropriate. I didn’t actually know where my soul was or what it looked like, but I imagined it as a softly glowing orb deep inside me. Tiny filaments of golden light reached out from it, searching for another soul to touch, swaying like delicate tendrils as they spread out further. Some of them touched Mary and she let her breath out slowly, as if she just stepped into the perfect bath. 
 
    “So warm,” she sighed softly, relaxing in my arms. 
 
    I Saw the filaments reach inside her, seeking out her soul, but they seemed hesitant now, as if they weren’t quite sure where to go. Some of them ran down her left arm to her hand, coiling around her silver ring for a moment before withdrawing. Others touched her heart, making it skip a beat, and then moved on throughout her body. I was beginning to worry that I’d done something wrong, that I’d missed some important step in the spell, but then I felt it. Contact. The filaments found Mary’s soul. 
 
    Or did they? They wrapped themselves around something within her, probing its surface as if they were trying to find a way in, but her soul didn’t feel anything like mine. It was small and dark and solid like a broken lump of coal, with absolutely no hint that it was a living, vital thing. The filaments were relentless, though, poking and prodding and wriggling as sparks like electrical discharges crackled all over. Mary gasped and jerked, as if the shocks were hurting her, and I started to pull away, to cancel the spell before it caused any further damage, but she intertwined her fingers with mine, squeezing hard. 
 
    “No!” she whispered. “Keep going! I’m okay.” 
 
    I was about to refuse, but her soul began to glow wherever the tendrils touched, dull and purple like an old bruise. The glow spread out slowly, covering the surface of her soul, and then it abruptly sank inside, illuminating it from within like an ultraviolet bulb. Mary’s entire body stiffened and a groan escaped her as she arched her back.  
 
    “Don’t stop!” she rasped before I could release her. “I can handle this. This is what I want!”  
 
    I shoved my concern and anxiety aside and pushed more power into the spell, willing it to proceed faster. My Philosopher’s Stone grew warm as the filaments swelled and began weaving themselves into an intricate pattern, enveloping both souls and knotting them together with a braid of magic that even my most potent unbinding spell couldn’t hope to break.  
 
    Images started flashing through my mind, moments that I never experienced personally, but they weren’t anything like the memories that Morgan and I shared across our bond. These were just flickers, fleeting glimpses of scenes out of a horror movie. I saw murder and death, rape and torture, screams and wailing, and blood everywhere. It was a gruesome nightmare I couldn’t wake up from. I wanted to look away but the thoughts poured across the bond, tainting the light of my own soul with oily smudges of red and gray. 
 
    I fought back, trying to stem the flow, but the revulsion I felt over what I was witnessing slowly ebbed away and I began to savor the details of the naked bodies writhing upon a floor rippling with blood, men and women and demons copulating in ways no one should have been able to survive. Some didn’t and their carcasses were simply cast aside in favor of the next willing body, an endless orgy of pain and pleasure. Above it all, a young woman sat upon an angular throne, her black wings outstretched as she watched her slaves die and her gleeful laughter roiled the dark clouds overhead. 
 
    The visions finally faded away and I was back in Susie’s room, feeling flushed and feverish. Mary was on her hands and knees in front of me, gasping every time I thrust into her from behind. I gripped her hair in one hand, pulling her head back, and there were fresh scratches and welts on her back and buttocks. I stopped in horror but Mary pressed herself against me. 
 
    “Don’t stop!” she ordered hoarsely. “I’m almost there.” She rocked back and forth, her breath coming in short gasps as she increased her tempo. “Almost. There. Almost. Almost. There!” 
 
    Her climax triggered mine and I filled her to overflowing before I collapsed on top of her with a groan. We lay there twitching with the aftershocks as my heart rate slowly returned to something resembling normal. 
 
    “What was that?” I breathed. My thoughts were all jumbled up, punctuated with almost subliminal glimpses of brutal sadism. 
 
    “That was perfect,” Mary purred. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this moment.” She wriggled until I slipped out of her, followed by a gush of white fluids stained pink with blood. “It was just as good as I remember from last time.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I tried to get my cerebral cortex back online. “What do you mean, last time? We’ve never had sex before. You’re a virgin.” 
 
    “Peter, Peter, Peter,” Mary rolled over onto her back and stretched languidly. “Don’t you recognize me? It hasn’t been that long, has it?” 
 
    I blinked at her, wondering what she was talking about. Even under the silvery glow of my witchlight, her eyes were still blue and her hair was still black and her butterfly tattoo was … gone. She was taller than I remembered and her hair was a lot longer and her breasts were definitely bigger and her face – I sucked in my breath. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I gasped. “Amy?” 
 
    “Surprise!” Amaryx, the Spawn of Darkness, grinned up at me, exposing her fangs.  
 
    I tried to jump off the bed but I went the wrong way and collided with the wall instead. Cursing under my breath, I scrambled over Amaryx’s prone figure, reached the floor, and summoned my pentagram.  
 
    “What did you do with Mary?” I demanded. 
 
    Amaryx rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”  
 
    I summoned a fireball into my hand and held it up. “If you smited her – smote her – smat – if you killed her, I’ll –” 
 
    “Oh, please,” she sneered, leaning on her elbow, “do you really think that’s going to do anything except scorch the sheets? Agent Morgan tried to kill me with a much bigger fire than that and she’s the one who ended up dead.” 
 
    She was right, of course, so I dispelled the fireball and grabbed her arm instead, hauling her out of bed. “Tell me where Mary is,” I told her with gritted teeth, giving her a shake for good measure. 
 
    “Peter!” she exclaimed in surprise. “You’re so forceful. That’s not like you.” Her tongue snuck out and teased her lips. “It’s kind of sexy.” 
 
    “Amy –” 
 
    “Oh, fine,” she sighed, “since you’re apparently too dim to figure it out on your own. I’m Mary.” 
 
    I heard what she said but the words didn’t make any sense. “What?” 
 
    “Oh, come on, it can’t be that much of a revelation. I gave you all sorts of hints.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like my name!” 
 
    “Mary?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Yes!” She waited expectantly but I just shook my head. She huffed her annoyance. “Weren’t you listening back then? I told you Mary is my middle name, remember?” 
 
    “I remember, but your name is Amaryx. You don’t have a middle name, unless it’s Spawn.” 
 
    “Okay, so it’s not exactly my middle name,” she admitted with an exaggerated eyeroll. “It’s the middle of my name.” 
 
    It took me a lot longer than it should have to get it. “Amaryx,” I groaned. “A-Mary-X. Oh, for crying out loud, what kind of a stupid clue is that?” 
 
    “The best kind,” she sniffed. “The kind that doesn’t give everything away until it’s too late.” 
 
    “No, you’re still lying!” I insisted. “What about Maxwell? She manipulated Mary – the real Mary – into going after my Stone. How could she do that if Mary was really you?” 
 
    “Oh, Peter,” she smirked. “Don’t tell me you missed the other clue?” 
 
    “What other clue?” 
 
    “Her name!” I shook my head. “Virginia Maxwell? Starts with Virgin and Max?” I shook my head again, adding a confused look, and she heaved a sigh. “I’m a virgin – well, I was until just now – and I’m Max.” 
 
    “Max?” I echoed doubtfully. “The cat?” 
 
    “Wow, you’re really dragging this out, Peter,” she grumbled. “Yes! I’m Mary and I’m Virginia and I’m Max.” She took a step back and suddenly Mary stood there in front of me, shy and innocent, and then she was Maxwell in all her voluptuous glory, and then Max curled her tail around her paws and looked up at me with her pale blue eyes.  
 
    “Meow,” she said sarcastically. “Do you believe me now?” 
 
    “Holy shit! You can talk?” 
 
    “Really?” she sighed. “I show you all the awesome disguises I dreamed up just for you, I reveal how I’ve been making you dance like a puppet all this time, and a talking cat is the thing that surprises you? Sheesh.”  
 
    Between one blink and the next, Max disappeared and Amaryx took her place, but this time she took the form she had when I first met her, a tweener a few months shy of puberty.  
 
    “I don’t know why I bother sometimes,” she groused. 
 
    “But if you’re Max, then you’ve been out of Susie’s Stone for months! She lied to me!” 
 
    “No, she didn’t.” 
 
    “I asked her if she let you out and she said no!” 
 
    “Not that Susie lying is a great shock to anyone,” she retorted smugly, “but technically, you asked her if she let me out that day.” 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” I squeezed my eyes shut in the hopes that this was all just some sort of horrible waking nightmare, but no, Amaryx was still there smirking at me when I opened them again. “You’re the one who turned Susie away from the Goddess,” I accused her. “You taught her how to make those portals.” 
 
    “She’s a very quick study,” she agreed amiably. “By the time I’m done with her, she’ll be a better demon hunter than even the great Dr. William Bellowes. You should be happy for her.” 
 
    I saw red, literally, as my witchlight abruptly darkened into a ruddy glow. I seized Amaryx by her upper arms and slammed her against the wall, pinning her there. “Leave Susie alone,” I snarled in her face. “I won’t let you hurt her.” 
 
    “But you’re okay with hurting me?” she asked slyly. “This is a whole different side of you, Peter. Are you going to ravage me with this too?” Her knee nudged me between my legs where I was already rampant and ready once more. “Do it,” she urged me, her icy blue eyes boring into mine. “Do anything you want to me, bend me to your will. Make me scream your name.” 
 
    “No!” I shoved myself away, breathing hard. Amaryx straightened to her full five-foot-nothing height, rubbing at the bruises on her arms as she grinned at me in delight. 
 
    “You know you want me, Peter,” she teased me. 
 
    “I don’t!” I rasped, but the physical evidence refuted my claim. “It’s the cookies doing this!” 
 
    “Those wore off ages ago,” she scoffed. “What you’re feeling now is real.” 
 
    “You’re lying! All this was a lie!” I swept my hand around the room. “This was all just a convoluted scheme to have sex with me.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly, that’s just a bonus,” she smiled wickedly. “This was all just a convoluted scheme to soul bond with you.” She reached out and flicked my Stone with her finger. 
 
    My heart sank into my guts as I gaped at her. Between the sex and the visions and Amaryx revealing herself, I’d forgotten what I set out to do with Mary in the first place.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” I breathed. “But – but we can’t be bonded! You don’t have a soul!” 
 
    “Then how come I can do this?” she asked smugly. She held out her hand and I felt a strange pulling sensation in my chest as a fireball appeared on her palm, a roiling ball of smoky red flames. She tossed it into the air and caught it, snuffing it out in her clenched fist.  
 
    “I’ve always had a soul, Peter,” she told me, “the one my father gave me when He created me, but it wasn’t quite right. It lacked the divine spark, so He tossed me aside like a broken lightbulb. He thought He failed but He didn’t, not really. My soul just needed a little jump-start, that’s all.” She spun around in a circle with a delighted laugh. “Don’t you get it, Peter?” she grinned at me. “You accomplished something the Dread Lord Himself couldn’t do. You created a new soul! Isn’t that wonderful?” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I muttered in despair. “What have I done?” 
 
    “Doomed your entire planet and everyone you know and love,” Amaryx nodded thoughtfully. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep you around for a while. Until our son is born, anyway.” 
 
    “I won’t let you hurt anyone!” 
 
    Amaryx blew a derisive raspberry. “Good luck with that. Okay, you might want to stand back a bit. My wings take up a lot of space.” Suddenly in her twenties form once more, she set her feet and spread her arms out wide. “It’s time for me to rise again and claim this world as mine!” 
 
    My pentagram snapped back into place and I conjured the same invisible box I used to keep Mary from running away, trapping Amaryx inside. She lowered her arms with a sigh that strongly implied she was running out of patience with me. 
 
    “Why are you being so difficult about this?” she demanded. 
 
    “One Armageddon was enough,” I told her grimly. “You’ll stay in there until we put you back into Susie’s Stone.” 
 
    Her short laugh dripped with scorn. “This thing?” She rapped her knuckle on one of the walls, making it vibrate. “You forget who you’re dealing with. I’m your soul mate, Peter, literally. Anything you can do, I can undo.” 
 
    She placed her hand flat on the wall and my Stone flared as power rushed out of me into her. The cage shimmered into view, more like ice instead of glass, and cracks radiated out from her hand. I gripped my Stone in my fist and the cracks slowed and reversed, but Amaryx gritted her teeth and we fought over control of the spell. I was so focused on preventing her from drawing on my Stone that I missed her other hand gesturing, until something impaled me just below my heart.  
 
    I staggered backwards, clutching my chest as my pentagram vanished and the cage shattered into nothingness. Something long and thin protruded between my ribs and I yanked it out, screaming at the pain as blood spurted from the wound. A moment later, my Stone healed me and I found myself staring at a wooden chopstick, probably left over from the last time we had Chinese take-out. 
 
    “I don’t like hurting you, Peter,” Amaryx grumbled. “Well, that’s not really true but first things first. Just stand over there like a good little hero and don’t mess this up. This is my moment.” She flung her arms open wide and threw her head back. “My moment to rise!” she shouted at the ceiling. “Ha ha ha ha ha!” She waited a moment. “Ha ha!” She frowned and tried opening her arms again. “Ha.” Now she looked down at herself. “Why isn’t this working?” 
 
    The desperate horror I felt at the thought of Amy rising again gave way to malicious humor. “Need another jump-start?” I mocked her. 
 
    “Shut up!” she snapped. “I’m just out of practice, that’s all.” She clamped her eyes shut and clenched her fists and grimaced like she was trying to give birth to a watermelon, but nothing happened. She reached back, feeling her shoulders, and tried to twist around. “Where are my wings?” she demanded. “Do you see any wings back there?” 
 
     I leaned over to take a look. “Just the tattooed ones.” They were intricately detailed in black ink, stretching from the tops of her shoulders all the way down to her butt. 
 
    “Well, fuck. This is embarrassing.” Amaryx crossed her arms under her breasts and scowled at a spot past my left ear as she contemplated the problem. Then her gaze slid over to my Stone and her eyes narrowed. “Are you stopping me from rising?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know how,” I told her honestly. “Maybe your new soul is getting in the way. Maybe you’re not evil enough to rise anymore.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous! My soul hasn’t changed.” 
 
    “It did, actually. We’re connected now, remember? I think some of my soul leaked into yours.” 
 
    “What? Ooh, no! Yuck!” She shuddered and scraped her skin like she was covered in slugs. “Get out of me! I don’t want to be good! Good is boring!” 
 
    “You’re not good,” I assured her, rolling my eyes. “You’re just slightly less evil.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” she turned on me. “Then you’re slightly less good!” 
 
    “I’m not –” I started to protest, but then I remembered the twisted excitement I felt at the gruesome visions I’d witnessed and how roughly I treated her. That wasn’t me. That wasn’t me before, I told myself with a sinking sensation in my gut. “Shit,” I murmured. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Hah!”  
 
    We glared at each other and then looked away, like a couple squabbling over whose turn it was to do the dishes. Amaryx was the first to clear her throat.  
 
    “So,” she said, nudging one of my hastily discarded shoes with her toe, “now what do we do?” 
 
    “We both messed up big time,” I sighed. “You can’t rise and destroy all of mankind and I’m bound to the Spawn of Darkness. 
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” 
 
    “It is a bad thing! Mary was supposed to help me fight Maxwell.” Amaryx cocked an eyebrow at me. “Who was you in disguise,” I remembered ruefully. “So no one’s after Susie’s Stone. I was worried about nothing.” 
 
    “See? It all worked out. Everybody’s happy, more or less.” She squatted down and placed her palms on the carpet. Dull red rings appeared and began to turn slowly. “Well, it’s been fun. We’ll have to do this again sometime.” 
 
