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   1 
 
      
 
    Everything is back the way it was before. Hellburn isn’t a smoldering ruin anymore, my friends aren’t dead, and my sister doesn’t have a glowing emerald where her left eye used to be. There are only two problems with rewinding reality back to the beginning: I have to take finals all over again and Dr. Bellowes is still alive. 
 
    I wish I could just forget about him and pretend that it was all just a bizarre dream, but I can’t. I have Dr. Bellowes’ powers, four hundred years of demon-hunting spells bequeathed to me with his dying breath before God hit the reset button, and I live with a red-headed succubus who is still trying to claim her first soul, starting with mine. I could trap her in another enchanted geode but I won’t. I love her, after all. 
 
    But Dr. Bellowes is out there somewhere, fueling his magic by feeding the souls of innocents to the demon imprisoned in his ring. Since no one else remembers what happened the first time around, it’s up to me to convince someone in charge that the foremost demon slayer in the world is as evil as the creatures he hunts. I have no proof and the only other person who knows Dr. Bellowes’ true character is Daraxandriel, but somehow I doubt a demon is going to have much luck talking demon hunters into killing one of their own. In fact, we’ll be lucky to get out of this alive. 
 
    I already saved the world once. That should have been enough. Why do I have to do it all over again? 
 
      
 
    “Dara! Over here!” 
 
    Justin’s carrot-colored hair and wildly gesticulating arm were easy to see over the other students huddled around the cafeteria tables and Daraxandriel adjusted her course in his direction, balancing her tray on one hand as she used the other to nibble on her french fries. Since Justin was my best friend, I included myself in his invitation and followed Daraxandriel’s arched tail to his table. 
 
    “Good day to thee, Justin,” Daraxandriel greeted him pleasantly, sliding into the chair opposite him, “and thee as well, Ashley.” 
 
    “Hi, Dara,” Ashley smiled, all five-foot-nothing of her looking like a kindergartner with breasts beside Justin’s lanky six-foot-six frame. “Hi, Peter,” she added as I set my tray on the table and dropped my backpack on the floor beside the remaining empty seat. “You look nice today.” 
 
    I was wearing the standard Hellburn High polo-shirt-and-khakis outfit so I presumed she was actually complimenting Daraxandriel rather than me. Daraxandriel looked down at her polka-dot sundress with a dubious grimace. 
 
    “I thank thee,” she said, “yet my wardrobe reflects Dame Collins’ taste in attire, not mine own. I would prefer a more proper costume with a corset and farthingale.” 
 
    “You should totally wear a corset tomorrow.” Justin was practically drooling on his plate as his eyes locked onto Daraxandriel’s chest. “I would pay money to see that.” 
 
    “Justin!” Ashley poked him in the side, although he barely even flinched. “Get your mind out of the gutter! Besides, Mrs. Grady would never let her wear something like that.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” I muttered to myself. Mrs. Grady, the school’s staff administrator and self-proclaimed dress code enforcer, normally held us to standards that would leave a Puritan sputtering at the unfairness of it all, but Daraxandriel could probably Godiva her way down the hallway without so much as a blink of Mrs. Grady’s beady eyes. She was practically doing that anyway, since her tail prevented her from wearing panties. 
 
    “I did not observe corsets amongst the goods at the Wall Market,” Daraxandriel frowned. “Mayhap I can commission a tailor to fashion one for me.” 
 
    “Wall Market?” Ashley echoed doubtfully. 
 
    “Wal-Mart,” I explained. 
 
    “Thou shouldst acquire a corset for thyself, Ashley,” Daraxandriel went on. “’Twould display thy bosom to greater prominence.” 
 
    “What?” Ashley dropped her salad fork with a clatter and crossed her arms over her chest. “There’s nothing wrong with my bosom!” Her ears were an even brighter pink than her shirt. 
 
    Justin pried his eyes off of Daraxandriel and looked down at his girlfriend. “You know, she’s right,” he mused. “Your boobs are smaller than hers. A corset would really help them stand out.” 
 
    “My boobs don’t need to stand out!” 
 
    “Guys, leave her alone,” I sighed. “Trust me, her boobs are perfectly fine the way they are.” I picked up my burger and took a bite before I realized all three of them were looking at me with varying degrees of incredulity. I replayed the last couple of sentences in my mind and realized where I went wrong. In my rewound timeline, I never walked in on Ashley having sex with Justin while wearing nothing but a pair of cardboard wings. 
 
    “What I meant to say,” I mumbled hastily around my burger, “was that I always imagined her boobs –” I wouldn’t have thought Ashley’s eyes could get any bigger but they did. I gulped down my half-chewed lump of burger in one painful swallow as I desperately tried to think of a way out of the hole I was digging for myself. “Cup size isn’t important. It’s what’s up here that matters.” I tapped the side of my head, hoping Ashley bought it. 
 
    “Right,” Justin scoffed, rolling his eyes. “Since when? Ow! What was that for?” he complained to Ashley, rubbing his side. 
 
    “That’s for being a misogynistic Neanderthal,” she informed him. “So have you picked out a dress for prom yet?” she asked Daraxandriel brightly, clearly trying to change the subject. 
 
    “I did acquire garb for the occasion,” Daraxandriel assured her, “yet I cannot describe it to thee, for Dame Collins has sworn me to secrecy. She insists that Peter Simon Collins remain ignorant of its particulars ere the evening is upon us.” 
 
    “I already know –” I caught myself just in time. “– that it will be beautiful.” Daraxandriel beamed at me with pleasure, exposing her broken fang. 
 
    “I got mine yesterday,” Ashley said. “I can’t wait to show it off.” 
 
    “If it’s that backless one, be careful,” I warned her. “Mrs. Grady is going to think you’re showing too much skin.” Her eyes opened wide again as her mouth dropped open and I winced at my mistake. “I mean, if it’s backless,” I stammered hastily. “Just, uh, wear a sweater or something over it until you get inside.” I busied myself with my burger, cringing inside. Hiding the fact that I remembered the future was a constant struggle. 
 
    Ashley subsided with a doubtful look and then straightened in her chair, reaching over to tap Daraxandriel’s hand urgently. “Look!” she whispered loudly. “There’s Melissa! I heard she broke up with Brent!” 
 
    I twisted around in my chair to see. A trio of girls in black-and-orange cheerleader outfits was just coming through the food line. One of them was a black-haired, dark-eyed beauty who used to haunt my dreams, along with those of most of Hellburn High’s male population. Now I was just glad that she wasn’t dead. Melissa looked a lot happier now, laughing at something one of the other girls said. Dumping Brent was the best thing she could have done for herself. Her track record with boyfriends, my previous future self included, was pretty dismal. 
 
    Melissa looked our way just then, as if she sensed our attention, and for a fleeting moment her eyes met mine. Maybe it was just my imagination but I thought I saw her lifting her chin in acknowledgement before she turned away and joined her teammates at another table. 
 
    “They broke up?” Justin frowned. “When did that happen?” 
 
    “Yesterday after class,” Ashley informed him. “Cynthia said they got into a big argument on the sidelines after practice.” 
 
    “But the Hellraiser game’s on Friday,” he protested. “Who breaks up with the quarterback the week of the big game?” 
 
    “I think Melissa’s happiness is more important than a stupid football game,” she retorted. Justin just blinked at her like she was speaking gibberish and she rolled her eyes. “Tell him, Dara.” 
 
    “Ashley has the right of it, Justin,” Daraxandriel nodded. “The pursuit of true love is the most noble calling of all. And yet,” she added thoughtfully, her glowing eyes sliding over in my direction, “does this not mean that Melissa’s heart is now unencumbered?” 
 
    I paused in mid-chew, alarm bells ringing. I’d heard a line like that the last time around. “Not interested.”  
 