    “Not so fast.” I grabbed her hair and yanked her off balance. She yelped and the portal disappeared. “I’m not done with you yet.” 
 
    She tried to free her herself, glaring up at me. “I got what I wanted from you, even if it didn’t work out like I expected. I’m going back to Susie. She appreciates me,” she sniffed. 
 
    “No,” I told her flatly. “You turned her to the Dark Side, you’re going to help me bring her back.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” she sneered. “She’s a lot more fun this way.” 
 
    I pulled up on her hair, forcing her to rise to her knees. “Because I’ll hurt you if you don’t.” 
 
    “Oh, Peter,” she smiled, “you’ve got that backwards. You should promise to hurt me if I do help you.”  
 
    Her gaze slid downwards, where I still stood at attention. Amaryx’s lips parted slowly and her tongue reached out to flick the reddened tip, sending a shivery thrill through my entire body.  
 
    “Who do you want me to be, Peter?” she whispered huskily. “I can be anyone or anything you desire.” 
 
    I tried to resist, I really did, but those same wicked memories flashed through my thoughts again, teasing and tempting me. She looked up at me through her lashes and I told her what I wanted. Her lascivious grin spread from ear to ear. 
 
    “Oh, you bad boy,” she gloated, transforming in an instant. “This is going to be good.” 
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    Colors are more than just parts of a rainbow. They convey meaning and emotions as well. In Western society, for example, green is often associated with nature, growth, and renewal, while blue denotes cleanliness and freshness. Yellow is happy and energetic, red is excitement and danger, white is purity and innocence, and so on. 
 
    As familiar as these associations are to us, people in other countries often view colors in a very different light. In China, for example, white is associated with death and mourning, which is why very few Chinese brides walk down the aisle in a white wedding dress. This disparity in interpretation makes it difficult for multi-national corporations to choose colors for their logos. McDonald’s golden arches on a red background symbolize fast food – red and yellow are fast, energetic colors – but they don’t work as well in Beijing, where red denotes luck and yellow is often associated with pornography. This might lead some people to believe that eating at McDonald’s will help them get lucky, in all senses of the phrase. Those people are in for disappointment. 
 
    The one color that has a fairly consistent meaning around the world, though, is black. There’s a reason the bad guys wear black in the movies and it’s not just because it looks sharp. While black isn’t always connected to death in different cultures, its association with a related concept is very strong. Black is evil. 
 
      
 
    Afterwards, when my unnatural lusts finally ran their course, I lay there on the floor trying to feel guilty about the things I made Amaryx do, but that part of me was numb. Amaryx, for her part, never once complained, although she did scream my name quite a few times, both in ecstasy and in agony. She lay sprawled across my chest, once more in tweener form, tracing random shapes on my sternum. 
 
    “You corrupted me,” I said dully. My Philosopher’s Stone healed the physical injuries we inflicted on each other but it did nothing for the ache in my heart. “I’m evil now.” 
 
    Amaryx made a rude noise. “You’re not evil.” She sat up and straddled my stomach. “You’re not even close to evil. Evil is on the other side of the planet from you.” 
 
    “But what about all this?” I showed her my hands, smudged with drying blood. We were both going to need a good shower, possibly two, to scour everything off. 
 
    “That’s not evil, that’s passion.” I started to argue with her but she leaned forward and pressed her fingertip to my lips. “Look, would you do anything like that with anyone else?” I shook my head in revulsion. “Would you kill someone who clearly didn’t deserve it?” 
 
    “No,” I mumbled around her finger. 
 
    “Do you revel in the sight of other people’s entrails? Do you dream of ways to make them scream even louder? Does the senseless slaughter of your enemies and their families and anyone they ever met make your insides tingle?” Her shapeless chest was heaving now and something warm and gooshy oozed between us. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    She had to swallow and wipe her mouth with the back of her hand before she could continue. “See?” she said, panting a little. “You’re not evil. Don’t worry, no one needs to know about our little secret. You can stand in front of the weak and helpless in your shining armor and no one will suspect a thing. So,” she smiled, catching her lower lip in her fangs, “do you want to do it again?” 
 
    “Oh, God, yes,” I groaned, “but we can’t.”  
 
    I shoved her off me, ignoring her aggrieved protest. I clambered slowly to my feet, surveying the room. Susie’s bed was completely trashed out and there were blotches of bodily fluids all over, including a bloody handprint on the door.  
 
    “We need to clean all this up. Susie’s going to kill us if Mom and Dad don’t get to us first. Wait a minute,” I said slowly. “Why aren’t they already here yelling at me? A herd of elephants couldn’t have made more noise than we did.” 
 
    Amaryx got to her feet, back in her twenty-ish not-quite-risen form. “I took care of them ages ago,” she informed me, tossing her hair over her shoulder. 
 
    “What?” I gasped. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t get your panties in a knot,” she retorted. “Remember my special trick?” She held up her hand with her fingers poised to snap. 
 
    “You stopped time?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to be interrupted while we were enjoying each other’s company,” she smiled. “Mommy and Daddy are perfectly safe, stuck in mid-snore. They won’t notice a thing when they wake up.” 
 
    “They’ll notice this,” I retorted, gesturing around the room. “What are we going to do about it?” 
 
    “What do you mean, we?” she sniffed. “Do I look like a maid to you?” 
 
    “At least half this mess is yours.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” 
 
    “Forget it,” I sighed. “I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “You do that. I’m going to take a shower.” Amaryx flung open the door and walked out. 
 
    I closed my eyes and cast the concentration spell again, rummaging through the still-uncatalogued sections of the Encyclopedia Arcanum for some sort of cleaning spell. I figured that the Occult Investigations team and the Circle of Nine had some way to hide the evidence of demon incursions, including removing whatever bits remained of the victims. I discovered a few specialized glamours that restored damaged objects to their original appearance but those were only temporary measures. I needed something that would physically remove dried blood and other stains without leaving a trace. Something that would make the bed and shampoo the carpet would be helpful too. 
 
    I was perusing a promising spell when I felt that pulling sensation again. It was just a little trickle of magic, barely noticeable, but it was definitely flowing out of my Stone through me into someone behind me.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked, keeping my eyes closed. 
 
    “Painting my nails.” The cloying scent of drying acrylic confirmed Amaryx’s claim. 
 
    “Since when do you need magic for that?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Then you won’t mind if I do this.” I exerted my will, cutting off the flow. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “You’re trying to steal enough power to rise, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I am not! Besides, it’s my power too. We’re bonded, remember?” 
 
    I stashed the cleaning spell in my memorized collection before opening my eyes and turning around. Amaryx, wearing nothing but Mary’s silver ring on her forefinger, sat in Susie’s chair with a small bottle in one hand, a brush in the other, and her foot propped up on the edge of the wastebasket. All of her fingernails and half of her toenails were already glossy black. 
 
    “Sticking with the goth motif, I see.” 
 
    “It’s the only color Susie has without glitter,” she informed me. “Besides,” she smirked, “I thought you’d like the tiles to match the carpet and the drapes.” 
 
    “I appreciate your thoughtfulness and keen fashion sense,” I said dryly. “Okay, let’s see if this works.” 
 
    Dr. Bellowes’ cleaning spell used air and water magic as a kind of a scoop to remove dirt and debris from other objects and I hoped it would work on stains as well. It wasn’t a particularly complicated spell but it seemed to require a delicate touch, so I rolled my neck to loosen my muscles, exhaled slowly, summoned my pentagram, and made the necessary gesture. Strands of magic wove themselves together into a glittering net and I guided it across the door. The handprint peeled off the surface like a Post-It note, hovering in midair within the confines of the net as it slowly disintegrated into sticky reddish dust. So far, so good. 
 
    I swept the net back and forth across the walls and then over Susie’s bed, pulling the blood and other secretions out of the material, and then I got to work on the floor. By the time I was done, Susie’s room was probably the cleanest it had been in years and I had a glistening orb of dirty brown gunk the size of a softball drifting in front of me. I eyed it with distaste. 
 
    “I need that wastebasket,” I said. “I don’t trust myself to get this thing down the hall without dropping it.” 
 
    “I’m using it.” Amaryx was on her final toe but she was taking an extraordinarily long time with it. 
 
    “Don’t make me dump this on you.” 
 
    “You’re such a tease,” she smiled, but she screwed the cap back on the nail polish bottle and moved her foot out of the way. After a bit of trial and error, I was able to maneuver the slimeball inside and it plopped to the bottom with an oozy squelch, like a smoothie made from animal entrails but not nearly as appetizing. I picked up the wastebasket, holding it at arm’s length.  
 
    “I’m going to toss this and take a shower,” I said, trying not to breathe through my nose. “Don’t go anywhere.” Amaryx waggled her fingertips at me in a silent reminder that she was stuck where she was until her nails dried.  
 
    I hurried down the hall and flushed the refuse down the toilet, rinsing out the wastebasket before I took care of my own needs. When I finally returned to Susie’s room, scrubbed raw from head to toe, I found Amaryx bending over in front of the bookcase, perusing the titles of Susie’s romance novels. Since she’d never demonstrated any interest in reading before, I had to assume she was trying to seduce me again. I was made of sterner stuff, though, and I retrieved my shorts from the floor and pulled them on. 
 
    “Get dressed,” I told her bluntly. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    She straightened and pouted at me. “I’m tired, Peter,” she complained. “I just want to bask in the afterglow of our love. Besides, my nails are still wet.” 
 
    “Too bad. We have things to do.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “You’re going to help me fix the problem you caused.” 
 
    “What problem?” she asked, opening her eyes wide in feigned innocence. “I did everything a proper familiar is supposed to do.” 
 
    “You drove Susie to the Dark Side!” 
 
    “I was helpful and supportive of my mistress’s desires,” she sniffed haughtily. “That’s not easy for me, you know. I deserve credit for that.” 
 
    “And you manipulated her into emptying out Dr. Bellowes’ dungeon of horrors!” 
 
    “Nuh-uh. She came up with that idea all on her own.” 
 
    “You taught the witches how to transform themselves into demons!” 
 
    “No, actually I lied about that,” she shrugged, joggling her feminine assets. “Witches can’t transmogrify, you need demon magic for that.” 
 
    “Okay, but you taught them how to open demon portals!” 
 
    “Nope, another lie,” she admitted cheerfully. “I taught Susie but she has to bring the other girls through herself.” 
 
     “Susie already knows how to make portals.” 
 
    “Just that one that she memorized from before. Creating new ones takes a whole different skill set.” 
 
    “Okay, fine, but why does she need to make portals in the first place?” 
 
    “She doesn’t have a car, duh. I got tired of walking everywhere.” 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose between my eyes. “Amy –” 
 
    “Why are you trying so hard to make me the bad guy, Peter?” She sidled up to me and placed her hands on my chest, looking up at me winsomely. “I’m the innocent victim here, really. After Susie trapped me in her Stone, I had to promise to be her familiar before she’d let me out again. That’s practically slavery!” 
 
    “The word innocent doesn’t belong in any sentence involving you. Get dressed.” I picked up my pants and stepped into them. 
 
    “I don’t have anything to wear,” she grumped, crossing her arms. 
 
    “What about those?” Mary’s clothes were tangled up with mine on the floor. 
 
    “Those won’t fit,” she sniffed, “or didn’t you notice the difference between us?” She arched her back to demonstrate but I remained resolute. 
 
    “Then switch back to being Mary. That’ll probably be better anyway. I assume the rest of the coven doesn’t know who you really are.” 
 
    “Being someone who isn’t me wears me out.” My eyes strayed over to the bed and she smiled wickedly. “Sometimes it’s worth the effort.” 
 
    “I’ll bear that in mind the next time. Fine, then get something from Susie’s closet. No,” I realized before she could say anything, “those won’t fit either. Dara’s about your size, wear something of hers.” 
 
    “Dara.” The venom she put into that one word made me take a step back. 
 
    “What have you got against Dara?” I frowned. “She’s barely a witch.” 
 
    “She’s barely a succubus!” Amaryx snapped. “She’s a waste of space, a menace to herself and everyone around her, a blight on all demonkind! I don’t know why my father didn’t toss her into the furnace the moment she was hatched and make room for someone who was halfway competent! Do you know how many souls she captured after half a millennium? Zero! A big fat goose egg! More souls wander into Hell by accident than she’s been able to collect her entire life! And then she has the gall to make googly eyes at you when you should have been with me all this time and then she just hands you my father’s soulstone like it’s a shiny rock and – and –”  
 
    She was practically spitting with outrage now, her face flushed and her fists clenched, and I eyed her uneasily, wondering if I would have enough time to raise my defenses before she attacked me. Slowly, though, she got herself back under control, breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth until she was able to toss back her hair and clear her throat.  
 
    “Anyway,” she said in a much calmer voice, “I’d rather roll around on broken glass than wear anything of hers.” 
 
    “Okay then, but I don’t think we’re talking about the same Dara.” 
 
    She eyed me narrowly. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You seem to be a little worked up about some succubus named Dara. I was talking about my sister.” 
 
    “Your … sister?” she echoed incredulously. “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “I’m just suggesting you borrow some of her clothes. It’s no big deal.” 
 
    “Wait, you actually think Dara’s your sister?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said slowly, trying to figure out what she was getting at. “Dara, my twin sister.” 
 
    Amaryx gaped at me with her mouth hanging open and then she burst into hysterical laughter. All I could do was stare at her as she struggled to breathe while pointing at me and clutching her stomach. She ended up on the floor curled up in a little ball as her giggled slowly devolved into hiccups. 
 
    “Oh, Seven Hells, that’s a hoot,” she managed to gasp, wiping the tears from her eyes. She tried to sit up and grimaced. “Ow, I think I pulled a muscle.” She looked up at me and almost started laughing again until she bit down on her tongue. “You can’t be serious. You honestly think Dara’s your actual sister?” 
 
    “Of course she is!” I told her angrily. I was getting tired of this act. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    She snorted but caught herself. “Tell me, does the name Daraxandriel mean anything to you?” 
 
    I looked at her askance. “That was the demon who taught Dr. Bellowes his first spells. Where did you hear about her?” 
 
     “Oh, Peter,” she said, shaking her head, “this is going to be so much fun. Okay, you talked me into it. Let’s go visit your sisters.” Her grin was equal parts malice and delight. 
 
    Amaryx practically danced towards the door and I was about to remind her to put something on when suddenly she was completely clothed in a tight-fitting halter top that exposed the wing tattoos on her back, hip-hugger pants that looked like they were painted on, and backless heels that gave her an extra four inches of height. Everything was solid black other than the silver chain serving as her belt, giving her a complete gothic-emo-hooker vibe. I quickly pulled on the rest of my clothes and followed her, but she was already standing on the porch outside by the time I caught up to her. 
 
    “Can you use the portals at the Circle to get us into Melissa’s place?” I asked her as I shut and locked the front door. “I doubt Carl will let us through the gate.” 
 
    “I could,” she shrugged. She looked like she was struggling not to giggle. “It’ll be faster just to make a new one here.” 
 
    “Here?” I echoed. “In our front yard?” 
 
    “What, is that too public for you?” she teased. “Are you worried you won’t be able to sneak off and peep through Melissa’s window without someone noticing?” 
 
    “I’m worried about someone seeing us disappear into thin air.” Granted, that wasn’t much of a risk at this time of night but I looked around anyway. Everything was absolutely still and silent. No trucks rumbled in the distance, no dogs barked at the shadows, even the air itself seemed stuck in place. “Why is it so quiet?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “Oh, that. My bad.” Amaryx snapped her fingers. The change was sudden and subtle but now everything felt normal once more, or at least as normal as things got these days. “Right, let’s go see what your dear sister is up to.”  
 