    “Is she not well-formed and comely?” she persisted. “Is she not beloved of her peers and a favorite of her tutors? Does she not come from a family of wealth and privilege? Surely she is a prize to be sought after. A prize,” she leaned in close enough for me to feel her candlewick breath on my cheek, “worth someone’s soul?” She looked up at me through her long lashes, looking eager and winsome at the same time. 
 
    “I’m not interested in Melissa,” I told her firmly. “You’re the only one I care about.” 
 
    She sat back with a huff. “Thy heart is confused by my proximity to thee,” she complained. “Thou needs must love one of thine own kind.” 
 
    “Says who? What’s wrong with me wanting to be with –” I stopped, all too aware of Ashley and Justin listening in. “– someone like you?” 
 
    “It is unnatural! For a succubus to love a human is –” Now it was her turn to cut herself off and blink in confusion. She turned away from me and toyed with her fries without eating any of them. “What I mean to say is, for a human to love a succubus can only lead to despair, for I – she – needs must depart forever when her task is done. Nay,” she declared firmly, “thy heart’s desire is close by, Peter Simon Collins, and I shall not rest until I discover her! Thy soul shall soon be mine.” She snatched another fry from her plate and stuffed it into her mouth, glaring at me defiantly. I just rolled my eyes and picked up my burger. 
 
    The four of us talked about the usual sorts of mundane topics students get into when nothing much is happening – finals, our part-time jobs, ridiculous things our parents said – until the bell finally announced the resumption of our state-funded education. More accurately, Ashley, Justin, and I talked while Daraxandriel inspected every girl who walked by the table, shaking each one off like a pitcher who dislikes everything the catcher suggests.  
 
    She kept it up all afternoon, scribbling cryptic notes to herself on a sheet of paper she borrowed from me. I peeked over her shoulder but I couldn’t decipher her angular handwriting. It reminded me of the demonic script I saw on the contract she tried to get me to sign last time around, although it didn’t look right written in blue ballpoint ink. 
 
    “What is all that?” I finally asked her after the final bell rung and we joined the flow of students along the hall. 
 
    “It is a tally of thy potential lovers,” she informed me, scowling at her sheet. There wasn’t a square inch left unmarked, front or back. 
 
    “You can’t be serious. How many names are on there?” 
 
    She squinted at the page, muttering under her breath as she counted, but she gave up before we reached the stairs. “Many,” she asserted with a shrug. “I do not wish to leave any out of my reckoning. Thy perfect mate may be just around the corner.” 
 
    “Or she might be right beside me,” I said, but she didn’t get the hint. “So how does this work? Does everyone get a rating from one to ten?” 
 
    She eyed me disdainfully. “Thou dost mock me, Peter Simon Collins! The choosing of a mate is a solemn undertaking that cannot be reduced to some trivial calculus. One needs must consider her form, her carriage, and her demeanor. Is her flesh unblemished? Does her laugh fall pleasantly upon thine ears? Will she bear thee healthy children?” 
 
    My toe caught on the step and I nearly tumbled down the stairs. “Children?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Certes! Children are a testament to thy virility.” 
 
    “My virility doesn’t need a testament, thank you very much.” We reached the ground floor and followed the tide of humanity out through the front door. I had to shade my eyes against the mid-afternoon sun beating down out of the cloudless sky. Anyone who doubted the reality of global warming just needed to spend a few days in Texas. “I’m sure I’m going to regret asking this, but who’s number one on your list?” 
 
    “Melissa, of course. None other can compare.” 
 
    “No, not her,” I said firmly. I was deathly afraid that even being near me would drag her back into the magical world. That would end badly for her. “Who else?” 
 
    Daraxandriel studied her notes, turning the page around every which way. “Ashley.” 
 
    “Ashley? Justin’s girlfriend?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “She’s Justin’s girlfriend!” 
 
    “And so?” 
 
    “She’s Justin’s girlfriend!” 
 
    “The course of true love is beset with obstacles, Peter Simon Collins,” she sniffed. “Wouldst thou not challenge the most fearsome opponent for the hand of thine intended?” 
 
    “She’s not my intended,” I informed her. “She’s Justin’s intended.” 
 
    “Yet thou didst admire her bosom,” she reminded me. 
 
    “I’m a guy, I admire everyone’s bosom. Take her off the list.” Daraxandriel grumbled under her breath but complied. “Who else?” 
 
    “This choice thou canst not gainsay,” she declared, rattling her paper in my face. “Allison Tinsley. She is comely and vivacious and possesses a large bosom.” 
 
    “She’s also gay,” I noted sardonically. 
 
    “A cheerful disposition is of great merit,” she agreed. 
 
    “No, I mean she likes girls.” Daraxandriel tilted her head at me quizzically. “In a sexual way.” 
 
    “Oh?” she frowned, and then her eyes opened wide. “Oh!” She caught her lip under a fang. “Mayhap I could bend the world, that she might turn her thoughts towards men,” she said doubtfully. 
 
    “No, leave her alone. If you have to make someone love me, it’s not true love, is it?” 
 
    “Thou hast the right of it,” she sighed, sadly scribbling over another section of her paper. “Rebecca Warren?” she asked hopefully. “Her bosom is small, yet she has other pleasing qualities.” 
 
    “Rebecca?” That name caught me by surprise. I hadn’t seen her since everything got reset. “She’s fifteen,” I argued. 
 
    “And therefore a woman,” she pressed. “She will bear thee many sons. Or daughters. Whichever thou dost prefer.” 
 
    “She’s too young,” I told her sternly. 
 
    “Thou art being difficult!” she groused, bending over to use her leg as a makeshift desk as she scratched out another entry. “Thy lofty standards shall leave thee alone and forsaken in thy dotage!” 
 
    “I’m willing to take that risk. We’re talking about my soul, after all.” 
 
    We were close to the Mustang now and I spotted Susie sitting cross-legged on the hood, perusing a leather-bound notebook that I recognized as her Book of Shadows, her diary of magic spells and lore. That was something else different about this second time around: Daraxandriel left her with all her memories of being a newbie witch. I wondered why. 
 
    I fished my key fob out of my pocket and tapped the panic button on and off. The flashing lights and discordant horn startled a few nearby students but Susie just tucked her book into her bag and slid off the hood with a squeak of bare skin on metal. She eyed Daraxandriel sourly as we walked up. 
 
    “Dara,” she said coldly. 
 
    “Waif,” Daraxandriel replied with equal frostiness. Her tail curled up like a cobra ready to spit venom. 
 
    “Play nice, you two,” I warned them. I put my thumb on the unlock button and both of them tensed, ready to bolt for the doors. “No fighting over the seats. Susie, you were in front this morning so now it’s Dara’s turn.” 
 
    Susie’s mouth twisted as she tried to come up with a compelling reason why she needed to be in front but she finally capitulated with ill grace. I unlocked the Mustang and she shoved the passenger seat forward and crawled into the back seat, sitting square in the middle and giving Daraxandriel a death glare as she claimed the front seat. 
 
    “Buckle up,” I ordered as I slid behind the wheel and started the car. Daraxandriel fumbled with her seatbelt – she hadn’t had much practice so far – and I heard a click from the back, although I wouldn’t have put it past Susie just to buckle the belt behind her in a petty act of defiance. I glanced back to check but her book bag was in her lap, blocking the view. “You’re paying the fine if we get pulled over.” Her glare shifted over to me, which I chose to interpret as agreement. 
 
    We joined the trickle of cars trying to escape the parking lot and finally made our way out onto the street. Susie maintained a sullen silence while Daraxandriel studied her list, using the dashboard as a writing desk to amend her notes. I caught her appraising me a few times with a speculative look but I refrained from asking what she was thinking. I didn’t want any of the girls on her list anyway. 
 
    Our journey home took place in complete silence, other than the deep rumble of the Mustang’s V8 and the occasional scribbling of Daraxandriel’s pen. I scarcely noticed, lost in my own thoughts. 
 