    She snorked back another laugh and dropped to her haunches, placing her hands on the concrete walkway. Dark red circles lit up around her, although I was a bit distracted by the black fabric stretched to the breaking point across her buttocks. 
 
    The circles began to spin in opposite directions and words in an unreadable angular script appeared within them. The process seemed to take an extraordinarily long time but I was so used to everything Amaryx did happening instantaneously that even a minute felt like an hour. Maybe her incantations actually did take a while but she just froze time while she did them to make them appear fast. 
 
    Regardless, she finally stood and arched her back with a grimace. “This is why I hate menial labor,” she grumbled. “Everything hurts at the end of it. If only I had some way to magically soothe my aches and pains.”  
 
    “Can’t you just replace yourself with a non-achy version?” I knew through bitter experience that Amaryx had access to her past and future selves, which made her very hard to surprise and impossible to kill. 
 
    “I could,” she pouted, “but it’s such a bother to figure out how far in time to go.” She batted her eyes at me and I rolled mine at her. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed. I loosened my hold on our bond and let my Stone’s power flow into her, keeping careful watch on what she did with it. She just closed her eyes and made a sensuous noise in the back of her throat as the magic washed through her. 
 
    “Delightful,” she smiled. “You know, I used to think that witch magic wasn’t fit for scrubbing toilets but I’m beginning to appreciate its advantages.” 
 
    “We’re so glad you approve. Is it ready?” I nodded at the portal, still spinning slowly around her feet. 
 
    “Of course. Hug me.” She held out her arms. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t want to get lost in the space-time continuum, would you? Who knows where and when you’d end up? Come on, don’t be shy.” She beckoned me with her black-tipped fingers. 
 
    “Does Susie hug the other witches when she teleports them?” 
 
    Amaryx made a rude sound. “Susie doesn’t like to be touched and she doesn't much care if someone winds up in Outer Slobovia. Get a move on, we don’t have all night.”  
 
    I didn’t have much of a choice, so I stepped into the center of the rings and put my arms around Amaryx’s shoulders. She grasped my waist and pulled me closer, pressing her breasts against me with a wicked grin. “That’s much better, don’t you think?” 
 
    In her heels, Amaryx and I were the same height and I found myself staring into her pale blue eyes. She was, I realized with a start, the closest thing I had to a girlfriend in this timeline. She was the only girl I kissed since I returned from the future and the only one I made love to, if that was the right term for what we did in Susie’s bedroom. Sure, she was a bloodthirsty psychopathic demon with delusions of godhood, but she was my bloodthirsty psychopathic demon with delusions of godhood. I felt an almost overwhelming urge to kiss her and I thought, What the hell, it’s not like anything better is going to come along anytime soon.  
 
    I grabbed the back of her head and pressed my mouth against hers. She stiffened in surprise for a moment and then reciprocated with fierce, almost desperate passion. By the time we finally came up for air, we were both breathing hard, I had a cut lip where one of her fangs snagged me, and one of her boobs was hanging out of the side of her top. 
 
    “Wow,” she murmured. “That was … unexpected. I like this new you,” she smiled slyly. “You’re a lot more fun than that old stick-in-the-mud you used to be.” 
 
    “Don’t get your hopes up,” I told her. “This is just temporary until I figure out how to undo the bond.” Just the thought of doing that, though, made my heart ache. “Let’s go.” 
 
    She searched my face for a long moment and then nodded before wiping the blood from my lip with her thumb and covering herself up. She took hold of my waist again, loosely this time, and I felt a surge of – something – as dark shadows swirled around us for a moment before the world abruptly spun away and deposited us in darkness. A moment later, bright lights snapped on, blinding me, and I shoved Amaryx behind me as I summoned my pentagram, searching fruitlessly for the threat with my Sight. 
 
    I shielded my eyes from the glare and I slowly made out the shapes around us. We were standing on a pebbled patio beside an expanse of carefully manicured lawn and a large building loomed over us. The lights, I realized, were motion-sensitive security floodlights, throwing our shadows all the way back to an Olympic-sized swimming pool. A round glass-topped table with a closed umbrella and four chairs sat nearby, still littered with pizza boxes and beer bottles. 
 
    “This is Melissa’s place,” I said as I dispelled my pentagram. “I recognize her back yard.” 
 
    “No, really?” Amaryx gasped. “What a stroke of luck! Who knows where the portal that I created might have taken us?” 
 
    I ignored her sarcasm and squinted up at the house. All the windows were dark and the place was eerily still. Throw in a storm and a dense forest in the middle of nowhere and this would have been the perfect backdrop for a teenage slasher flick. 
 
    “I kind of expected a horde of witches to charge us with wands a-blazing as soon as we came through the portal,” I admitted. 
 
    “They’re probably just sleeping off the booze.” Amaryx picked up a couple of the bottles and shook them but they were empty. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised if Melissa’s down for the count, but all nine of them?” I used my Sight again but the only witch aura I detected in the area was right beside me. “Do they all have odylic barriers?” I frowned. “Dara shouldn’t, at least. Hers was anchored to my Stone.” I paused as a thought struck me. “Hang on, you’re a demon. Why do you have a witch aura?” It was blood-red, the same as Mary’s. 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t be a very convincing witch if you Saw my normal aura,” she pointed out with a sniff. “Susie gave me a barrier too.” She held up her left hand and the silver ring on her forefinger gleamed under the floodlights. 
 
    “That’s supposed to hide your aura.” 
 
    “Susie adjusted the spell. Now it generates a fake aura too.” Amaryx switched the ring to the middle finger on her right hand and her aura turned bluish-green, just like Maxwell’s. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? I was just joking about her being able to do that!” I shook my head in disgust. “How am I supposed to tell witches from demons if their auras are fake or missing altogether?” 
 
    “You can’t trust anyone these days,” she agreed amiably. “So are we going in or what?” 
 
    “Let me see if Dara’s still awake,” I told her, pulling out my phone. “She’ll be able to tell us if there are any unpleasant surprises inside.” 
 
    “She’s an unpleasant surprise,” she muttered. I pretended not to hear her. 
 
    I was about to tap Dara’s number when I noticed that I had several unread messages. I checked them and they were all from Dara, each one more urgent than the last. 
 
    Call me.  
 
    Call me ASAP! 
 
    I need to talk to you right now! 
 
    Hurry! 
 
    Where are you? Wake up! 
 
    I have to get ready. I’ll leave you a voice message. 
 
    That was the last text from her but the voicemail icon was showing. I quickly opened it up and played it on speaker so Amaryx could hear it as well. 
 
    “Peter, Susie’s taking us somewhere else.” Dara’s voice was a harsh whisper, as if she was afraid someone might overhear her. “I don’t know where we’re going but we’re supposed to meet up in the back yard. I think she’s going to take us through that new portal she created. Susie has a soul trap with her, the biggest I’ve ever –” Voices sounded in the background but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. “Find us. I love you!”  
 
    That was the end of the recording and I just stared at my phone, trying to understand what was going on. Amaryx, for her part, just mumbled “Love? Pfft. She wouldn’t know real love if it smacked her in the face.” 
 
    “Forget that!” I snapped. “Where did Susie take them?” 
 
    “How would I know?” 
 
    “You’re her familiar!” 
 
    “Oh, like she tells me anything,” she retorted. “She only talks to me to order me around. I’m seriously thinking about turning in my two weeks’ notice.” 
 
    “Shit.” I stabbed Dara’s number and the call immediately rolled over to her voicemail. Either her phone was off or it was out of range. Just like in Dr. Bellowes’ dungeon under Kenilworth Castle, I thought grimly. “Shit,” I said again, hanging up. “I was hoping she’d be able to tell us what Susie’s doing. Where’s that portal Dara mentioned?”  
 
    I scanned the yard with my Sight and spotted two portals, a small one by the pool and a much larger one in the far corner of the property, overshadowed by two oak trees. I ran over there, throwing up a witchlight when I got out of range of the floodlights. The grass over the portal was trampled by countless feet and somebody’s Texas Rangers baseball cap lay nearby.  
 
    “Where does this go?” I demanded as Amaryx ambled up beside me. 
 
    “That’s almost impossible to tell,” she shrugged, unperturbed. She knelt down at the edge of the portal and held her hand over it. Circles the color of molten iron appeared but there were five of them, much more densely packed with angular symbols than the others I’d seen. “I’d have to recognize the place the incantation describes and the odds of that are pretty small.” 
 
    “Does this go to,” I hesitated to give voice to my fear, “Hell?” 
 
    Amaryx blew a raspberry. “Susie can’t create a portal to Hell,” she scoffed and then she paused thoughtfully. “Yet.” She peered at the symbols as they slowly spun past. “No, this doesn’t ring any bells for me. Oh, wait, here’s something. Huh.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It says Torvaragh Susyxorn.” 
 
    “Which means –?” I prompted her impatiently. 
 
    “It translates as the Tower of Susyx. It’s demonic,” she added unnecessarily. “Apparently it’s the name of a landmark near the other end of the portal.” 
 
    I pulled up Google on my phone. “Maybe I can find it on the map. How do you spell Torvar-whatever?” 
 
    “You’re not going to find it,” she scoffed. 
 
    “Just because we’ve never heard of it doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist,” I argued. 
 
    “Peter, Susyx is what the demons called Susie after all that nonsense with Nyx.” Even after all this time, Amaryx couldn’t say her mother’s name without snarling. “Torvaragh Susyxorn means Susie’s Tower. Not very original,” she grumbled. 
 
    “What are you talking about? Susie doesn’t have a tower.” Amaryx just gave me a look. “Does she?” Now she used her hands to indicate the portal in front of us. “How did she get a tower?” 
 
    “Who knows?” she shrugged. “She’s very good at keeping secrets. Even from me,” she added sourly. 
 
    “So you don’t know where it is.” She shook her head. “Fine,” I sighed, shoving my phone back in my pocket. “Let’s just go through and see where we end up. You can open it, right?” 
 
    “Do kharvahl demons eat mishnhar for breakfast?” she smirked. 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “The answer is yes.” Amaryx took my hand and pulled me into the center of the portal. The rings began to spin in opposite directions and their glow brightened from orange to yellow to white. “Well, that’s interesting,” she mused, frowning at the portal. The symbols were just a blur now. “You might want to hold on for real this time.” She entwined her fingers with mine. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen a portal like this before. It feels like it’s connected to the Abyss.” 
 
    “The Abyss?” My voice reached an octave it hadn’t hit since puberty. “It’s a trap!” I tried to jump out of the rings but Amaryx held me in place. 
 
    “No, it’s not taking us there, it’s –” She tilted her head as if she was listening to something I couldn’t detect. “It’s drawing power from the Abyss. This should be fun.” 
 
    “Your idea of fun isn’t the same as mine!” 
 
    “It will be once I’m done with you,” she grinned. “Okay, here we go. See you on the other side.” 
 
    The rings suddenly flashed a color I didn’t have a word for and tumbled wildly in random orbits, like a five-piece gimbal in a cement mixer. I ducked as they whirred over my head, enclosing us in nested spheres of undifferentiated magic. The world outside faded away into a gray featureless mist and Amaryx’s grip on my hand tightened painfully. 
 
    “– have to say – ‘mpressed!” she shouted, but her voice was muffled almost to inaudibility. “– didn’t think – could pull – thing like this off!” 
 
    Before I could ask her what she meant, the portal collapsed into a singularity, taking us with it, and we went … elsewhere. 
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    Since time immemorial, people have dreamed of flying. The myth of Daedalus and Icarus and their wings of wax was well known back in 1400 BC. Leonardo da Vinci sketched out the first airplane in 1480. Orville and Wilbur Wright made powered flight a reality in 1903. Today, we think nothing about traveling across the country in a large metal box moving at over 500 miles per hour, but that isn’t really flying, that’s being cargo with a free drink and a snack. 
 
    To truly fly like a bird, you need wings, preferably ones not made from wax. They’d have to be large enough to bear your weight, which unfortunately means they’d get in the way whenever you sat down in a chair. Sleeping on your back would be uncomfortable at best and all of your clothes would have to be backless. Having wings would take some getting used to. 
 
    Still, I think most people would put up with all that if they could just step outside and wing their way to work or school. Traffic jams would be a thing of the past, drive-throughs would become walk-throughs, and you’d no longer have to wait for an elevator to reach the top floor of a building. Having wings would be awesome, as long as nobody poops on your head. 
 
      
 
    The universe slammed back into place around me and I caught a last glimpse of the portal’s rings spinning by before they faded into oblivion. I felt vaguely queasy as I tried to convince my inner ear that down was in the general direction of my feet. My hand gripped Amaryx’s – or hers gripped mine, it was hard to tell – and it was the only thing keeping me from falling over. 
 
    It was a lot colder here, wherever here was, and damp enough that I was surprised we weren’t surrounded by fog. The sky was dark and overcast but a watery light seeping through the spindly trees surrounding us hinted that dawn might not be too far off. We were in a forest of sorts, albeit a rather unimpressive one, and the ground underfoot was spongey with decaying leaves. 
 
    “Where are we?” I frowned. This didn’t look at all like North Texas. Colorado, maybe? I wondered. I’d never been there but this place had an alpine sort of feel. “Do you see Susie’s tower anywhere?” Even with augmented sight, I couldn’t detect any buildings or structures in the dank darkness. 
 
    I expected some sort of snide remark from Amaryx but she remained silent. Peering closer, I realized she was breathing slowly through her mouth with her eyes closed. “Are you okay?” I asked worriedly. 
 
    “If we get out of this alive,” she said carefully, “I’m walking home.” She slowly opened one eye, winced, and squeezed it shut again. “Susie sucks at making Abyssal portals.” 
 
    I couldn’t disagree with that assessment. “You could say she’s abysmal at it.” 
 
    Amaryx snorted and then quickly pulled her hand free to wrap her arms around her stomach. “Don’t make me laugh!” she groaned. “I’m trying not to puke.” 
 
    “Sorry. How come it affected you more than it did me?” 
 
    “One of us was born in the Abyss,” she said tightly. “The other one needs to shut up.” 
 
    “Sorry. Here.” I wrapped my fist around my Stone and sent its healing magic through our bond. She took in a deep breath and let out a sigh of relief as her eyes fluttered open. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said grudgingly. “You’re kind of handy to have around.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. So where are we?” 
 
    “Do I look like a GPS?” 
 
    I chose to interpret that as a helpful suggestion and pulled up the locator app on my phone. It took a long time to connect – I barely had one bar of signal here – and the map it showed me had no annotations. I zoomed out until I found the nearest landmark, a narrow lake called Thirlmere. That meant nothing to me, although it probably explained the damp air. I expanded the map, searching for anything that resembled a town, until I discovered a place called Keswick a few miles to the north. I’d never heard of it either so I kept going until the ocean appeared off the western shore, or at least that part of the ocean called the Irish Sea. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I muttered. “We’re back in England. God damn it, Susie.” 
 
    “I guess there weren’t any convenient towers in Texas,” Amaryx smirked. 
 
    “Apparently not.” I chewed my lip as I stared at the map, wondering if I should contact Lady Harwood and the Circle of Nine. Even with their diminished numbers, they were better equipped to handle whatever monstrosity lurked inside Susie’s soul trap. On the other hand, they’d be very unhappy that Susie was planning to unleash a demon lord in their territory and who knew what sort of punishment they had for that sort of thing. The fact that I was openly consorting with the Spawn of Darkness didn’t help either. No, the Goddess gave me this task and I had to see it through. I shoved my phone back in my pocket and looked around. 
 