    What’s taking Agent Morgan so long to get here? I wondered. I called her four days ago, it can’t be that hard to find a flight from Philadelphia to Dallas. It occurred to me that I didn’t actually know where Morgan lived. I knew Ryan Prescott worked out of Philadelphia and I just assumed the Occult Investigations team was all together, but they dealt with demon incursions all over the United States. Maybe they were spread out.  
 
    And maybe she didn’t believe me about Dr. Bellowes, I thought gloomily. Why should she? I’m just a kid from Hellburn, Texas. I flexed the fingers on my right hand just so, without invoking the spell that went with the gesture. A kid with the powers of a four-hundred-year-old warlock. 
 
    I pulled up in front of our white picket fence and shut off the car, gnawing on my lower lip as I stared out at nothing. I need to call her again. She has to do something about Dr. Bellowes before he finds another innocent soul to sacrifice. I shivered at the memory of the malevolent demon lord with way too many eyes imprisoned in his signet ring. I need to warn her about Metraxion. If he escapes while she’s trying to capture Dr. Bellowes – That would be, in a word, bad. 
 
    Something jabbed me painfully in the ribs. “Ow! What the hell?” I rubbed my side as I twisted around, to see Susie scowling at me with her wand gripped in her fist. 
 
    “Let me out,” she ordered tersely. “I have better things to do than sit here like one of those Italian music squeezy boxes.” 
 
    I blinked at her, trying to unscramble her meaning. “An accordion?” 
 
    “Sure. Get out.” She threatened me with her wand again and I heaved a sigh before opening my door and climbing out. 
 
    “Dara’s bigger than you,” I pointed out as I pulled my seat forward for her. “Imagine how she feels back there.” 
 
    “No.” Susie clambered out and headed straight for the front door. Daraxandriel remained in her seat, though, frowning at her paper. 
 
    “Are you coming?” I asked. 
 
    “Patricia Cummings?” she suggested. 
 
    “I don’t know who that is, but no. Come on.” 
 
    She grumbled under her breath but extracted herself from the car, still focused on her list. “Annabel Garcia?” 
 
    “No.” I steered her through the gate and along the walkway. 
 
    “Julie Dawson?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Karin McCaffrey?” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    She stopped and looked at me doubtfully. “There is another?” 
 
    “They’re twins, Karin and Karyn.” She eyed me sidelong as if she thought I was pulling her leg, then shook her head and made a notation on her paper. “Don’t bother. No and no.” 
 
    “Thou canst not simply refuse every name I utter!” she protested angrily, stamping her foot. “There needs must be one who enthralls thy heart. someone worthy of thy soul!” 
 
    “There is,” I told her sincerely, “but she’s not on your list.” 
 
    “Then I shall find her and bring her before thee and then, Peter Simon Collins, we shall bargain for thy soul!” She crumpled up her list and threw it into Mom’s marigolds before stomping into the house, almost but not quite slamming the door behind her. 
 
    I sighed and retrieved the wad of paper, carefully unfolding it to peruse the inscrutable symbols scrawled all over it. “She’s right here,” I sighed. “Just look in the mirror.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   2 
 
      
 
    Many cultures, particularly in India and the Middle East, have a long and hallowed tradition of matchmaking. The joining of two families in holy matrimony has far-reaching consequences and marriages based on something as fickle as love can lead to discord, acrimony, and outright war. If the Montagues had hired a matchmaker to find Romeo a proper bride, Juliet could have avoided her untimely demise and everyone in Verona would have been a lot happier. 
 
    Matchmakers try to find the most advantageous pairing for their clients, taking into account the pedigrees of the families, their standing in the community, and how much the bride’s parents are willing to pony up to get her taken off their hands. All other things being equal, maybe the relative attractiveness of the bride will sway the decision one way or the other, but many times, the groom gets his first good look at his wife on the wedding night, when it’s way too late to back out of the deal. 
 
    Love doesn’t factor into the equation at all, although I have to imagine most couples come to develop at least some affection for each other over time. I can’t imagine getting married to someone I didn’t pick myself, let alone someone I didn’t already love. Living the rest of your life with someone is something the two of you should decide to do together, not something someone else decrees. Marriage is supposed to be a partnership, not a prison sentence. Still, finding that perfect someone isn’t easy. Maybe a little help in narrowing down the choices wouldn’t be such a bad thing. 
 
      
 
    I cautiously sniffed my blue-and-red Dairy Queen shirt, convinced I could detect the odor of salty grease embedded in its polyester fibers, even though it was fresh out of the dryer. I pulled it on with a reluctant sigh, wishing I didn’t have to work. Had I known I’d be sent back in time with my memories intact, I would have memorized the winning numbers to the lottery and been set for life. Instead, I had five hours of wiping tables and mopping floors to look forward to tonight, all for a whopping $46.25, minus taxes. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay while I’m gone?” Daraxandriel sat hunched in front of my laptop, staring intently at the screen. She picked up Legends of Lorecraft even faster this time around and was already up to level 9. The arrow-shaped tip of her tail hovered anxiously over her shoulder as she guided her character, the sorceress Dara Alexander, through a rocky defile, exactly the sort of place where loathsome creatures liked to hang out. “Dara?” 
 
    “Hush!” she admonished me in a harsh whisper, leaning so close to the screen that her horns scraped the bezel. “I am hunting a wight. I needs must proceed with caution, lest I stumble upon its lair unprepared.” 
 
     “Well, good luck with that. Try to stay awake until I get back, okay?” She did respond but her tail gave a little flip that might have been impatient dismissal. “And remember to take a break every hour. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    All I heard were cautious clicks from the keyboard as I left my bedroom and trudged down the hallway towards the front door. I was beginning to regret reintroducing her to Lorecraft. Between school and work and sleep, we hardly spent any time together. We only had the one laptop, at least until Daraxandriel won the drawing at prom on Saturday, so we couldn’t even play the game together. My plan to convince her that she was my one true love wasn’t going anywhere.  
 
    I told myself it was too soon to break out my secret weapon, but I was sorely tempted. Maybe I’ll ask Mom to make chocolate chip cookies this weekend. Just as a test.  
 
    I passed Susie standing in the kitchen but didn’t acknowledge her. It wasn’t until I opened the front door that I realized she was right behind me. “What are you doing?” I asked uneasily. She rarely went outside voluntarily. 
 
    “Mom said you’re driving me.” She looked as dissatisfied with that thought as I was. 
 
    “I am? Where to, exactly?” 
 
    “To my meeting.”  
 
    “What meeting?” I looked her over and realized she was still wearing her school clothes, complete with her book bag slung around her neck. 
 
    “At the library.” She was starting to take on that narrow-eyed, pugnacious look that meant she was getting annoyed with me, not that that was particularly unusual. 
 
    “The library? Oh, right, Wednesday night is witch’s night, isn’t it?” 
 
    I could have sworn both her hands were empty but suddenly I was staring cross-eyed at the business end of a wand. “How do you know about that?” she demanded. 
 
    “Because you don’t read any literature other than romance novels, you’re a self-proclaimed Wiccan, and you’re about to poke my eye out with a pointy stick.” I carefully moved her outstretched hand to the side. 
 
    Her green-gold eyes studied me suspiciously for a long moment and then she slowly withdrew her hand. “All right,” she allowed reluctantly, “but it’s supposed to be a secret. Ordinary mortals aren’t allowed to know about magic.” 
 
    “Nobody would believe me anyway,” I pointed out. I toyed with the idea of showing her my star-filled pentagram but that didn’t seem like a good idea. Who knew how she’d react if she suddenly found out her apparently ordinary brother was actually a powerful warlock? Nothing good, that was for sure. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I told her. “If I’m late for work, it’ll be your fault.” Susie shrugged indifferently and followed me to the Mustang. “Seatbelt,” I reminded her as we settled in. “For real, this time.” 
 