    “You said the Tovarisch Susie –” 
 
    “Torvaragh Susyxorn” 
 
    “Whatever. It’s supposed to be a nearby landmark, right? It can’t be all that far away.” I looked around. The sky was a little bit lighter to the east but the trees were dense enough to cast everything in shadowy gloom. “If you were a tower, where would you be?” 
 
    “I’d be very close to a bunch of witches with magical auras,” Amaryx told me pointedly. 
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded, as if that was what I’d been thinking all along. She rolled her eyes and made a Get on with it gesture. 
 
    I sent out my Sight and spotted the coven immediately, a tight cluster of multicolored auras like a tangle of Christmas lights. I couldn’t tell which was whose, except for a dark purple one that was probably Melissa’s. 
 
    “That way,” I said, pointing. There was no path in that direction – or any other direction, for that matter – but my augmented sight picked out a trail of scuffed-up leaves threading between the trees, no doubt caused by the passage of nine witches. “Come on.” 
 
    I grabbed Amaryx’s hand and towed her after me, keeping my head down to avoid losing the trail in the dim light. We made good progress for a few minutes, working our way along a shallow but uneven slope, until Amaryx pulled herself free from my grasp. 
 
    “I can’t walk in these stupid shoes!” she complained. She plopped herself down on a fallen tree trunk and pulled one shoe off. The heel had a good two inches of dead leaves impaled on it, like the victims of a sadistic gardener. She scraped them off with a look of disgust and then repeated the exercise with her other shoe. “You didn’t tell me we’d hiking in the woods!” 
 
    “I didn’t know, did I?” I retorted. “Just conjure up a different pair and let’s get moving.” Her mouth twisted in dissatisfaction as she tossed her heels aside, rubbing her forehead. “Now what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she grumbled but she just sat there. 
 
    “What do you mean, nothing?” 
 
    “Nothing!” she snapped. “Nothing means nothing!” She jumped up and shoved her way past me. “Let’s get this over with.” She stomped away along the trail, almost silent in her bare feet.  
 
    I blinked in confusion and then ran after her. We walked in silence for a minute before I carefully said, “I know you can conjure new clothes. You did it back at the house.” 
 
    “Well, maybe I like walking on cold, slimy, decaying rubbish that probably has slugs in it!” 
 
    “You probably do,” I observed. 
 
    “Shut up! I don’t like cold things. Except ice cream.” She maintained a surly silence for another minute. “I can’t,” she admitted, so quietly I almost couldn’t hear her. 
 
    “You can’t?” She tipped her chin in the slightest of nods. “Conjure things?” Her lips tightened but she nodded again. “Why not?” 
 
    She turned on me in sudden fury, almost nose-to-nose with me. “I don’t know! Ever since we went through that stupid portal, my powers haven’t been working properly. It’s like Susie sucked all the juice out me somehow.” 
 
    “Is that possible?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Duh!” she retorted, throwing up her hands. “Do you think I’m just making this up? Do you think I like being useless? Ordinary? Human?” 
 
    I held up my hands in surrender. “Obviously not. Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    “No,” she grumped. “Yes.” 
 
    “Which is it?” 
 
    “Yes, there’s something you can do,” she huffed. “No, you won’t do it.” 
 
    “You haven’t even told me what it is.” 
 
    “Give me more power to replace what I lost.” I hesitated and she rolled her eyes dramatically. “See? That’s what I’m talking about. This whole soul bond thing is nothing but a phenomenal disappointment.” 
 
    “You tricked me into doing it, remember? How much do you need?” 
 
    “A thimble? A bucket? How am I supposed to know?” 
 
    “All right, fine. Heaven forbid you accidentally step on a slug.” I opened our bond wider and she looked startled for a moment before closing her eyes with a scowl of concentration. I had no way to judge how much she was taking in or what she was doing with it. All I could do was hope that I’d notice the change before she managed to rise. 
 
    After a couple of minutes, I felt something odd, as if the world skipped a beat and then continued on. I eyed Amaryx carefully but there was no sign of wings beyond the markings on her back. Instead, she looked down at her feet, now clad in black leather sneakers. 
 
    “Not my best work,” she observed sourly, “but they’ll do for now.” She started to follow the trail but then she paused and looked back over her shoulder. “Thanks,” she said grudgingly. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” I caught up with her and we continued on towards the coven and, hopefully, Torvaragh Susyxorn. 
 
    We made better time now that she didn’t have to pick her way through the detritus, skirting the base of a steep hill festooned with old moss, dead roots, and patches of lichen. The witches were closer now and I could clearly distinguish their auras, Worryingly, though, I only counted seven of them. 
 
    “So two of them are wearing their odylic barriers,” Amaryx shrugged indifferently when I told her. “You know Susie certainly is.” 
 
     “Yes, but –” Voicing my concerns would just make them feel more real so instead I studied the hill, still untouched by the coming dawn. “They’re up there, practically on top of us. That’s probably where the tower is.” 
 
    “Yeah, so?” 
 
    “So it’ll be faster if we climb.” I pushed my way between a couple of sad-looking shrubs, wincing as their damp, chilly branches brushed against my skin, and set my foot on a small outcropping, heaving myself up. “There’s plenty of handholds.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “It’s not that hard,” I insisted. “It’s almost like walking up the stairs.” I was already ten feet up, scanning the slope above me for the optimal route. 
 
    “Well, you have fun with that. I’m following the trail.” She walked away without a backwards glance. 
 
    “Wait! We should stay together!” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she called, waving farewell over her head. “I’ll come rescue you if you run into trouble.” 
 
    “Amy!” She ignored me and disappeared into the trees. I made a few choice observations about her character but since there was no one around to hear them, I was just wasting my breath. Instead, I stuck my toe into a solid-looking notch in the stone and continued the climb. 
 
    As it turned out. playing Legends of Lorecraft every night did nothing for my upper-body strength and stamina and my pauses grew longer and more frequent. The uncertain light made it hard to judge how much further I had to go and I finally gave in and cast a strength spell on myself. Things went much smoother after that, although I had to be careful not to break off the parts I was trying to use as handholds. The slope finally began to taper off and I was able to walk the rest of the way to the summit, where I found Torvaragh Susyxorn in all its glory, such as it was.  
 
    At one time, it must have been an impressive sight, a round tower made from the same dark stone as the hill it stood on, maybe thirty feet across at the base and probably three stories high in its heyday. That day, however, was centuries in the past and the current version was just sad and decrepit.  
 
    The upper story was missing completely and part of the second story had collapsed, likely the source of the blocks of stone strewn all around. The arched doorway gaped open with no sign of what happened to the door itself and the handful of narrow windows sprouted straggly weeds like hair in an old man’s ears. Flickering light spilled from the openings, though, accompanied by quiet voices. The witches were inside. 
 
    I checked on Amaryx’s progress through our bond and sensed that she was now heading towards me, although I couldn’t tell how far away she was. I was anxious to confirm that Susie and Dara were all right, so I moved closer to the tower’s entrance, crossing a larger version of the nine-pointed Circle from the warehouse carved into the uneven stone of the hilltop. The residual magic in it tingled as I passed.  
 
    I stopped just outside the tower’s doorway and peered inside. The interior was a large circular room that gave off a distinct dungeon vibe, nothing but blank stone walls, a low stone ceiling, and a floor carpeted with the composted detritus of dead leaves and, I was willing to bet, equally dead animals. A makeshift fire hissed in the center of the room, sending thin gray smoke up the narrow steps leading to the second floor, and seven witches huddled around its indifferent warmth. 
 
    None of them noticed me standing there, giving me a chance to look them over. They looked tired and scared and miserable and at least two of them were injured. One girl had blood caked in her hair and another lay prone close to the fire, moaning softly as a third witch, a bit older than the others, held her hand. Melissa sat on the far side of the fire, looking angry enough to bite the head off a rattlesnake, but the two faces I most wanted to see were nowhere in sight. 
 
    “Where’s Susie and Dara?” I demanded. 
 
    The room immediately exploded into a wild cacophony of screams and shouts and Latin phrases as multi-colored pentagrams popped into existence and their owners leveled their wands at me. I wasn’t particularly worried about anything they might throw at me but this panicked chaos wasn’t helping me find my sisters. 
 
    “QUIET!” I shouted, my voice echoing around the room. I gestured and my suppression spell snuffed out their pentagrams like birthday candles, sending them scurrying around until they all huddled around Melissa, except for the injured girl and her caretaker. 
 
    Melissa faced me across the fire, her wand aimed at a spot right between my eyes. “Don’t move a muscle,” she warned me and then she did a double-take. “Peter?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    “What happened here?” I asked. “Where’s Susie?” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she retorted. “How did you get here? You can’t use portals.” 
 
    “I had help. What happened?” 
 
    “You happened!” she snapped. 
 
    “Me?” I echoed in surprise. “I just got here.” 
 
    “Susie knew you were coming after her so she moved up her schedule. This was supposed to be our final training exercise,” she said bitterly. “We weren’t ready.” 
 
    “We were ready,” insisted one of the five black-haired witches, a Latina I vaguely recognized from school. “That demon was too strong.” 
 
     “Shit, you opened the soul trap? God damn it. What were you thinking?” 
 
    “We were thinking Hellburn needs witches who actually want to be witches!” Melissa spat. “We were thinking people need champions who’ll actually use their powers, not sit on their butts and play computer games all day!” Her wand dipped to jab at my Philosopher’s Stone, gleaming brightly in the darkness. Three of the witches nodded emphatically but the rest exchanged uneasy looks. The shine of being a champion was clearly wearing off for some of them. 
 
    “How’s that working out for you?” I retorted. “Where did Susie and Dara go?” 
 
    Melissa bristled, clearly looking for a fight, but the older witch by the fire forestalled her. “They went after the demon,” she said grimly. “They’re trying to stop it before it hurts anyone else.” The girl cradled in her lap moaned and the woman murmured something to her that seemed to soothe her. 
 
    “What happened to her?” I asked worriedly. The girl’s left arm and leg looked gray and withered, as if they belonged to a much older woman. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “The demon just touched her and she fell down screaming. This … I’ve never seen anything like this.” 
 
    “Let me see.” I knelt by her side and carefully touched the girl’s arm with my fingertips. Her skin felt dry and cold. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” Melissa ordered. 
 
    I ignored her and instead unlooped my Stone and placed it on the girl’s palm, carefully closing her fingers around it. I cupped her hands in mine and summoned the Stone’s healing power, urging it into her body. Ruby light flared between our fingers and she gasped, nearly jerking herself free. 
 
    “You’re hurting her!” I sensed rather than saw Melissa charge towards me and I freed a hand long enough to cast a rooting spell on her feet, locking her in place. She struggled and yelled at me to let her go but I was focused on the girl’s arm.  
 
    It glowed faintly as if it was lit from within and the gray hue slowly faded, replaced by a healthier-looking pink. Her eyes fluttered open and she looked around in confusion before blinking at our hands.  
 
    “What did you do?” she whispered hoarsely as the other witches gaped at us and muttered amongst themselves. 
 
    “Not enough,” I told her. I removed my Stone and held it against her leg, repeating the process. “I don’t know a lot of healing magic,” I apologized, “but you should be able to walk now.” I stood and replaced the Stone around my neck. Belatedly, I remembered to release Melissa. She stumbled forward and glared at me resentfully. “Tell me about the demon.”  
 
    The room erupted into another headache-inducing din until I waved my hands to quiet them down. “One at a time,” I said, pointing at Melissa. “It was a demon lord, right?” 
 
    “How would I know?” she grumbled. “It didn’t bother with introductions.” 
 
    “Where’s the trap it was in?” 
 
    That triggered a coven of witches looking all around and coming up empty-handed. I reasoned that they would have opened it inside the Circle outside and I spotted the shards half-hidden in the grass. I brought the largest fragment to my hand with a gesture, leading to another round of whispering behind me as I inspected the trap. It was marble, just like I feared, and its ragged interior reeked of brimstone.  
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed, “that’s a demon lord.” My strength spell was still active so I crushed the trap into gravel in my fist, stunning my audience into silence. “Did it give a name?” 
 
    “No,” said Melissa grudgingly. 
 
    “What did it look like, then?” 
 
    Any other time, I would have been fascinated at how seven people could come up with seven completely different descriptions of the same thing. I was in a bit of a hurry, though, so I distilled the flood of adjectives down to big, tall, white, and some combination of snakes, worms, maggots, and tentacles. 
 
    “That sounds a lot like Karxnighar the Corrupter.” Seven pentagrams reappeared in the blink of an eye and seven wands triangulated on Amaryx’s heart, assuming she had one. She looked supremely unconcerned as she stood in the doorway with her arms crossed, her hip cocked, and her lips curled in a sneer. 
 
    “You know it? Him? Her?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “Him, technically,” she shrugged, “but no, I haven’t had the pleasure. I’ve heard good things about him, although I suppose in this context, good means bad.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Melissa’s grip on her wand was both threatening and unwavering. Her eyes did the Sight thing and she scowled. “You’re a witch?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “I’m Peter’s girlfriend,” Amaryx smiled. “Call me Amy.” 
 
    “Let’s stayed focused, people,” I insisted, all too aware of the minutes ticking away. “On a scale from one to ten, just how bad-ass is Karxnighar?” 
 
    She blew a derisive raspberry. “He let himself be captured by Dr. Bellowes,” she sneered. 
 
    “So did Metraxion,” I reminded her, “who captured you.” The narrow-eyed look Amaryx directed at me should have shriveled me up like a month-old apple. The bond between us practically vibrated with irritation. “So what is he? A six? An eight?” 
 
    She huffed irritably. “Seven and three-quarters.” 
 
    “Great,” I muttered. “And what does Karxnighar the Corrupter do?” 
 
    Now she rolled her eyes. “He corrupts things.” 
 
    “I need something a bit more specific.” 
 
    “He does that.” She pointed her chin at the girl I healed. “His touch sucks the life energy out of anything he touches. Inanimate objects crumble to dust. The very air becomes unbreathable. Shall I go on?” 
 
    “I get the idea, thanks. And Susie and Dara are chasing this thing?” The thought of that made my guts knot up. “Which way did they go?” I asked Melissa.  
 
    “We hid in here,” she admitted reluctantly, finally lowering her wand. “We didn’t see where it – he – went.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t be too hard to track,” Amaryx shrugged. “Just follow the line of death and decay.” 
 
    “This whole forest is already half-dead,” I retorted. “I doubt he’ll make much of a dent in it. How do I kill it?” 
 
    “As quickly as you can,” she said with a wicked grin, “piece by piece.” 
 
    “Why not all at once?” 
 
    “You’ll understand when you see him.” 
 
    “Thanks, that was surprisingly unhelpful.” I looked back at the coven and found seven pairs of eyes watching me, split between hopeful and fearful and resentful. Most of the latter came from Melissa but I didn’t have time to figure out why she was pissed at me in particular. “All of you, head back to the portal. Wait for us at Melissa’s place.” 
 
    “How are we supposed to do that?” Melissa countered. “Susie’s the only one who can operate the portal.” 
 
    “Amy can do it too.” 
 
    “Hold on there!” Amaryx protested. “I’m not a taxi service.” 
 
    “They can’t help against Karxnighar and they’re too exposed here.” A couple of the witches bristled, including Melissa, but none of them argued with me. “They’ll be safe back in Hellburn.” 
 
    “Sure, but what about me?” she argued. “Just going through once nearly did me in, remember. Doing it three times would – well, it wouldn’t kill me but it certainly wouldn’t be fun.” 
 
    “Three times?” I frowned. 
 
    “You don’t really think I’m just going to sit around Melissa’s pool drinking margaritas while you chase after Karxnighar, do you?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “That’s not the point. I want to be there when you catch up to Dara. It’s going to be a hoot,” she grinned. 
 
    “We’re not leaving,” Melissa informed me curtly. “Karrax – Kark – that demon is still out there. What happens if you screw up and get yourself killed?” Her tone made it clear she considered that to be a likely possibility. “Who’s going to protect whoever else is out there?”  
 
    “If I can’t kill it, there’s no way you can.” Melissa’s face turned an alarming shade of red as her dark eyes flashed in outrage but the older witch stood, helping the injured girl up as well. 
 
    “He’s right, Melissa, and you know it,” she said flatly. “If he and Susie can’t beat that thing with two Philosopher’s Stones, what chance do we have?” 
 
    “You can give up if you want to, Corinne, but –” 
 
    “But nothing. I know when I’m outmatched. You should too.” Corinne turned to face me. “We’ll wait for you here. This place is defensible and the fire will keep us warm.” 
 
    I nodded, grateful for her support. “All right. If I’m not back in –” I paused. How long would it take me to track down a demon lord in unfamiliar territory and overcome its undefined powers? “Give me an hour. If we’re not back by then, get out of here, find civilization, and contact Lady Evelyn Harwood and the Circle of Nine in Kingsbury. They’ll be able to deal with the demon and get you home. Somehow,” I added. 
 
    Corinne nodded her agreement. I glanced at Melissa, who looked like she wanted to yell at somebody. She hesitated for a long moment, looking around at the rest of the coven, but then she dipped her head as well. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said to Amaryx. She stepped aside with a smirk to let me pass but Corinne’s voice stopped me. 
 
    “Good luck,” she said. “We’ll be praying for you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said dourly. “We’re going to need all the help we can get.” 
 
    Back outside, the sky had lightened up enough that I could walk without tripping over things but dark clouds hung low overhead, threatening rain. I scanned the hilltop and the surrounding trees but I couldn’t see any obvious signs of Karxnighar’s passage and my Sight didn’t detect any demon auras within range. 
 
    “Any ideas?” I asked Amaryx. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “but you won’t like it.” 
 
    “Why do you only have ideas that I don’t like?” 
 
    “Because you’re a very negative person, frankly. You really should learn to lighten up and go with the flow.” 
 
    “Going with your flow tends to get me killed,” I reminded her, “but wandering around aimlessly in the woods doesn’t have much appeal either. What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “Give me my wings. I’ll be your eye in the sky.” 
 
    My immediate reaction was to reject her proposal with a heartfelt Hell, no! An overhead perspective of the area would speed up our search immensely but I wasn’t in the mood for another apocalypse on top of everything else.  
 
    “What’s to keep you from rising?” I asked her. 
 
    “Rising? Me?” she asked with a look of shocked innocence. “The thought never crossed my mind.” 
 
    “Right,” I drawled, rolling my eyes. 
 
    “I’m insulted that you’d even think that, Peter,” she sniffed. “After all we’ve been through together, you still don’t trust me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “On second thought, I prefer the old you,” she groused. “You were a lot more gullible.” 
 
    “That’s what you get for corrupting my soul.” Standing in front of the tower wasn’t getting us any closer to my sisters so I picked a direction at random and started walking.  
 
    “All right, fine,” Amaryx conceded, hurrying to catch up to me. “I didn’t want to admit it because it’s embarrassing, but I can’t rise as long as my soul is tied to yours. This whole bonding thing backfired on me big time but my wings have nothing to do with rising. I didn’t have enough oomph before to manifest my true form on my own and going through Susie’s portal just made things worse. I just need a little bit more power.” She held her finger and thumb an inch apart. 
 
    “That’s all?” I asked skeptically. 
 
    “Well, maybe a lot more power,” she admitted. “We won’t know for sure until we try. I’ll make it worth your while.” She tried batting her eyes at me again. 
 
    I shook my head with a sigh. This was an incredibly bad idea but I didn’t have any other options. Susie and Dara were out there somewhere and they needed my help.  
 
    “Okay,” I said, “but,” I held up a finger to forestall her eager grin, “the instant I feel you rising, I’m locking you away in my Stone and you won’t see the light of day until I’m dead and buried.” 
 
    “I’d be in there forever!” she protested. “You’re immortal as long as you have that Stone.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And here I thought we had something special going between us. Well, fine,” she grumbled, “if that’s the only way I can get my wings back.” She closed her eyes and waited. “Well?” she demanded after a few seconds. “What’s the holdup?” 
 
    I swallowed my misgivings and opened our bond, sending my Stone’s power to her in a careful trickle. She scowled and made an impatient Hurry up! gesture. I increased the flow as she twirled her finger until I had to shade my eyes from the Stone’s painful glare. Magic poured into her patchwork soul and vanished like I was trying to fill a bottomless well with a firehose. I couldn’t See any difference in her at all, positive or negative, and I was about to cut her off when she grimaced and held up her hands. 
 
    “Stop! That’s enough! Stop!” I closed the tap and Amaryx stood there with her eyes squeezed shut. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Shh.” Her mouth twisted from one side to the other as she flexed her shoulders. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Does the word shh not mean anything to you?” she retorted. “Witch magic isn’t demon magic, I have to figure out how to use it to – ah. Aha.” 
 
    “What does aha mean?” 
 
    “It’s an utterance that conveys a sense of satisfaction and completion.” 
 
    “I don’t need the definition, I want to know why you said it.” 
 
    She opened her eyes and smiled. “Because now I can do this.” She spread her arms in a dramatic pose and feathered wings snapped out to either side, eight feet across and as glossy and black as her own hair.  
 
    Somebody screamed amid a babble of voices from the tower, where the witches were jammed together in the doorway gaping at us. 
 
    “How did she do that?” gasped one of them. 
 
    “Did he do that?” asked another. 
 
    “I thought only Susie and her sister could do that.” 
 
    “He has a Stone, maybe people with Stones can change their shapes.” 
 
    “Dara doesn’t have a Stone.” 
 
    “Maybe he can change us too.” 
 
    “I want wings like hers!” 
 
    “I want horns like Susie’s!” 
 
    “I want bigger boobs! … What?” 
 
    “Quiet, all of you!” That was Melissa, who pushed her way out of the tower to confront us. “What’s going on, Peter?” she demanded. “Who is this … this person and why does she have wings?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I told her tersely, “and I’m in a bit of a hurry. Do you remember how to use those?” I asked Amaryx. 
 
    “Of course,” she grinned. “It’s just like riding a bicycle.”  
 
    Her wings flexed and bent, proving that they were fully functional and eliciting a chorus of oohs from behind us. Then they rose up and snapped down, sending her rocketing into the air with a downdraft that sent Melissa and me staggering back a step as our audience went aah, like circus patrons watching acrobats do their thing under the big top. 
 
    Amaryx dove and swooshed overhead and I felt her joy through our bond – no, I experienced it with her. She really was a creature of the air, finally freed from her cage. It seemed a shame to cut her moment short but we had work to do. 
 
    “Can you see which way they went?” I shouted up. She paused in midair and then made a quick circuit of the hill before hovering above a gap in the trees to my left. She pointed down the slope and I waved an acknowledgement.  
 
    “Stay here,” I told Melissa. “Stay safe.” I checked that my strength spell was still active, faced the gap, and ran, bounding over the uneven ground as if gravity was just a suggestion. When I reached the edge, I simply jumped and hoped for the best. 
 
    Hang on, you two, I thought grimly as my legs absorbed the shock of my landing on the slope and pushed off again. I’m coming. 
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    Parents will give their lives to protect their children from harm. Spouses will do the same for each other and all of us will do whatever it takes defend our families. From an evolutionary perspective, this makes sense. Our ultimate sacrifice ensures that our genetic code carries on in some form or fashion. 
 
    What’s less clear is why many people will do the same for strangers. Soldiers fight on behalf of their fellow citizens and police officers and fire fighters risk their lives every day to help others in need. You could argue that they’re professionals, that they’re paid to put their lives on the line, but that excuse doesn’t really explain why they do it. Why would anyone voluntarily give up their life for someone whose name they don’t even know? 
 
     I suppose the answer lies in the fact that human beings are social animals. We’re not solitary creatures who all happen to live in the same place. We literally cannot live without each other. Each of us brings something to the table and we all reap the benefits of cooperation, collaboration, and civilization. The suffering of one person affects everyone around them and we instinctively offer whatever aid we can, up to and including our lives. It’s a terrible tragedy when that happens but it’s rarely in vain. The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the one. 
 
      
 
    Three leaps brought me to the bottom of the hill, only slightly worse for wear from collisions with trees on the way down. I paused there to get my bearings. Karxnighar’s path wasn’t easy to spot in the weak light – a mostly-dead tree doesn’t look all that different from a completely-dead tree – but the fallen leaves underfoot had disintegrated into damp ash and broken branches pointed the way ahead. 
 
    A shrill whistle made me look up to where Amaryx hovered a good fifty feet up, her wings working hard to keep her airborne. She pointed ahead and shouted something but I couldn’t make out what it was. I felt her frustration through our bond but she couldn’t get much lower without getting tangled in the treetops. Instead, she pointed again, this time at something just ahead, and flitted off. I sensed rather than heard her command to follow and I ran to catch up to her. 
 
    Wherever Karxnighar was going, he didn’t seem to be in any hurry to get there. The trail he left behind juked left and right randomly, always heading away from the hill but never in one direction for very long. At every turn, the surrounding trees and underbrush were scorched with fire and slashed by some sort of edged weapon and the ground was churned into mud. Susie and Dara were doing their best to take him down but there was no evidence to suggest they were winning the battle. 
 
    I ran on and discovered another ambush site, this one much larger than the others. Toppled trees littered the area like straws thrown on the ground, some still burning fitfully and others about to crumble into gray ash. Amaryx stood in the middle of the scene with her arms and wings folded, tapping her foot impatiently. 
 
    “Took your time,” she complained. 
 
    “Sorry, I left my jetpack in my other suit,” I retorted, skidding to a halt in the muck. “Did you see them?” 
 
    “No, but we’re getting close. There’s a pretty impressive fireworks display going on up ahead.” She jerked her thumb over her shoulder but the woods were too dense to see anything. “There’s also a bunch of streetlights in that direction, maybe a couple of miles away.” 
 
    “Shit. That’s probably Keswick. We have to stop him before he gets there.” 
 
    “I’m not the one bringing up the rear,” she pointed out. “I can carry you if you like.” 
 
    “The last time you tried that, you almost dropped me. And then you pushed me off the roof of the library.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she smiled wistfully. “Those were good times, weren’t they?” 
 
    “If by good times you mean nightmares, then sure.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know a good time if it stabbed you through the heart. Speaking of which …” She looked around and pulled a long branch out of the mud, testing it out like a sword. “Give me some more witch juice.” 
 
    “What for?” Her wings looked fine to me. 
 
    “I’m not getting any closer to Karxnighar than I have to and I’m certainly not going to touch him. I suggest you don’t either and whatever you do, don’t let him near your Stone.” I clutched the jewel reflexively. Philosopher’s Stones were supposed to be indestructible but who knew what a corrupter might be capable of? “Magic, now,” she ordered, snapping her fingers. 
 
    I opened the spigot without further argument and Amaryx frowned at her branch as she drank it in. It only took a few seconds before she nodded to herself and flicked it once. Bits of bark and leaves flew off, leaving her holding a Japanese-style tachi, like a katana after a growth spurt. Its polished silver blade made short work of one of the fallen trees, cleaving it in two with a single stroke. 
 
    “Since when can you conjure swords out of sticks?” 
 
    “Since when can I conjure shoes out of thin air?” she shot back. “Get a move on, Peter.” She leapt into the air, spinning like a top, then her wings flared out and she posed for an instant like some sort of Asian Gothic Valkyrie before whipping out of sight. 
 
    “Show off,” I muttered. I looked around for the next leg of the trail, heaved a sigh, and sprinted after her. 
 
    I heard the fighting before I saw it. Electric crackles mingled with the whoosh of fire and ringing steel. There were no voices, though, as if all the participants were too exhausted by their efforts to waste any energy shouting at each other. 
 
    Suddenly, the woods lit up ahead of me with a painfully bright blue-white light, followed a second later by a boom of thunder that I felt in my chest, shaking the trees all around me and sending their leaves fluttering down like mottled green snowflakes. Everything was silent for a long moment after that and then the battle began anew with a wordless shout I recognized as Dara’s. 
 
    I hurdled a pair of tree trunks scissored across the path, collided with the shattered stump of another tree when the trail suddenly angled off to the left, and finally spotted Susie a short distance ahead, standing in a large clearing littered with shards of wood and broken stones. She was in her succubus form, her dress in filthy tatters as she stood with lightning sparking around the rings on her left hand and fire blazing in the palm of her right, facing Karxnighar the Corruptor as he advanced on her. 
 
    I now understood why the witches had so much trouble describing him. Karxnighar stood almost twice Susie’s height, rail-thin and vaguely man-shaped but without any clear features. His skin was white and slimy, writhing like something was crawling just underneath the surface. Then I realized that the arm he stretched out towards Susie wasn’t actually an arm, it was a bundle of glistening creatures sliding all around each other like huge albino worms. They rearranged themselves to form grasping fingers but before Karxnighar could grab Susie, a black streak whizzed by and he drew back with a much shorter limb. 
 
    “Fry them!” Amaryx shouted, looping around for another pass. “Don’t let the slugs reach him!” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what she was talking about until Susie launched her fireball, not at Karxnighar, but at a ground in front of her. A mass of wriggling snakes or worms or maggots or whatever they were struggled to escape but the fire cooked them instantly. A few of them popped like overcooked hot dogs, releasing a noxious odor that was almost worse than imp guts. 
 
    Karxnighar was only temporarily inconvenienced by the loss of his hand, though. More worms wiggled up his torso and along his arm to regenerate the missing appendage, but before he could strike again, Dara bounded up behind him and slashed at his leg with an odd-looking sword with a curved blade and a wickedly-hooked tip. Half a dozen worms dropped to the ground, oozing pale blood, but Karxnighar didn’t turn around. Instead, his body instantly rearranged itself so that he was now facing her, reaching down with his new-formed fist to smash her into the mud. 
 
    “Dara!” I shouted, but my warning wasn’t needed. She skipped aside with the grace of a gazelle and took up a defensive posture just out of his reach. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” she called. “Thine assistance would be most welcome!” She was wearing her succubus glamour again for some unfathomable reason. I would have thought that she couldn’t spare the energy to keep it going but maybe she believed it gave her some advantage in the fight. 
 
    “Stay out of this, Peter!” Susie warned me. She didn’t even bother to look at me. “I have everything under control.” 
 
    “In your dreams.” Karxnighar stepped towards Dara and I conjured a transparent wall to block his way. The demon lord collided with it and stepped back, miming confusion, and then he struck it with his arm, to no avail. 
 
    Susie took advantage of his distraction and raised her left hand. I felt every hair on my body prickle an instant before lightning shot down out of the cloud cover, striking the crown of Karxnighar’s head. It exploded like an overripe watermelon, sending smoldering worm fragments everywhere, and he stumbled backwards and fell to his knee. 
 
    “You did it!” I couldn’t keep the surprise out of my voice. Despite the damage Karxnighar left in his wake, killing him seemed surprisingly easy and I wondered if Amaryx exaggerated the danger for some bizarre reason. 
 
    “That’s the third time I’ve killed him,” Susie informed me sourly. “He won’t stay dead.” 
 