    Susie maintained a surly silence as we made our way downtown through Hellburn’s feeble evening rush hour, staring out the side window with her arms wrapped protectively around her bag. The lack of conversation, unfortunately, let my thoughts run rampant through my head. 
 
    Dara didn’t really fall in love with me until after Lilith sent all those demons after us, I remembered gloomily. We kind of bonded through all those battles but she still let Melissa have me first and she spent time with Olivia before we finally got together. Melissa and Olivia are both out of the picture this time and Lilith is God knows where now, so why would Dara want to be with me? She’s grateful to me for letting her out of that geode and she wants to claim my soul, but that’s not love. 
 
    I turned onto Milton Street and stifled a sigh. After we do something about Dr. Bellowes, there’s really no reason for her to stay here. She’ll eventually realize she’s never going to get my soul so she’ll just move on. I need to think of some way to get her to think about me as something more than just a container for a soul. Maybe prom, I mused. There’ll be music and dancing and Brent’s spiked punch and all those teenage hormones in the air, plus she’ll win that laptop, which will put her in a good mood. Maybe afterwards ... It was a thin hope, but it was something. Which reminds me. I studied Susie out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    “So,” I asked with what I hoped was casual indifference, “did anyone ask you to the prom?” 
 
    Now it was her turn to eye me surreptitiously. “Why do you want to know?” 
 
    “I was just curious. I got the feeling you wanted to go.” 
 
    I kept my eyes on the road ahead but I felt her stare trying to bore a hole through the side of my skull before she turned away to the window again. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Maybe someone asked you or maybe you wanted to go?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I only knew one person on the face of the planet with the patience to put up with Susie for any length of time and it wasn’t me. I hoped he would forgive me for what I was about to do. “Did Cameron Jacoby ask you?” 
 
    Her head spun around so quickly I thought it was going to fly off her shoulders. “Who told you?” she hissed. 
 
    “Did you say yes?” I persisted. 
 
    She blinked and dropped her head and fiddled with the buckle on her bag. “No,” she muttered. 
 
    “Why not? You like him, don’t you?” 
 
    That was dangerous. Getting Susie to admit liking anything was, as Daraxandriel would put it, fraught with peril, but she didn’t immediately turn me into a newt. Instead, she cleared her throat. “Yes,” she said in a tiny voice that I could barely hear over the Mustang’s engine. 
 
    “So why didn’t you accept?” 
 
    Now she thrust out her jaw. “He’s supposed to ask me again.” 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed, rolling my eyes, “let me say this again. No, I guess it’s the first time for you. Real life isn’t like those romances you read. You can’t play hard-to-get. If you tell a guy no, he’s going to think you mean no and he’ll just move on to some other girl.” She looked up in alarm at that. Aha! I thought with satisfaction. “So what you’re going to do first thing in the morning is find him at school and ask him to the prom.” 
 
    “But he’s supposed to ask me,” she protested. 
 
    “He did ask you,” I retorted. “You turned him down, but there’s still time to fix this. Okay?” She hesitated and then nodded once. “Good. Oh, and don’t kill him if he asked someone else in the meantime.” This was Susie, after all. 
 
    “If he really liked me, he’d ask me again,” she mumbled. 
 
    “It’s the twenty-first century, not the nineteenth. Things are different now. Here you go.” 
 
    I pulled up to the curb beside the Hellburn Municipal Library and craned my neck to look up at the marble edifice with all of its classical columns and narrow windows. The last time I was here, all that remained of it was a spherical hole scooped out of the ground. Public libraries belonged in a museum as far as I was concerned, but I was glad the one was back in one piece. 
 
    Stacy Kendricks and her mother stood on the steps leading up to the front doors and they looked our way as Susie got out of the car. I saw a playful smile spread across Mrs. Kendricks’ face and she started down the steps towards us, clad in the same peasant blouse and flowery skirt I remembered from our previous first encounter. 
 
    Uh oh, I thought. Knowing what I knew now, letting Mrs. Kendricks hit on me again would be too awkward to bear. “Close the door,” I told Susie hastily, “and get Stacy to drop you off after your meeting. I’ll be working too late to pick you up.”  
 
    Susie didn’t say anything, although she got out and slammed the door behind her. I pulled away before Mrs. Kendricks reached us, waving a hand that hopefully conveyed a Sorry I can’t hang around, I’m running late sort of impression. I checked the rearview mirror and breathed a sigh of relief to see the three of them climbing the steps together.  
 
    Unfortunately, I hadn’t planned on dropping Susie off so I really was running late and the Dairy Queen was on the other side of town. I zigzagged my way through the streets, eyeing the clock on the dashboard. I wouldn’t be in any great trouble if I was a little late, but every minute after five before I walked through the door was another minute after ten that I’d have to stay to make up for it and I was anxious to get back to Daraxandriel. 
 
    My phone rang just as I turned into the parking lot and I pulled into the first empty space with a squeal of tires. I grabbed my phone and jumped out, double-timing it to the employee entrance as I locked the car over my shoulder and glanced at the phone display to check the time. It was still ringing and I finally looked at the caller ID. My feet stumbled to a halt as my heart jumped into my throat and I jabbed at the answer button just before the call rolled over to voice mail.  
 
    “Hello?” I asked, my voice a little unsteady. 
 
    “I was beginning to think you weren’t going to pick up, Mr. Collins.” Agent Morgan’s voice was an equal mix of sarcasm and irritability. “Is this a bad time?” 
 
    “No! I mean, well, I’m at work, but, yes, I can talk.” I glanced at my watch and winced. “I thought you’d call sooner.” 
 
    “I do have a day job, Mr. Collins, and we’re a bit short-handed. I can’t just pick up and leave because someone makes vague accusations over the phone.” 
 
    I bit back an angry retort. “Everything I told you about Dr. Bellowes is true. He’s killing innocents for their souls.” 
 
    “I have yet to see any proof of that.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you everything when you get here.” I just hoped my story would be convincing. 
 
    “At least explain how you uncovered his secret. His alleged secret,” she corrected herself. “My counterparts in London confirmed that Dr. Bellowes hasn’t left the country for several months and you don’t own a passport. How did you even hear about him?” 
 
    “Well, um.” I saw Mr. Watkins standing in the window, scowling at me as he pointed to his watch, and I held up my forefinger with an apologetic grimace. “I have a witness, someone who knew him.” 
 
    “Would that be the exchange student staying with you, by any chance? Ms. –” I heard a rustle of paper in the background. “– Dara Alexander?” 
 
    Every hair on my head tried to stand up on end as my throat closed up tight. She knows about Dara? How? Morgan had all the resources of the FBI at her fingertips, she must have been investigating me ever since our first conversation. Does she know that Dara’s a succubus? Is she just keeping me on the phone while her team raids our house? I had to force myself not to bolt for my car and mount a rescue. I took a shaky breath. 
 
    “She –” I cleared my throat and tried again. “She used to work with him.” 
 
    “Did she? My understanding is that Dr. Bellowes works alone.” 
 
    “This was a while ago.” I felt the prickle of sweat beading on my forehead, a combination of my mounting anxiety and the evening heat. 
 
    “Hmm. It’s curious that there’s no record of Ms. Alexander entering the United States.” 
 
    Oh, God. “I, uh, wouldn’t know anything about that. I guess the papers got filed wrong or something.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    I waited for her to say something else but she seemed content just to let me stew over her pointed observations, as if she expected me to crack and blurt out a confession. I knew I was telling the truth, though – about Dr. Bellowes, anyway – so I held on to my composure. 
 
    “So when will you get here?” I asked her. She remained silent long enough that I was sure she was going to say she wasn’t coming, but she finally responded. 
 
    “I’ll be flying in tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll call you when I get there and we’ll arrange a time to meet.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed as a wave of relief washed over me. “What about Ryan Prescott? He’s coming with you, right?” 
 
    “He’s just coming off a difficult assignment.” I heard the reproof in her voice. “I don’t see why you need both of us there for this.” 
 
    I shook my head, even though she couldn’t see me. “This is for something else. It’s very important that he come down here. He won’t regret it, I promise.” 
 
    “I’d like a little more than your unsubstantiated word, Mr. Collins.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 
 
    “I certainly won’t believe you if you don’t tell me.” 
 
    “Sorry, you’re just going to have to see it for yourself.” 
 
    “You’re asking an awful lot of us,” she said pointedly. 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. All I can say is, it’s very important that you both be here.” 
 
    Another silence stretched out before she sighed in my ear. “Very well. We’ll see you tomorrow, Mr. Collins, but I warn you. If this turns out to be some childish prank, I’ll be having a very serious conversation with Hellburn’s Chief of Police.” 
 
    She found out about Dara, of course she knows Dad is the Chief. “This is legit, I swear.” 
 
    “We’ll see. Good night, Mr. Collins.” 
 
    “Good n–” She hung up on me. I shook my head and shoved my phone in my pocket as I ran across the parking lot under Mr. Watkins’ disapproving glower. It was going to be a long night. 
 
    Traffic through the store was heavy enough to keep me on my feet throughout my shift but mopping floors and wiping down tables didn’t do anything to keep me distracted. I spent the whole time replaying my conversation with Agent Morgan in my head and fretting about what she really thought about my accusation against Dr. Bellowes. 
 
    None of the demon lord battles ever happened, I reflected glumly as I stuffed more napkins into the container. Hellburn’s never been on the demon incursion radar. Prescott’s probably been chasing Lilixandriel all over the States but she never had any reason to come here. As far as Morgan knows, I’m just a kid who somehow learned the truth about the FBI’s Occult Investigations team. 
 
    I straightened the bin of straws on the self-serve counter and checked the trash bin to see if it needed to be emptied. She probably thinks I’m a demon, trying to lure her down here for some nefarious purpose. Maybe she thinks I’ve been possessed by an incubus, as if that’s ever happened to me before, I sighed, rolling my eyes. Well, all I need to do is shake hands with Agent Prescott. His demon-detecting tattoo will prove I’m human and then we can get down to business. But how am I going to convince her that Dr. Bellowes is a real threat? 
 
    “Peter?” Maria the counter girl interrupted my gloomy thoughts to waggle a Styrofoam cup at me. “We’re running low on regular lids.” 
 
    “Got it.” I made my way down the narrow hallway past the kitchen and the office into the storeroom, hunting through the haphazardly-arranged boxes on the shelves for the correct size. “Congratulations,” I muttered to myself as I extracted a plastic-wrapped stack of lids, “your quest is now complete. You have acquired,” I checked the markings on the wrapper, “one hundred Disks of Liquid Holding, ten experience points, and about forty-two cents after taxes.” 
 
    I returned to the counter and slipped behind Maria to refill the lid tray. She was in the middle of taking an order but she flashed me an appreciative smile as I returned to my duties. 
 
    I wonder if Maria’s on Dara’s list, I mused, checking the salt and pepper packets. Maria was pretty – she actually reminded me of Gabriela de la Cruz but with longer hair – but she and Tony the drive-thru guy were already an item. After all this is over, I have to get serious about getting serious with Dara. I wonder if Mom and Dad will let us get a room at the hotel for prom. They already think we’re sleeping together anyway. I heaved a forlorn sigh. I wish. We actually were sleeping together but that’s all that was happening in my too-small-for-two-people bed, just sleeping. 
 
    I checked my watch but it was obviously broken since the time barely changed since the last time I looked. My phone showed the same time, though, so clearly someone hacked into the National Atomic Clock in Colorado just to keep me here all night. I heaved another sigh and went back to work. 
 
    Ten o’clock finally crawled its way into the present and I clocked out, drained of any ambition other than to fall into bed as soon as I got home. The streets were as empty as my thoughts and I pulled up in front of the house with no conscious memory of how I got there. I turned off the car and sat there with my eyelids getting heavier until my head dipped to my chest and I jerked up like one of those nodding alcohol birds dipping its beak into a glass of water. I got out before I ended up spending the night in the car, which would have been, at best, uncomfortable. 
 
    Dad was sitting at the kitchen table with his service pistol in pieces on a white cloth. “How was work?” he asked, closing one eye to peer through the barrel. 
 
    “The usual.” 
 
    “That bad, huh?” he smiled. 
 
    “No, it was okay, all things ... considered ...” My voice trailed off with a frown and Dad glanced up at me. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing, I just had the weirdest sense of déjà vu, like we’ve had this conversation before.” I shook my head to clear it. “Did Susie make it back okay?” 
 
    “About twenty minutes ago.” 
 
    “Good. Well, I’m heading to bed. Good night.” 
 
    “Good night.” Dad started the reassembly process as I left the kitchen and headed down the hall to my bedroom. 
 
    “Dara,” I said, opening the door, “I need to talk – oh.” The room was dark but the swath of light from the hallway revealed Daraxandriel lying face down on my bed, bare naked and fast asleep with her tail and one arm dangling over the edge. “You were supposed to stay awake until I got home,” I told her with a sigh. 
 
    I left her there and retreated to the bathroom to take care of my nightly routine. Daraxandriel hadn’t budged an inch by the time I got back but there was enough room between her and the wall to lie down so I just left her where she was. I stripped down to my boxers, tossed my fry-scented clothes into the laundry hamper, and shut off the light. The glow from my alarm clock was just bright enough for me to carefully clamber over Daraxandriel, although I could probably let the Hellburn High marching band practice in here without waking her. Demons slept like rocks, or at least this one did. 
 
    I settled down beside her, wrestling with the covers to put some insulation between me and her heating pad of a body. Her face was turned towards me and I reached out to gently run my fingers up the ridged curve of her horns. They were rough, closer to sandstone than marble, and I wondered how strong they were. 
 
    What would happen if she head-butted a brick wall? I mused sleepily. Would it hurt? If one of them broke off, would it grow back or would she just have a stump, like her fang? Despite all the time we spent together in my original timeline, I knew almost nothing about her. Things will be different this time, I  promised myself. I’ll show her how much I love her and she’ll forget about claiming my soul and we’ll spend the rest of our lives together. 
 
    And then you’ll get married and have little warlock-succubus babies, Little Peter predicted snidely. Will they have her eyes, do you think? 
 
    There’s nothing wrong with her eyes, I retorted, even as an image of a little girl with glowing orange eyes heading off to kindergarten flitted through my mind. It was an oddly disturbing vision. It’ll be fine, I insisted. No one thinks Dara looks strange. 
 
    Because she does that world-bending thing to keep people from noticing she’s a demon, Little Peter argued. What if your kids don’t inherit that ability? Or worse, what if a witch sees them? They’re trained to kill demons, remember? 
 
    Susie’s a witch and she doesn’t see anything different about Dara, I pointed out. 
 
    Susie hasn’t developed all her scary witch powers yet, he countered. What about Mrs. Kendricks? She didn’t have any trouble recognizing Dara for what she was the last time around. And Agent Morgan has a Philosopher’s Stone. She’ll see through any glamour Dara throws at her. Do you really think your hypothetical kids are going to stand a chance against them? 
 