    “What?” Before I could even turn to stare at her incredulously, Karxnighar stirred and rose clumsily to his feet. Worms shifted all over his body, quickly forming a new head atop a slightly shorter and skinnier body. Despite his lack of features, he was clearly facing us again and he was pissed. “Shit! What does it take to kill him?” 
 
    A whoosh of air was the only warning I had of Amaryx’s approach when she landed with a thump beside me, spattering me with mud. Her brand-new sword looked like a carelessly stored antique now, its surface badly tarnished and pitted. 
 
    “You have to destroy every last bit of him,” she told us tersely, gasping for breath. “He’ll just keep reforming himself otherwise.” 
 
    “Doesn’t he have a brain or a heart we can kill?” 
 
    “Or an animus?” Susie asked. I had no idea what that was. 
 
    “Nothing you’d recognize. And keep him away from anything living. He’ll use its life force to create new slugs. Incoming!”  
 
    She shot back into the air as Karxnighar charged at us, lopping off an outstretched finger as she narrowly avoided the sweep of his arm. Detached worms tumbled down, only to be incinerated by Susie before they reached the ground. 
 
    I had to admit, Susie was doing an admirable job keeping Karxnighar occupied, but killing him was taking far too long. It was my turn to step in and wrap this up, so I moved to the side to give myself some room, summoned my pentagram, and skimmed through the Encyclopedia Arcanum. Most of the spells assumed the target was a single entity, but a few, especially the ones that leaned towards the black end of the spectrum, were less discriminating.  
 
    I called one of these up, a nasty orb of swirling gray-green smoke that just felt wrong hovering there in midair. I gestured and it zipped away, aiming straight for where Karxnighar’s heart should have been. He saw it coming and tried to bat it aside but it simply punched a hole through his hand before plunging into his chest. 
 
    The effect was immediately and obvious. The demon lord stumbled back, clawing at his body, as the worms frantically swam over and under and around each other, like maggots devouring rotten meat. I couldn’t see my orb but I Saw it inside him, growing with every worm it touched and consumed. In less than a minute, it erupted out of his chest, larger than a basketball and growing quickly. 
 
    Worms began falling off his body, plopping into the mud and squirming away like a particularly nasty biblical plague, as Karxnighar tried to maintain his shape with fewer parts. He shrank in fits and starts until my orb consumed his entire head and torso and his limbs fell away and disintegrated. Its task complete, the orb started drifting towards us and I hastily banished it. 
 
    “Peter, you idiot!” Amaryx swooped low, her wings flapping furiously to keep her off the ground. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “I killed him.” I didn’t expect her to be happy that I destroyed one of her fellow demons but I thought she’d be impressed by how quickly I did it. “He’s gone.” 
 
    “I told you to kill all the slugs! They’re in the mud, we’ll never be able to spot them before they reach the trees!” 
 
    The blood drained from my face. The mud was only ankle deep but the worms were only a couple of inches in diameter. I looked around quickly and spotted ripples in the surface fanning out from where Karxnighar fell. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    I’d never tried to create a warding cage without candles to anchor the points and at least one other witch to help stabilize it, let alone make one large enough to surround an area the size of the clearing. Desperate times called for desperate measures, though, so I flung my hands out to either side as my Stone flared, filling me with the magic I needed. A silvery circle enclosed us and the lines of a pentacle swept past, forming the inner star. I took a steadying breath and then raised my hands, intoning “Attollo clypeus”. 
 
    The star arched upwards and in my Sight another copy bent downwards into the earth until they formed a perfect sphere. In theory, nothing, not even a demon lord or his component parts, could cross the boundary as long as I maintained the cage, but it felt wobbly. I didn’t know how long it was going to last. 
 
    “How does this help?” Amaryx complained. “We’re stuck in here with him!” 
 
    “What are you worried about?” I snapped back. “You’re safe, he can’t reach you up there.” 
 
    “No, but he can reach you and that Stone of yours. What do you imagine he’ll do with all that power?” 
 
    Nothing good, that was for sure, but I had to concentrate on keeping the cage steady. “Susie –”  
 
    As always, she was a step ahead of me. She dropped to her knees and plunged her hand into the mud. Instantly, it turned as hard as concrete. I tried to pull my feet out but they were locked in tight.  
 
    “What the hell did you do?” 
 
    “It’s the reinforcement spell you gave me,” she told me. She was just as trapped as I was and in a far less comfortable position. “The slugs can’t move.” 
 
    “Neither can we,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Kill the slugs and I’ll release the spell.” 
 
    “Release the spell and I’ll kill them when they show themselves.” 
 
    “Kill them before they show themselves. I don’t want to be eaten by a slug.” 
 
    We glared at each other as Amaryx carefully alighted on the now-solid mud and tucked her wings away. She tested the surface with the tip of her sword and barely managed to scratch it. 
 
    “Well, you two are quite the team, aren’t you?” she sneered. “I’m surprised you haven’t locked each other inside your Stones already.” I just gave her a look. Susie, on the other hand, eyed me speculatively. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” I told her. “Do you have any suggestions that are actually useful?” I asked Amaryx. “Karxnighar – or what’s left of him – can’t escape but neither can we.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to scour this whole area down to the bedrock,” she said. “That’s the only way to make sure none of the slugs survive. Do you have anything in that thick noggin of yours that would do the trick?” She leaned over and flicked me on the forehead, painfully. 
 
    “Ow! Stop that!” 
 
    “Peter,” Susie said tightly, “hurry up. I can’t hold this forever.” 
 
    “Shit.” I riffled through my spells, looking for something that would destroy Karxnighar’s remaining worms without leaving a crater that even the Circle of Nine would have trouble explaining away. I only had one likely candidate. “Ignis mortem.” 
 
    Amaryx perked up. “The Fire of Death? I like the sound of that. Oh, wait,” she frowned. “Isn’t that the spell Morgan le Fake tried to use on me? That didn’t work out very well for her.” 
 
    “Is Karxnighar tied to the Abyss like you?” 
 
    “Of course not.” She sounded insulted. 
 
    “Then it’ll work. Susie, I’ll keep the warding cage going. When I give the word, undo your reinforcement spell and run for it. You too, Amy. I’ll drop the cage just long enough to let you out and then light the fire.” 
 
    Susie started shaking her head before I even finished. “We don’t know where the slugs are. We can’t take the chance that one of them might escape. I’ll hold them in place, you do your fire thing.” 
 
    “I have to burn out this entire clearing to be sure we get them all. You’ll be caught in it if you stay.” 
 
    “So will you.” 
 
    “I have a Philosopher’s Stone,” I reminded her. 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    “I’m not going to kill my own sister!” 
 
    “It’s only temporary.” 
 
    “Susie –” 
 
    “Look, you two don’t need me here for this,” Amaryx interrupted. “I’m just going to watch the excitement from way over there. Let me out, Peter.” She spread her wings and waited expectantly. 
 
    “God damn it,” I muttered. “Fine.” The warding cage was redundant as long as Karxnighar was trapped in the mud anyway. The moment I dispelled it, Amaryx took off, circling high overhead. “Are you sure about this?” I asked Susie. “Dying hurts like hell.” 
 
    “If you can do it, so can I,” she sniffed. 
 
    “It’s not a competition!” I snapped. 
 
    She shrugged carelessly. “I’m just surprised you’re willing to sacrifice someone you care about.” 
 
    “I’m trying to get you to leave!” 
 
    “Not me. Her.” 
 
    I followed the tilt of her head, wondering what she was talking about. The clearing resembled a poorly-constructed parking lot of dull gray asphalt embedded with broken trees, tangled roots, shattered boulders, and a young woman staring back at me with glowing orange eyes. “Oh, shit! Dara! Get out of there!” 
 
    “Gladly would I depart this place and ne’er return, Peter Simon Collins,” she called back testily, “yet I am imprisoned in this mire like unto a coney in a snare.” She jabbed at the mud with her sword, with no more success than Amaryx. 
 
    “Susie, let her go!” Susie shook her head firmly. “Susie!” 
 
    “If I release the spell, the demon will escape. She can’t run fast enough.” 
 
    “Just undo the part around her!” 
 
    “That’s not how this works. It’s all or nothing.” 
 
    “Shit.” I looked around for some sort of inspiration and a flicker of black overhead caught my eye. “Amy! Get down here!” 
 
    Amaryx spiraled down closer but remained aloft. “What for?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I need you to stop time. Keep Karxnighar from moving long enough for Dara and Susie to get out of the way.” 
 
    “Nope,” she said, shaking her head. “No can do.” 
 
    “Look, I know you don’t like them but –” 
 
    “I don’t, but that’s not the problem. Remember what Susie’s crappy portal did to me? It broke my connection to the Abyss and it’s just now starting to come back.” 
 
    “My portal works perfectly!” Susie protested. Amaryx blew a raspberry at her. 
 
    “How long until you can do your thing again?” I frowned. 
 
    “Check back with me tomorrow and I’ll let you know,” Amaryx smirked. 
 
    “Can’t you just switch to a version of you before the portal?”  
 
    “Sorry, all time-related services are currently offline.” 
 
    “God damn it. Okay, here’s Plan B. Susie will release Dara long enough for you to grab her and fly her out of here.” Susie started to argue and I turned on her. “It’ll just take two seconds,” I snapped. “Karxnighar can’t move that quickly.” She subsided with a scowl. 
 
    “I don’t know, that sounds pretty dangerous to me,” Amaryx shrugged. “What’s my incentive?” 
 
    “If you don’t get your ass over there in the next ten seconds, I’m going to ground you for life!” 
 
    I sensed more than heard her snort. “Yeah, right, like you could – yikes!” I yanked at our bond, snatching power from her, and she plummeted downwards, tumbling like a broken kite. I shoved everything back into her at the last moment and allowed her to land vertically, if not particularly gracefully. She tossed her hair back and flexed her wings with a glare that should have left me with third-degree burns. I just pointed at Dara and she stalked towards her with ill grace. I couldn’t hear what she was saying but her displeasure came through our bond as clear as a bell. 
 
    “Get ready,” I told Susie. “On my mark.” She rolled her eyes but focused her attention on Dara, who in turn watched Amaryx’s approach with distaste. 
 
    “Is there no alternative?” she asked as Amaryx circled her with a doubtful grimace. “Mayhap a spell of levitation or an enchantment of swift passage?” 
 
    “It’s too risky,” I said. “Let’s stick with what works. Are you ready?” 
 
    “I need something to hang on to,” Amaryx argued. “How sturdy are those horns?” Dara leaned away from her in alarm but she was stuck where she was. 
 
    “Just pick her up and carry her!” I told her. 
 
    “Do you know how much a succubus weighs?” 
 
     “She’s not a succubus,” I reminded her irritably, “it’s just a glamour.” We really didn’t have time for this nonsense, but three pairs of eyes locked onto me, green, blue, and orange. “What?” 
 
    “You really don’t know?” Susie asked incredulously. I couldn’t remember the last time anything surprised her. 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “Wow.” She shook her head without explaining what she meant. “On three!” she called. 
 
    Amaryx frowned at her tachi and then tossed it aside carelessly. Dara heaved a sigh and discarded her sword as well. “How then are we to accomplish this?” she asked. 
 
    “Let’s keep it simple. I lift, you think light thoughts.” Amaryx stood behind her and wrapped her arms around Dara’s ribs. “I hope those boobs are real because they’re the only things keeping you from slipping out of my arms.” 
 
    “One!” Susie called. Dara grabbed Amaryx’s arms as her wings started to flap. 
 
    “Two!” Amaryx’s feet lifted off the ground but Dara stayed put, still locked in place. 
 
    “Three!” The mud surged and rippled and I nearly lost my balance as it suddenly released me. Amaryx’s wings beat faster but she didn’t seem to be generating enough lift to carry double her normal weight. 
 
    “Hurry!” I shouted. Neither of them bothered to respond but Amaryx strained to haul Dara upwards. 
 
    “Peter!” Susie warned me. Something – lots of somethings – wriggled beneath the surface, quite a few of them heading straight for us. 
 
    “Amy!” 
 
    “I’m trying!” she gritted between her teeth. “Jump, you useless succubus!” 
 
    Dara did, nearly wrenching herself out of Amaryx’s grip, but they finally got airborne. The instant Dara’s feet were free, Susie turned the mud solid again, just as a worm reared up a scant yard from her nose. It struggled to free itself, lunging at her like a rabid cobra, until she electrocuted it with a flick of her silver rings. 
 
    Amaryx tried to fly out of the clearing but her hold on Dara was precarious and she couldn’t get any altitude. She finally gave up and simply dropped Dara without warning, rising quickly out of reach. Dara managed to stick the landing not far from where she’d been trapped and she snatched up her sword, or tried to. It was cemented into the mud now and wouldn’t shift despite her best efforts. 
 
    “Dara, get out of there!” I ordered. “Get as far away as you can.” Amaryx was well off to the side now, circling above the trees like a hawk searching for prey. 
 
    “Nay!” Dara protested, bounding towards us. “I shall not abandon thee!” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I assured her. “I’ve died before, this isn’t a big deal. Just stay safe until it’s over.” 
 
    “Yet still shall I mourn thy passing,” she said miserably, stopping a few feet away, “as if it shall be thy final moment.” 
 
    “I appreciate the sentiment,” I told her, “but you’re in the way. Let’s just finish this, okay?” 
 
    “An it is thy will,” she agreed glumly. She walked past me with her head bowed and shoulders slumped like she was leaving my funeral. 
 
    “Wait.” I hastily emptied my pockets. My Stone would survive the coming conflagration but I didn’t want to have to explain to Mom and Dad that I lost my wallet, my keys, and my phone all on the same night. “Hang on to these for me.” 
 
    Dara accepted them like they were precious relics. “I shall keep them safe ere thou dost return to me.” She surprised me by leaning close and kissing me on the cheek in a very unsisterly manner. “The moments ere we are reunited shall seem more numerous than the very stars.”  
 
    “Um, right. Okay, get going. No matter what happens, stay way back.” She nodded reluctantly and retreated towards the tower. I waited until I heard her splashing through the slurry untouched by Susie’s spell and checked that Amaryx was still out of range. She and I were going to have words after all this was over.  
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked. Susie nodded. I let out a long, slow breath. “Okay, here goes nothing.” 
 
    I focused on the center of the clearing as I pulled fire and air magic from my Stone. According to Dr. Bellowes’ memories, ignis mortem could, in the hands of a skilled practitioner, burn hot enough to vaporize metal and melt stone, but it was a difficult spell to control. Agent Morgan managed it, up until the moment Amaryx pulled her inside the inferno and incinerated her.  
 
    I wasn’t Morgan but I didn’t have to be. I just needed to burn out every spot where Karxnighar’s worms might be hiding. Unfortunately, the target area ended about ten feet behind Susie and me. With any luck, the spell would dissipate after it killed me but before it consumed the woods around us. 
 
    My Philosopher’s Stone gleamed like a ruby laser as I stretched out my hand. “Ignis mortem!” I shouted, exerting my will, and a pinpoint of yellow-orange light appeared where I wanted it. 
 
    It immediately began to expand and whatever it touched bubbled and crackled and smoked. I continued to pour power into it and it quickly grew brighter than the noonday sun back in Texas, illuminating the clouds overhead. The pitch in the fallen trees exploded, sending burning splinters everywhere, and the mud and ash evaporated into billows of gray soot swirling in the superheated air.  
 
    In less than a minute, the fireball became a white-hot supernova, filling the clearing much faster than I anticipated. The heat was incredible, prickling my skin, and the roar of the winds swirling around it rivaled a tornado’s as it tore at my hair and clothes. 
 