    We’ll have plenty of time to figure all that out, I insisted. I didn’t even know if demons and people could make babies together, even though that was a central plot point of quite a few supernatural horror movies. Agent Morgan would probably know, I thought. She’s been fighting demons for a long time. I still had no idea how old she was, although the memories she accidentally shared across our soul bond strongly implied her age was better measured in centuries rather than decades. Maybe I could slip it into the conversation somehow, after we convince Morgan to deal with Dr. Bellowes. I just hope Dara can convince her that she’s not lying about –  
 
    “Oh, shit!” I sat bolt upright in bed, clutching my chest where my heart was trying to turn itself inside-out. There was no way Morgan would listen to Daraxandriel. As soon as she laid eyes on her, she would kill the woman I loved. 
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    If you have something I want, I have basically three ways to get it: I can steal it from you; I can fight you for it; or I can give you something for it. The first two options have quite a bit of personal risk associated with them, while the third provides the opportunity for both parties to come away happy. The barter system has been a fixture in human civilization ever since Ogg first offered a wooly mammoth tusk in exchange for Gug’s saber-toothed tiger skin. 
 
    The downside of bartering is that both parties have to agree on the relative value of the objects in question. I might believe my mammoth tusk is a fine specimen worth at least three tiger skins, whereas you might no use for a tusk at all. Haggling is the process of offer and counter-offer that attempts to find that common ground between the two sides. In some societies, haggling is an essential component of any transaction, no matter how trivial, and masters of the craft blend economic theory, rhetoric, and theater into a performance worthy of the stage. A well-haggled purchase leaves everyone satisfied. 
 
    I hate haggling. I don’t want to spend half an hour bemoaning the emptiness of my wallet, begging for sympathy for my starving family, and belittling the quality of goods on display. I just want to buy the damn thing and get on with my life. If I ever find myself shopping in a Turkish bazaar, I’ll probably end up spending $20 for an orange, but I don’t care. I didn’t travel halfway around the world to get into a debate with someone over the value of a piece of fruit. 
 
      
 
    “Dara! Wake up!” I shook her shoulder but all she did was mumble something unintelligible. “Dara! We have a problem!” 
 
    “Leave me be,” she muttered, trying to push my hand away. “I shall attend thee come morningtime.” 
 
    “Morningtime will be too late. Come on, get up.” I tried to haul her upright but she was a dead weight. I wriggled my arm underneath her and heaved her up onto her knees with her head draped over my shoulder. “Wake up!”  
 
    I shook her again and she straightened up slowly, swaying enough that I kept hold of her shoulders to keep her steady. Her eyes flickered open a few times like a ship signaling another in Morse code before they finally focused on my anxious face, just a few inches from her own. 
 
    “Yeep!” She jerked backwards in surprise and kept on going as she toppled over the side of the bed. Her flailing hands caught mine and pulled me after her before she landed on the floor with a heavy thump. My own landing was cushioned somewhat by her breasts but I still had the wind knocked out of me. 
 
    “Peter? Dara” Dad tapped on the door and then looked in. “What was that noise?” He looked down at us, me in my shorts and Daraxandriel stark naked, and his eyebrows lifted. “Oh, sorry,” he said, clearing his throat, “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I’m just heading to bed. Try not to wake Mom up, okay? Good night.” He closed the door before I could stammer out an explanation. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins.” Daraxandriel’s voice had a chilly edge to it. “Whyfor art thou taking liberties with my person?” 
 
    “I’m not!” I tried to roll off her but our legs were tangled up. We finally got ourselves separated and I helped her to her feet. She made a show of dusting herself off, although that just emphasized her nakedness. “You need to change into a human girl,” I urged her. 
 
    She stopped in mid-swipe and eyed me suspiciously. “Whyfor should I adopt such a hideous guise?” she demanded. “Am I not pleasing to thine eye?” 
 
    “You are,” I assured her, “but Agent Morgan is coming here tomorrow and she can’t know you’re a demon.” 
 
    “Agent Morgan?” she frowned. “Dost thou allude to Dame Morgan, thy captain of the Royal Constabulary?” 
 
    “America’s not a monarchy,” I reminded her. Elizabethan England didn’t have anything like the FBI and explaining the organization to her had been something of an uphill climb. “But yes, that Morgan. She and Agent Prescott are coming here tomorrow. Their entire mission is to hunt down demons. If they see you looking like this, they’re going to shoot first and ask questions later.” 
 
    Daraxandriel sniffed disdainfully. “Their feeble skills cannot contend with mine. I could steal the purses from their belts and they would be none the wiser.” 
 
    “Morgan has a Philosopher’s Stone, remember? She’s at least as powerful as Dr. Bellowes.” At least I really hoped she was, otherwise this whole plan was doomed. 
 
    Daraxandriel’s eyes widened in alarm. “Dost thou truly believe so?” She rested her hand on her bare stomach, where the Stone she stole from the Dread Lord’s trove gleamed a soft and bloody red between her fingers.  
 
    “I do, so you need to pretend to be a human girl while she’s here.” 
 
    “I could remain out of sight until she departs,” she suggested hopefully. “She need never ken my presence.” 
 
    “That won’t work. She already knows about you – well, about Dara Alexander, anyway – and I told her you were a witness to what Dr. Bellowes has been doing. You have to be there.” 
 
    “An thou dost place thy bloody script upon my contract, I could –” 
 
    “No,” I told her flatly. “It’ll just be for a day or two, I promise. You can stand being human for that long. Okay?” 
 
    She hesitated a long time but finally nodded. “An thou dost think it needful,” she agreed reluctantly. 
 
    “Great, so do ... whatever it is you need to do.” I made a vague gesture at her and she looked at me in dismay. 
 
    “Now?” she protested. “Didst thou not say they would not arrive until the morrow?” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t know exactly when and we need to make sure everything is working properly before then. Go ahead and change.” 
 
    Her tail flicked nervously back and forth and she caught between her hands. “Thou needs must avert thine eyes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I do not wish thee to observe my transformation,” she said quietly, her eyes downcast as she twisted her tail like a wet dishrag. It wriggled itself free and arched out of easy reach, watching her warily. 
 
    I thought about telling her that I’d seen her change before, but that had been in the other timeline and she wouldn’t remember. “Fine,” I sighed, “but make it quick.” 
 
    I turned my back, facing the wall, and waited. I didn’t recall any sound effects when she transformed before, but now, in the stillness of the house, I thought I heard a faint whispering in the background, as if a band of goblins were hiding in my closet planning a surprise attack. The hairs on the back of my neck lifted and I almost turned around, but I managed to resist the urge until I heard Daraxandriel clear her throat ever so softly. 
 
    I chanced a look over my shoulder and then turned all the way around. Where Daraxandriel had been just a few moments before, Dara Alexander now stood, looking shy and uncertain as she tried to figure out where to put her hands. Her overall proportions were unchanged but her horns and tail were gone and her crayon red hair was now a normal reddish-brown hue. Her eyes were deep brown and her skin was lightly tanned. She looked up at me through her long lashes and attempted a smile that faded out quickly. “Does this suffice?” she asked demurely. 
 
    I was suddenly unsure what to do with my own hands. Daraxandriel was an exotic beauty who drove men to distraction. Dara Alexander was a youthful innocent who made them howl at the moon. I loved Daraxandriel but I lusted Dara. Since I was only wearing boxers, my appreciation of her current state was about to become abundantly clear. 
 
    “So, um, Agent Morgan can’t, ah, detect you now?” I asked. “As a demon, I mean?” 
 
    “Am I not human?” she frowned. She twisted around to check for a tail and then gingerly touched her forehead. “Do I still seem demonic to thee?” 
 
    “No, ah, definitely no demon parts there,” I assured her, clearing my throat. “I meant magically. Can a witch tell you’re a demon when you’re like this?” 
 
    “How should I know such a thing?” she pointed out. “I am no witch.” 
 
    “Well, shoot, how are we going to test this, then?” The only witch I could conceivably ask was Susie but I had no idea how she’d react if Daraxandriel let her sense her demon-ness. 
 
    “Art thou not in possession of Parathraxas’ abilities?” Daraxandriel reminded me archly. “Thy perceptions are surely the equal of Dame Morgan’s, are they not?” 
 