    The inferno was too bright to look at directly and I had to shield my eyes and turn away. I found myself watching Susie as she knelt there watching the fire rush towards us, her right arm and both legs caught in the same trap that held our enemy. I could only see her profile as the fiery doom bore down on us.  
 
    “Susie.” I don’t know how she heard me but she looked up at me with her glowing green eyes, so strange and yet so beautiful. Her lower lip was trembling and my heart caught in my chest. Silently, she held out her free hand to me and I tried to take it, but we were too far apart.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I told her, my voice breaking, and then the Fire of Death reached us. 
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    When we’re young, the world is awesome. Everything is new and amazing and we can’t wait to see what lies around the next corner. We’ll try anything just for the novelty of doing it and we’ll eagerly share what we discover with anyone who’ll listen. We’ll make friends with random strangers and pet stray animals. We’re happy to be alive and we can’t imagine that ever changing. 
 
    As we get older, however, things do change. We come to realize that the world is actually a cruel and dangerous place. We get hurt, physically and emotionally, and we learn that the people around us are narrow-minded and self-centered and mean-spirited. Reality erodes our innocence and optimism, exposing the cynicism lurking underneath.  
 
    The one thing that keeps us from succumbing to despair is love. Love for a parent or a child or a significant other pushes back the gloom and restores our faith in humanity and the universe at large. That’s why losing a loved one hurts so much. It opens the door for the darkness to creep back in and it will devour us if we let it. 
 
    Someday Mom and Dad will grow old and die. That day will be a low point for me but Susie and Dara will be there and somehow we’ll carry on. That’s the trick, I suppose. You can’t just love one person. If something happens to them, you’ll have no one else to turn to. You have to spread your love around so that there’ll always be someone there in your moment of need. 
 
      
 
    It said a lot about my life that waking up face-down in an unfamiliar place wasn’t all that remarkable. This time, I was lying on something hard, rough, and uncomfortably warm, while my back felt cold and damp. Every joint and muscle in my body ached and I stifled a groan as I levered myself up to my hands and knees. My skull felt like it was stuffed with rocks and I had to fight off a wave of dizziness. I fumbled for my Philosopher’s Stone but it no longer hung around my neck. My shirt was missing as well and, when I hazarded a look, so were the rest of my clothes. 
 
    “Great.” My unclothed state wasn’t unexpected – cotton and polyester didn’t stand a chance against ignis mortem – but it added another headache on top of everything else. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” I got my hands up in time to keep Dara from bowling me over. “Art thou well?” she asked breathlessly. “Art thou whole?” She practically danced all around me trying to check me out.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured her, getting to my feet. I appreciated her concern but she was my sister, not my doctor. “Where’s my Stone? My chain must have melted.”  
 
    I scanned the ground around me and my breath caught in my throat when I spotted Susie lying just a few feet away, curled up on her side. I knelt beside her, reaching out to shake her shoulder, but then I paused. She had no visible injuries – her outfit had vaporized along with mine, so it was easy to tell – and she was breathing slowly and deeply. She looked for all the world like she was simply asleep. 
 
    Her hands cupped her Philosopher’s Stone against her chest and it pulsed in a steady rhythm, echoing her heartbeat. It felt kind of strange to see her back in human form but I supposed her Stone didn’t share her fondness for horns and tails. I just stood back and just watched her breathe. 
 
    “Did you lose something?” Amaryx strutted up to me like she was walking down the runway at a fashion show. “Other than your dignity, I mean?” She held up my Stone between her thumb and forefinger and then snatched it away when I reached for it. “I’ll hang on to it for you,” she offered with a smirk. “You don’t have any pockets.” 
 
    I gestured and the Stone smacked into my palm. “That’s okay, I can manage.” The Stone flared as I drew power from it, letting its soothing warmth wash through me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “All things considered,” she sniffed. “I felt you die, you know.” 
 
    “Sorry, I should have warned you.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” she gushed. “It was awesome! The searing pain, the flash of fear and regret, the fathomless darkness, I’ve never felt anything like that before. Now I know what I’ve been missing all this time. I can hardly wait for you to die again, especially if I get to see all your guts while you regenerate. They were all gooey and wiggly,” she grinned. 
 
    “I’m so glad you found my demise so entertaining,” I told her, rolling my eyes. “I can’t help but notice that you’re earthbound.” Her wings were gone, as if they’d never existed. 
 
    Her smile twisted into a resentful glower. “Yeah, that wasn’t nearly as much fun. Imagine my surprise when my wings poofed out while I was still fifty feet off the ground,” she retorted. “You’re lucky I’m nimble.” 
 
    “You’re lucky you’re nimble.”  
 
    I surveyed my handiwork for the first time. Hazy smoke drifted around us, obscuring the view, but it was clear that ignis mortem did its job. The area was completely razed down to the underlying bedrock, leaving nothing but bare stone behind. The trees around the perimeter were badly scorched but none of them were actually on fire. With a little effort, the clearing would make a pretty good outdoor skating rink. “So it worked?” 
 
    “Karxnighar’s toast, if that’s what you mean,” Amaryx shrugged. “Not a slug in sight.” 
 
    Not that I didn’t trust her – although I didn’t – but I reached out with my Sight. The only demonic aura I detected was standing right beside me, but it wasn’t Amaryx, who still wore the ring Susie gave her. I eyed Dara doubtfully. 
 
    “Why do you still look like a succubus,” I asked her, “and why do you have a succubus’s aura?” 
 
    Those strange glowing eyes blinked at me. “I am a succubus,” she insisted. “Even now, after all that has transpired, dost thou not recall my true nature?” 
 
    “Oh, this is going to be good,” Amaryx chortled, her humor restored. 
 
    “Look,” I sighed, “I get that pretending to be a succubus is exciting and sexy and whatever but it’s pointless now. There aren’t any demons here.” Amaryx cleared her throat. “There aren’t any demons worth mentioning here.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Just go back to being a regular girl, Dara,” I told her. “At least Susie’s back to normal. For now,” I added sourly. Maybe this whole disaster with Karxnighar would finally convince her that her obsession with demon hunting was a Bad Idea. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” Dara exclaimed in dismay. “Search deep within thy memories! Thou didst share thine essence with me, that I might bend the world and be perceived as thy sibling!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I frowned. “Did that memory distortion spell screw with your head somehow? You’re not a succubus, you’re my sister!” 
 
    She sucked in her breath in horror as she took a step back from me. “Peter Simon Collins,” she whispered. 
 
    “And stop calling me that, for God’s sake! It’s just Peter, okay?” 
 
    “I had feared it would come to this,” she murmured to herself. “Come! We needs must make haste!” She grabbed my hand and pulled me with her. 
 
    “What are you doing! Let go!” I tried to free myself but she was surprisingly strong. 
 
    “Nay! Thou needs must provide me with thine essence, that I might restore the world and thy thoughts to their proper order.” Even juggling my few remaining possessions in her free hand, Dara easily hauled me along. “The underbrush shall afford us a modicum of privacy.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” I finally got my feet under me and dug in, halting our progress. 
 
    “She’s talking about you making love to her a few hundred times,” Amaryx informed me with a salacious grin, “so that she can collect enough of a soul to change reality back to the way it was.” 
 
    “What?” I yanked my hand free and backed away from Dara. “What’s wrong with you? I’m your brother!” 
 
    “Well, isn’t this quite the Catch-22?” Amaryx chuckled, rubbing her hands together in glee. “She needs to make out with you so you’ll forget she’s your sister, but you think she’s your sister so making out with her is the last thing you want to do.” 
 
    “Peter Si–” Dara caught herself and stared at me in dismay. “Thy memories have been twisted! I am no kin to thee, I am a demon spawned in Hell! Thou didst rescue me from mine imprisonment at the foul hands of Parathraxas! Is there no inkling of the true past within thee?” she pleaded miserably. “Canst thou not break free from this delusion I so foolishly wrought?” 
 
    “Wow, you really are messed up,” I sighed worriedly. “I don’t know what happened to you but we need to get you home. Maybe you’ll shake off whatever’s gotten into your head when you’re back in your own room.” I looked over at Susie, still fast asleep. “I hate to wake her but we need to get moving.” 
 
    “Nay.” Dara backed away from me, shaking her head. “I cannot be with thee as thou now art, for my heart breaks to behold the stranger who resides behind thine eyes. I needs must depart and seek out a soul elsewhere. Once I have returned the world to its former state, then shall I return to see where thine own heart lies.” 
 
    “Dara, listen to me –” 
 
    “Fare thee well, Peter Simon Collins,” she said sadly. Shadows rose up behind her, forming a shifting doorway leading into darkness. “Come what may, I shall never forget thy kindness to me.”  
 
    She looked down at her hands and carefully set my scant belongings on the ground before she stepped backwards through the doorway. The shadows swallowed her up until only her glowing eyes remained and then she vanished from sight completely. The shadowy gate faded away like a morning fog, leaving nothing behind. 
 
    “Wha – what – what just happened?” I stammered. “Did she just take the shadowed paths into Hell? I can’t even do that!” 
 
    “Well,” Amaryx grinned, “you’re not a demon, are you?” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes, trying to squeeze some sense into this whole situation. “Are you saying Dara really is a demon? That’s ridiculous! I’ve known her for –” 
 
    “About four months now. I have to admit,” she mused, “for someone so grossly incompetent as a succubus, she did have a knack for bending things. Here, maybe this will help.” Amaryx ambled up to me and reached out to place the tip of her finger in the center of my forehead. “This might sting a little.” 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    She didn’t wait. Lightning snapped, crackled, and popped through my cerebral cortex, rearranging the synapses as gracefully as a paper shredder. Somebody cursed loudly and inventively but when I finally blinked away the tears and pried my eyelids open, I realized it was Amaryx. She was bent over, clutching her skull like it was coming apart. 
 
    “Seven Hells!” she gritted through her teeth. “What did you do to me?” 
 
    “If I had to guess,” I said, wincing at the throbbing in my own temples, “you shared my lobotomy through our bond.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” she muttered, straightening slowly. “I didn’t know it hurt that bad.” 
 
    “I tell you that every time,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re a wuss.” She carefully tilted her head left and right. “Ow. Remind me to take some aspirin before I do that again.” 
 
    “Or maybe you shouldn’t do that at all,” I retorted. “What was the point of that, anyway? Were you trying to make me forget that Dara just did a demon thing that even Susie can’t do? Well, it didn’t work. I remember –” My tortured neurons finally stopped screaming and instead dredged up a memory of the day before my eighteenth birthday, when I opened a geode Susie bought online and released a demon, the same demon who just left me because I couldn’t remember that I loved her. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed in horror as I staggered backwards. “Dara. Dara!” I grabbed Amaryx by her arms and shook her. “You can open a portal into Hell, right? You have to help me get her back!” 
 
    Amaryx shook me off with a sour look. “I just got rid of her, I’m not about to go running after her.” 
 
    “Amy –” 
 
    “It wouldn’t make any difference anyway. Hell’s a big place, remember? The odds of you finding her are somewhere between slim and none, even assuming Nyx doesn’t find you first.” 
 
    “We can’t –” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said with a careless flip of her wrist, “she’ll be back as soon as she finds a soul to use. Don’t hold your breath, though,” she added with a sneer. “Her track record isn’t very good.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” My chest felt tight and I had trouble catching my breath. “Why couldn’t I remember her? Wait, you knew,” I accused her, turning on her. “Why didn’t you tell me who she really was?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have believed me,” she shrugged. “Everybody else in the world thinks she’s your sister and besides, you have trust issues.” 
 
    “Only with you,” I snapped, and then another thought struck me. “Oh, shit. Mom and Dad still think she’s their daughter, don’t they? What are we going to tell them? How are we going to explain that their daughter just walked into Hell and is probably never coming back?” That thought stabbed me in the gut with a blunt knife and twisted it. 
 
    “Well, yes, I suppose that could be a bit awkward,” she agreed. “Fortunately, I have a solution.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked uneasily. So far, everything she suggested just seemed to make things worse for me. 
 
    “Mom and Dad won’t wonder where Dara went if she isn’t gone.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re getting at.” Her smile made me very nervous. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll figure it out pretty quickly,” she assured me. “Brother,” she whispered, and suddenly Daraxandriel was standing there in front of me, in her human form and wearing Amaryx’s clothes. I just stared at her as my heart thumped in my chest. I knew it wasn’t really her but the illusion was flawless. No, it wasn’t even an illusion, this was reality, for as long as Amaryx chose to keep this form. 
 
    “You – you can’t –” I had to stop and lick my suddenly dry lips. “You can’t pretend to be Dara. You don’t have her memories. You don’t act like her.” 
 
    “But I look like her, don’t I?” she insisted. “And I sound like her.” Her voice was perfect. If I closed my eyes, I could almost believe that Daraxandriel never left me. “That other stuff doesn’t matter. People change all the time.” 
 
    “What about Susie?” I argued, glancing over at her. She was still out of it. “She’ll know something’s wrong. You know how suspicious she gets.” 
 
    Amaryx blew a raspberry, something I’d never seen Daraxandriel do. “She won’t care. She always knew Dara wasn’t your sister.” 
 
    “What?” I gasped. “How?” 
 
    “I think it has something to do with her link to the Abyss,” she shrugged, “or maybe that warding spell she put on her Stone. Who cares? She never liked Dara anyway so this works out better for everyone.” 
 
    “How is this better?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Well, I’ll still be around to help with Susie’s training and since we’ll be living together,” she purred, slinking up to me, “we can work on making a son. Every night,” she breathed into my ear. 
 
    “We can’t,” I shot back. “You’re supposed to be my sister, remember?” 
 
    “But you know I’m not. It’ll just be like making love to Dara, except with me. Or anyone else you desire,” she added tantalizingly. 
 
    “No, it won’t work,” I told her firmly. “I love her, not you.” 
 
    “Love is overrated. I’ll settle for lust.” She reached down to caress me with her hand, sending a delicious thrill straight up my spine into the primitive parts of my brain. “You can’t fool me, Peter. Our bond ties us together, body and soul. I feel what you feel. I know you want me.” Daraxandriel’s brown eyes bored into mine and her lips twisted into a triumphant smile. “Kiss me, Peter.” 
 
    She didn’t even wait for me to make a move, she just took my head in her hands and pulled me against her, jamming her lips against mine. Her tongue fought its way into my mouth and I surrendered to my desires even as I cursed the bond corrupting my soul. She even tasted like Daraxandriel and I lost myself in her arms, until someone cleared her throat behind me. 
 
    Just a couple of hours ago, I would have scrambled to cover up my currently NSFW state by placing my hands in a strategic location or conjuring up some sort of glamour or hiding behind Amaryx. Instead, I just extracted myself from Amaryx’s embrace and turned to find the witches of Susie’s coven standing a short distance away. Between Karxnighar and Susie and Daraxandriel and Amaryx, I’d completely forgotten about them. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I frowned. “You’re supposed to be up in the tower.” 
 
    “We saw that explosion and then everything went quiet,” Corinne explained. “We waited but you never came back so we came to see what happened to you.” She sounded very calm but she wasn’t looking at my face. None of the witches were. 
 
    “Peter,” Melissa asked tersely, “what happened to your clothes?” Her ears were distinctly pink. 
 
    “Collateral damage,” I told her curtly. Now that the immediate crisis was over, I was more than ready to get out of here. 
 
    “Is Susie okay?” Corinne asked worriedly. “She’s not moving.” 
 
    “She’s asleep. The fight wore her out but she’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Can’t you cover up your – your – thing?” Melissa demanded. “It’s distracting!” 
 