    “Good point,” I conceded ruefully. I still wasn’t used to having centuries of demonic research jammed into my skull, just waiting to be tapped. “Hang on a second.” 
 
    Looking for a specific spell out of all that accumulated knowledge was a bit like running a Google search without knowing the name of the thing you’re looking for. A hundred spells involving demon detection swirled by, mingled with a hundred more about penetrating glamours and sprinkled with a random selection of trapping runes, summoning charms, and tracking cantrips. I weeded through them one by one, discarding the ones that were obviously useless here and assessing the effectiveness of the rest, until I finally whittled the list down to one. 
 
    “Okay, let’s see if this works.” I conjured my pentagram, feeling a flicker of vertigo as the star-filled window into outer space appeared beneath my feet. Daraxandriel slowly backed away from it, as if she was afraid she’d be sucked into the void. “Hold still,” I told her, gesturing just so and peering at a point just below her collarbone, letting my eyes unfocus. 
 
    My eyeballs tingled ever so slightly, a very disconcerting sensation, as everything else faded into the background. I still saw her in all her naked glory, but a faint haze surrounded her, a shifting shadow that clung to her skin. It matched her outline exactly, except that it had horns curling back from its forehead and a sinuous tail swaying by its hip. 
 
    “Damn it,” I muttered as I banished my pentagram and blinked everything back into focus. 
 
    “Thou couldst perceive my true nature?” Daraxandriel asked uneasily. 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “We’re going to have to disguise your aura somehow.” 
 
    “Is such even possible?” she wondered doubtfully. 
 
    “You’re already doing it,” I reminded her, “it’s just not strong enough. Dr. Bellowes has to have a spell for that. He has a demon lord trapped in his ring and nobody suspects a thing.” 
 
    Daraxandriel shivered involuntarily at the mention of Metraxion’s name, glancing around the room as if she expected the Bane of the Broken Plain to be lurking in a corner. She watched anxiously as I closed my eyes and dove back into the Encyclopedia Arcanum in my head. It’s a good thing I won’t be the one fighting Dr. Bellowes, I mused sourly. By the time I found the spell I needed, I’d be dead a dozen times over. 
 
    “Okay, I think this one will do the trick,” I said finally. “It’s a odylic barrier that’s supposed to keep mystical energy and auras contained.” 
 
    “Ne’er have I encountered such a thing,” Daraxandriel argued. “Art thou certain it will suffice?” 
 
    “It should.” It was weird knowing what a spell I’d never heard of before could do, as if I remembered it from a previous life. “Let’s give it a try and see what happens.” 
 
    “Will it hurt?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “No, of course not.” There was nothing in my magically supplemented memories about any harmful side effects. On the other hand, I doubted Dr. Bellowes ever had a reason to use this particular spell on himself. “It needs to be cast on an object anyway, something you can wear or carry.” We both looked down at the Philosopher’s Stone embedded in her navel and then up at each other. 
 
    “Thou hast never demanded this soulstone of me, Peter Simon Collins,” she said softly, “for all that it is surely thine, as thy proper reward for releasing me from mine imprisonment.” 
 
    That’s not the reward I want from you, I thought, but I shook my head. “I’m not a real warlock,” I reminded her, “there’s no reason for me to have the Stone. Besides, we can’t use it for this. We’ll need to remove the shield spell later on and we might end up accidentally releasing Amy.” Going through Armageddon once already was once too often for me. “I need to find you a necklace or something.” 
 
    I chewed my lip as I surveyed my room, but I didn’t actually own any jewelry and I doubted the braided lanyard holding my school ID would do the trick. Mom has a bunch of necklaces, I thought, but I can’t just walk into her bedroom in the middle of the night and root around in her jewelry box. That leaves – I heaved a resigned sigh. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I poked my head out into the hallway, making sure Mom and Dad’s bedroom door was shut. A glimmer of light peeked out from underneath, probably Dad reading for a bit before going to sleep, but the coast was clear. I tiptoed across the hall and listened at Susie’s door. The only thing I heard was the rumble of the air conditioning, but that didn’t mean much. Susie didn’t make much noise. If we didn’t remind ourselves to check on her periodically, there’d be no way to know she was still alive in between meals. 
 
    I didn’t bother knocking. I didn’t want to attract Dad’s attention and, this late at night, Susie was probably asleep anyway. Instead, I tested the doorknob. It was locked. 
 
    Once upon a time, this would have been an insurmountable barrier, but Dr. Bellowes knew a disturbingly large number of ways to get through locked doors. I selected one, traced a complicated symbol above the doorknob, and something clicked softly. I tried the door again and this time it opened silently. I slipped inside, leaving the door open just a crack. 
 
    Susie’s room was the same size as mine, populated with similar furniture, but there the resemblance ended. Her belongings littered very horizontal surface with no rhyme or reason to their placement, other than being there when she decided she no longer needed whatever she was holding. Her room looked more like the donation center for an understaffed charity than a human habitation. A faint odor of flowers mingled with something astringent tickled my nose as I surveyed the landscape, wondering how I was going to find anything useful in here. 
 
    A dozen location spells popped into my head but they all required something related to the object being sought. I resigned myself to doing this the old-fashioned way, albeit with a bit of magical help. The streak of light from the hallway and the heat lamp in Sugar’s aquarium weren’t enough to reveal anything as small as a necklace in all this mess, so I conjured a witchlight about the size of a ping-pong ball and set it hovering a short distance in front of me.  
 
    The witchlight was barely visible to my normal eyes, but it was almost painfully bright when I cast the glamour-piercing spell that I used on Daraxandriel. Everything in the room was illuminated in stark relief with a faint blue-green cast, and some items were almost incandescent, especially around Susie’s worktable. I inched my way closer and peered at the brightest objects. Most of them were crystals of various shapes and sizes but a leather-bound notebook embossed with an image of a horned creature in front of a full moon had a definite nimbus surrounding it. 
 
    Susie’s Book of Shadows, I thought. Whatever spells she inscribed inside couldn’t possibly compare to the ones Dr. Bellowes shoved into my head, but I was curious to see how far along she was in her studies. I glanced over my shoulder at her bed before reaching for the book and then I froze for an instant before turning around slowly. Susie glowed too, like a long-haired, underdeveloped angel, and the wand in her fist blazed like a miniature lightsaber pointed right at my heart. 
 
    “Peter,” she asked with frosty menace, “what are you doing in my room?” 
 
    “Um.” Dr. Bellowes didn’t know any teleportation spells, so there was no easy escape for me. “I’m looking for something. I didn’t want to wake you.” 
 
    “This is my stuff.” 
 
    “I know, but I need to borrow a necklace. Just for a couple of days,” I added, in case that made a difference to her. 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Um.” There was no good response to that. Telling her I needed it for a spell would open up a can of worms I’d never be able to close again. Telling her it was for Dara would pretty much torpedo any chance of getting anything from her. “It’s a secret, but I really need a necklace right now.” 
 
    The tip of Susie’s wand shifted to my left. “Does it have something to do with that?” 
 
    I turned my head to see what she was pointing at. The witchlight drifted above the worktable like a tiny spherical ghost. “Um.” 
 
    Her wand swung back to me. “Since when do you know how to conjure witchlights?” 
 
    I doubted any spell she knew could get past Dr. Bellowes’ defenses, assuming I could raise them quickly enough, but the last thing I wanted to do was get into a magical battle with my sister.  
 
    “It’s a long story.” Her aim didn’t budge one iota and I heaved another sigh. “Okay, fine, a dying warlock gave me all his spells so I could fight demons in his place.” 
 
    “What?” She sounded incredulous. I couldn’t blame her, frankly. It sounded implausible to me too and I was there when it happened. “That’s not fair!” 
 
    “Not fair?” That wasn’t quite the reaction I expected. “What do you mean, not fair?” 
 