    “It’s called a penis,” I told her dryly. “You’ve all seen one before.” Three of the girls shook their heads. I don’t think they blinked at all. 
 
    “What I’ve seen or – or haven’t seen is none of your business!” she retorted as the pink in her ears spread to her cheeks. “Why were you kissing Dara like that? What happened to that other girl with the wings? Why is Dara wearing her clothes?” 
 
    “Look,” I said, raising my hands to forestall any more questions, “I’ll explain everything but we need to get out of here. There’s no way the people over in Keswick missed all the excitement and they’re going to be here soon. We need to be long gone by then.” 
 
    “But is the demon dead?” At least Corinne stayed focused on the important stuff, even if she had yet to look up. 
 
    “He’s dead,” I affirmed and the witches sagged in relief. They started whispering among themselves, although the sidelong looks they gave me hinted that Karxnighar wasn’t the main topic of conversation. “I’ll bring Susie, the rest of you head back. We’ll meet up at the portal.” 
 
    Corinne nodded, although she seemed to be hiding a smile as she finally dragged her eyes up to mine. “We’ll be waiting for you. And thanks, by the way.” 
 
    “For what?” I frowned. 
 
    Now she blinked at me in confusion. “For saving our lives?” 
 
    “Oh, right, that.” I cleared my throat. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “I guess this was all in a day’s work for you.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” I sighed ruefully. 
 
    Now I got to see her full smile. “I can only imagine. All right, you heard the man,” she said briskly, turning to the rest of the coven. “Let’s go.” She made a shooing motion and the witches headed for the trail leading back to the tower with all the enthusiasm of kindergartners at bedtime. 
 
    Melissa favored me with one last glare that strayed south for a moment before she joined the others. “It’s not fair that he gets to be the hero,” she complained to Corinne. “Just because we’re women doesn’t mean we’re helpless.” 
 
    “He’s not the hero because he has a dick, Melissa,” Corinne retorted. “He’s the hero because he happens to be stronger than –” She stopped and then looked back at me with a puzzled expression. No, she was looking behind me and I quickly turned to see what caught her attention, drawing on the power of my Stone just in case. 
 
    Somebody was standing there in the center of the clearing. No, I corrected myself again, three somebodies stood there, overlapping in the same space as they flickered between white and green and gray.  
 
    “Goddess,” I said, relieved that Karxnighar hadn’t made a reappearance. I let my accumulated magic dissipate as she approached us. 
 
    “Peter,” the Mother greeted me with a solemn nod as she approached.  
 
    “Daughters,” the Maiden said to the witches, most of whom were huddling behind Melissa and Corinne.  
 
    “Amaryx,” sneered the Crone, eyeing her like she would a particularly loathsome bug. 
 
    “Bitches,” Amaryx responded airily, even as she inched behind me to get out of the line of fire. 
 
    “You did well under very trying circumstances, Peter,” the Mother told me somberly. “Karxnighar was a formidable enemy.” 
 
    I shook my head. “He was too strong for me. I couldn’t have done it without Susie.” 
 
    “Nor she without you,” said the Maiden. She seemed fascinated by the trees behind me and her cheeks were flushed. 
 
    “This is what I hoped for when I asked for your help,” nodded the Mother. “You and Susie worked together and leveraged each other’s strengths, thereby assuring your victory. You’ve learned how to be a team.” 
 
    “That assumes she was paying attention to the lesson,” grumbled the Crone. 
 
    “You might have to repeat it when she wakes up,” I suggested wryly. 
 
    “She heard me just fine,” insisted the Mother. 
 
    I checked on Susie. She hadn’t moved a muscle this entire time. “She’s asleep.” 
 
    “She was asleep,” sniffed the Crone. “She’s just faking it now.” 
 
    Susie’s lips twisted to the side and then she opened her eyes, glowering at the Goddess. She got to her feet far more gracefully than I could ever hope to, sweeping her long flaxen hair back as she faced the Goddess. A moment later, she was wearing a pale green sundress, although a quick glance with my Sight confirmed that it was just a glamour. 
 
    “I was resting,” she said with a defiant toss of her head. “Fighting demons is hard work.” She looped her Stone over her head and clutched it protectively against her chest, as if she was worried the Goddess would try to take it from her. I wondered how her chain managed to survive the inferno while mine was reduced to its component atoms. 
 
    “It was unnecessary work,” chided the Maiden. “You were the one who released Karxnighar from his prison in the first place.” 
 
    “He needed to be destroyed,” Susie argued. “Dr. Bellowes is dead. All those soul traps in his dungeon were going to fall apart without him.” 
 
    “Dr. Bellowes was an expert in soul traps,” the Mother pointed out. “Those traps were there for decades, even centuries, without any problems. They’d still be there after you completed your training to become a Guardian.” 
 
    “You don’t know that. All it would take is one of them getting out and opening all the others. Then what would happen? It had to be done now.” The set of Susie’s jaw signaled the intractability of her position. 
 
    “You could have asked Peter for help,” suggested the Maiden. “Between the two of you –” 
 
    “Peter doesn’t want to be a witch! He’s afraid of his powers.” 
 
    “That’s changed now, I think,” said the Mother quietly, her deep green eyes studying my face. 
 
    Susie looked at me for the first time. My lack of attire didn’t seem to bother her in the slightest but her eyes did that thing they did when she used her Sight and she frowned.  
 
    “What happened to you? You’re all messy inside.” She peered closer and her focus shifted over to Amaryx. “Why is Max bound to you? She’s my familiar!” 
 
    “I like to think that he’s bound to me,” Amaryx sniffed haughtily. 
 
    “You missed a lot while you were avoiding me,” I told her irritably. 
 
    “I wasn’t avoiding you. I was busy.” 
 
    “You sent Amy to keep me out of the way!” 
 
    “Because you would have tried to stop me!” 
 
    “So much for teamwork,” muttered the Crone, rolling her watery eyes. 
 
    The Mother cleared her throat. “Well, I see we still have some work to do. It’s probably best that we continue this conversation elsewhere. A few brave souls from Keswick are on their way and more are sure to follow.” 
 
    I looked around at the devastation left behind by Karxnighar and ignis mortem and let my breath out in a long, resigned sigh. “How are we going to explain all this?” 
 
    “If we’re not here, we won’t have to,” the Crone pointed out. 
 
    “Fine, but this clearly isn’t natural,” I argued. “They’re going to wonder what happened.” 
 
    The Mother looked up at the gray clouds hanging low overhead. “Meteor,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’ll definitely think it was a meteor,” nodded the Maiden. 
 
    “Only if they’re frigging idiots,” muttered the Crone. 
 
    “They’ll accept a dubious explanation over an impossible one,” the Mother assured me, “and the Circle of Nine will take care of any loose ends. In a few years, the forest will reclaim this area and today’s excitement will be forgotten.” 
 
    “So that’s it?” I protested. “We just go home and pretend that nothing happened?” 
 
    “No,” she said firmly, “you go home and use this experience to become better witches.” 
 
    “It should never have come to this,” said the Maiden, frowning at Susie. I’d never seen the youngest aspect of the Goddess look so reproving. “Your coven was ill-prepared. They could have died. Two of them were injured as it was.” 
 
    “I taught them –” Susie started to argue but the Crone held up a gnarled hand. 
 
    “You taught them that overwhelming force is the only solution to a problem,” she snapped. “Yes, sometimes a fist is necessary, but many times the situation calls for an open hand.” 
 
    “You’re not a teacher, Susie,” the Mother admonished. “You dictate when you should guide. Your coven looked to you for direction and you led them here.” 
 
    “They know how to fight!” Susie protested. 
 
    “Do they know when to fight?” asked the Maiden pointedly. “Do they know who to fight?” Susie just glared at her, silently fuming. “A witch must learn balance or she will fall.” 
 
    “Daughters,” the Mother addressed the coven, all of them watching us with wide and worried eyes, “those of you who still wish to learn the art of witchcraft should seek out Arial Kendricks when you return to Hellburn.” 
 
    “No!” Susie exclaimed. “That’s not fair! They’re my witches!” The three aspects of the Goddess just looked at her and she hunched her shoulders in sullen resentment. 
 
    “Return to the portal with them,” the Mother ordered her sternly, “and wait for me at Melissa’s house. Together, we’ll discuss what’s best for everyone.” 
 
    “My house?” Melissa gasped in dismay. “You’re coming to my house? But it’s a mess! I mean,” she corrected herself hastily, “we left in a hurry and we weren’t expecting guests, especially not someone like you –” 
 
    “Stop babbling, girl!” snapped the Crone. “I’m not going to turn you into a frog because the dishes are dirty.” 
 
    “But –” The Crone pointed to the hill and Melissa spun around, shoving the other witches into motion. Soon they were out of sight, leaving Susie, Amaryx, the Goddess, and me alone. 
 
    “It’s not fair,” Susie grumbled again, crossing her arms. “All I wanted to do was hunt demons from my tower.” 
 
    “That’s not your tower,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I found it! Nobody’s living there.” 
 
    “It belongs to the British government. Besides, it’s falling apart. Why would you even want to live here? It’s cold and wet.” That fact was becoming increasingly obvious to my body the longer we stood here. 
 
    “The Circle of Nine is here,” she muttered. “I’m joining them when I turn eighteen.” 
 
    “Then why bother making your own Circle back home?” 
 
    “Practice.” She made it sound like I was a complete idiot for not knowing that. 
 
    “Only three of them will reach out to Arial,” predicted the Crone, gazing dourly at the trail leading back to the tower and the portal beyond. “The rest have had their fill of witchcraft.” 
 
    “That’s three more than there were before,” the Maiden pointed out. 
 
    “That’s not enough,” groused the Crone. “There will never be enough. People today are too engrossed in technology. They no longer pay attention to the world around them.” 
 
    “There’s still time,” said the Mother. “Armageddon is not yet here. Which reminds me.” She turned her gaze on Amaryx, who lifted her chin defiantly even as she looked around for an escape route. “Your meddling cost Peter something very precious.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Amaryx insisted. 
 
    “You tricked him into forming a soul bond with you so that you could rise again.” 
 
    “Oh, that? No, I was just using it to break my bond with Susie’s Stone. The whole rising thing would have just been a side benefit.” 
 
    “But in so doing, you acquired a soul –” 
 
    “If that’s what you call that steaming lump where her heart should be,” retorted the Crone. 
 
    “– and corrupted Peter’s. He’s no longer the virtuous young man he was.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Peter,” the Maiden apologized, looking morose. “I had no idea something like this would happen.” 
 
    “It all worked out,” I shrugged, trying to put a positive spin on things. “I wouldn’t have been able to help Susie without Amy.” 
 
    “See?” Amaryx smiled brightly, taking my arm possessively. “We’re a team.” All three of the Goddess’s aspects gave her a deadpan stare and she sidled around behind me again. 
 
    “One accidental good deed doesn’t make up for an eternity of evil, Amaryx,” said the Crone tightly. “Who knows what your bond with Peter will do to his soul over time?” 
 
    “We’ll find out, I guess,” I sighed, “since I’m stuck with her now.” Somehow, all three aspects contrived to look at one another.  
 
    “I can remove the bond,” offered the Mother. 
 
    “But it won’t be easy,” warned the Maiden. 
 
    “And it will hurt like hell,” added the Crone. 
 
    “Really?” Amaryx couldn’t keep the excitement out of her voice. “You mean I can finally get rid of this noose around my neck?” 
 
    “I thought we were a team,” I said. 
 
    She blew a raspberry at me. “Forget that! I’m tired of being saddled with you losers. I’ll finally be free to –” She stopped and looked at me and then Susie and then the Goddess. “To discover true inner peace and care for the orphans.” All five of us rolled our eyes. “Let’s get started.” 
 
    “No.” Now five pairs of eyes stared at me in disbelief. Well, four of them did. Susie just looked irked. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Amaryx demanded. “You don’t even like me. I mean, sure, the sex is fantastic but is that any reason to risk your immortal soul? Come on, let the triple bitch break the bond.” She nodded at me encouragingly. 
 
    “No,” I said again. “That bond is the only thing keeping you from rising again.” 
 
    “I promise I’ll be good!” I just gave her a look. “I promise I’ll be slightly less evil!” I shook my head. “Oh, come on! After all I’ve done for you?” 
 
    “After all you’ve done to him,” retorted the Crone. 
 
    “Mind your own business,” Amaryx snarled. “Don’t you have a grave to crawl back into?” 
 
    “That’s enough.” I tugged on the bond and she gasped in shock, clutching her stomach. “I’ll keep her in line. Besides, I need her to pretend to be Dara until the real one comes back.” If she ever does, I thought glumly. 
 
    “You’re a good man, Peter,” declared the Maiden with a faint smile, “despite the taint on your soul.” 
 
    “Perhaps he’s a better man now,” mused the Mother, “because of it.”  
 
    The Maiden looked startled but the Crone pursed her lips. “That remains to be seen,” she intoned ominously. She glanced over her shoulder, away from the tower. “They’re almost here. We should go.” 
 
    The Mother nodded. “We’ll see you at Melissa’s shortly.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you can give us a lift,” I said hopefully. “Susie’s portal needs some fine-tuning.” 
 
    “I’m not a taxi service either,” smiled the Goddess, her three voices in unison, and then she was gone. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with my portal,” Susie sniffed. 
 
    “We’re going to have to agree to disagree about that.” I started walking towards the tower and Susie and Amaryx fell in on either side. “You did good,” I told Susie somberly. “You were very brave, facing death like that.” 
 
    Susie made a dissatisfied noise. “I don’t want to do that again. Dying hurts.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” I looked back at my handiwork and shivered, not just because of the chill air. I did that with barely a thought. Yesterday I would have hesitated. Today, I sacrificed us both without blinking. What changed? There was something on the ground not far away but it took me a moment to recognize what it was. “Hang on,” I said, “I need to get my stuff.”  
 
    I walked over and knelt to pick up my wallet, keys, and phone, and then I pressed my hand to the rough stone. This is where she was standing when she left me. I had to close my eyes until the piercing ache in my chest eased. Dying hurts, but only for a while. Losing someone you love hurts forever. 
 
    A shout in the distance brought my head up. The people coming to investigate the lights and noise that woke them up were close. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, jogging back to the others. “I don’t want to have to explain what we’re doing here.” 
 
    “And why you’re dressed like that,” Amaryx smirked. “Or not dressed, more accurately.” 
 
    “You could just conjure me a new outfit, you know.” 
 
    “Nope, that only works for me. Besides,” she grinned wickedly, “I’m enjoying the view.” 
 
    I didn’t believe her for a moment but it wasn’t worth arguing over. “Can you glamour something for me?” I asked Susie. 
 
    She eyed me critically. “Nothing that wouldn’t look weird. Is it supposed to stick up like that?” 
 
    “It does that sometimes,” I said, clearing my throat. It had to be a side-effect of my bond with Amaryx. 
 
    “If it lasts longer than four hours,” Amaryx sniggered, “you should see a witch doctor.” I just rolled my eyes. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Susie frowned. 
 
    “You see what I’ve had to put up with all this time?” Amaryx complained to me. “She has absolutely no sense of humor.” 
 
    “You’re the worst familiar ever,” Susie retorted. “You’re supposed to be helping me, not him.” 
 
    “Well, I’m Peter’s familiar now, so it’s not your problem anymore,” Amaryx sniffed, taking hold of my arm as if we were a couple strolling down the sidewalk. 
 
    “You called me a loser,” I reminded her. 
 
    “That was just normal sibling rivalry. I’m actually thrilled to be your sister.” She squeezed my arm with a gleeful grin that looked so out of place on Daraxandriel’s face. “We’re going to have so much fun together, brother.” 
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