    “I’m the one studying to be a witch!” She poked herself in the sternum with her wand. “I should be the one fighting demons!” 
 
    “Nobody needs to be fighting demons,” I told her firmly. “There are no demons here and even if there were, not all of them are bad.” 
 
    Susie’s pale brows drew together. “Mrs. Kendricks says –”  
 
    “Never mind what she says. I’m telling you, some demons are good, so don’t do anything without checking with me first, okay?” Her mouth twisted into a dissatisfied grimace but she didn’t immediately disagree so I counted that as acquiescence. “So do you have a necklace I can borrow or not?” 
 
    She eyed me like she was running a cost/benefit analysis of going along with my request and then she slid off her bed and padded across the room, following the path of least resistance between the piles of her worldly possessions. She ended up in front of her bookcase, which actually held very few books, and shuffled objects around until she uncovered a small box shaped like a treasure chest. She rooted around in that for a minute until she finally extracted a gold cross dangling from a tangled chain, holding it up for my approval. 
 
    “It’s not blessed, is it?” I asked doubtfully. Holy artifacts and demons didn’t mix well. 
 
    She shrugged indifferently. “It’s just a cross. I haven’t worn it since I quit Sunday school.” 
 
    Since they kicked you out of Sunday school, you mean. Baptists weren’t fond of children pointing out all the inconsistencies and contradictions in the Bible. “I guess it’ll do.” I reached for it but she pulled it back. 
 
    “Teach me your spells first,” she insisted. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Susie –” 
 
    “No spells, no necklace.” 
 
    Apart from the incredible amount of time and effort it would take to transfer thousands of advanced spells to her – Dr. Bellowes died dumping everything into me in one fell swoop – there was no way I was going to give her that much sheer destructive power. “One spell,” I offered, “and it has to be something Mrs. Kendricks won’t wonder about.” 
 
    “Ten spells,” she countered. 
 
    “Two spells, one now and one after I make sure the necklace works for what I have in mind.” She hesitated, no doubt assessing my willingness – or lack thereof – to haggle further, and then nodded. I held out my hand and she dropped the necklace onto my palm. It was surprisingly hefty for its size, which meant it was probably real gold. Silver would have been better but I had to work with what I had. “So what kind of spell do you want?” 
 
    She considered that for a while. “A teleportation spell.” 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t know any of those.” 
 
    She scowled suspiciously, as if she thought I was lying about that. “An invisibility spell, then.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “So people won’t see me.” I distinctly heard the duh undertone. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Why don’t you want them to see you? Are you planning to rob a bank or something?” 
 
    It might have been a trick of the witchlight but she looked thoughtful for a moment. “No,” she said slowly. “The other kids just look at me funny, like they think I’m different.” 
 
    You are different, I thought, but saying that out loud wouldn’t help me get the necklace. “If you’re invisible,” I pointed out, “people will bump into you at school and your teachers will mark you absent. Besides, Cameron won’t be able to find you to ask you to prom.” The look of dismay on her face was almost comical. Clearly she hadn’t considered the full consequences of her request. “Pick something else.” 
 
    She worried her lower lip with her teeth as she reconsidered her options. “I need a better glamour,” she declared finally. 
 
    “What sort of glamour?” I asked cautiously. 
 
    “The spell I use to make Mrs. Grady let me wear whatever I want to school doesn’t last long enough. I have to keep renewing it but she’s not always around when it’s time to cast it on her again.” 
 
    “Really? That’s how you’ve gotten away with it all this time?” Susie shrugged with a hint of smugness. “Hang on, I thought witches weren’t allowed to cast spells on other people.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “You just said you did!” 
 
    “I don’t,” she insisted. “I cast it on her glasses.” 
 
    “Sneaky,” I observed with grudging admiration. Trust Susie to come up with a way to sidestep any obstacles to her desires. “What if she takes her glasses off?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she shrugged, “she can’t see ten feet in front of her without them. So do I get a glamour spell?” 
 
    Her request seemed harmless enough but this was Susie, after all. I couldn’t come up with a reason to refuse her, though, so I nodded. “I’ll give you a spell you can cast on yourself so everyone around you will be affected, not just Mrs. Grady. It’ll fade out when you go to asleep so you’ll have to redo it every morning. All right?” 
 
    “Okay.” She still sounded like she didn’t entirely trust me. “What do I have to do?” She gestured with her wand like a orchestral conductor shooing away a fly. 
 
    “Just hold still.” According to Dr. Bellowes’ memories, transferring a single spell was a relatively minor act of magic, but transcribing knowledge directly into another person’s brain could be risky if you weren’t careful. I conjured up my starry pentagram to help steady and focus my spell and Susie’s jaw dropped in astonishment. 
 
    “That’s not fair!” she exclaimed again. “I want an awesome pentagram too! Mine’s just a scribbly white thing.” 
 
    “I didn’t pick this, I just ended up with it.” I had no idea why all the witches had different pentagrams. I just assumed they picked something they liked but maybe there was something more to it. What does Dr. Bellowes’ pentagram look like? I wondered. I never saw him summon one. Is it the same as mine or something else? 
 
    I shook off that distraction and waved Susie closer. “Stand here,” I told her, pointing at a spot within arm’s reach. Susie cautiously stretched out her toe to confirm that the apparent void on her bedroom floor was in fact solid and placed herself stood in front of me. “Okay, hold still.” 
 
    I fixed the glamour spell in my mind, breathed in and out a couple of times, and then reached out to draw an ornate glyph on Susie’s forehead. My eyes told me that my finger didn’t actually penetrate her skull but it certainly felt like it did. I withdrew my hand and her eyelids fluttered. “How do you feel?” I asked her anxiously. “Did it work?” 
 
    “That’s so easy!” she complained, like she thought I’d cheated her somehow. 
 
    “It’s just a simple glamour,” I pointed out, banishing my pentagram. “It only affects sight, remember. Anyone touching you will realize it’s not real.” She just gave me a look. The odds of her letting anyone near enough to touch her were basically zero. “You’d better practice it a few times before you try it out on Mrs. Grady. You’ll end up in the Room of Shame if you mess up.” Susie sniffed, dismissing my lack of faith in her abilities.  
 
    I dismissed my witchlight and squeezed my eyes closed until the tingling sensation passed. When I opened them again, the room was dark and I had to pick my way through the obstacle course towards the door. 
 
    “Wait!” Susie insisted. “What about my other spell?” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” I told her, “after I get this working.” I dangled the cross from my fingers like a hypnotist’s watch. “Think about what sort of spell you want. Nothing dangerous or illegal,” I warned her. She made a disgruntled noise, obviously annoyed at my unreasonable restrictions. “Good night.” 
 
    I stepped into the hall and closed her door, taking a moment to let me breath out in a long, slow sigh. Revealing my secret to Susie gave her leverage over me, which was never a good thing, and bribing her with harmless spells would only satisfy her for so long before she started demanding something more potent. I looked at the gold cross lying in my hand. 
 
    “This better be worth it,” I muttered and I crossed the hall to my room. 
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    Followers of the major Abrahamic religions – Judaism, Christianity, and Islam – make up just over half of the world’s population. As the name implies, all three trace their origins back to the patriarch Abraham, although they diverge wildly in their specific beliefs. Jesus is an especially contentious point among them since, depending on your particular faith, he’s either the Son of God, a revered prophet, or a complete fraud. It’s no wonder so many wars, past and present, started out as religious conflicts. It’s hard to be nice to someone if you think they’re delusional, if not outright blasphemous. 
 
    Most people assume that the symbol most commonly associated with Judaism, the Star of David, has some deep mystical significance, but its history is actually fairly mundane. The six-pointed star was a common geometric shape used in many decorations for centuries – even in Christian churches for a time – and didn’t come to be linked with Judaism until the 17th century. Similarly, the Islamic star and crescent was derived from the flag of the Ottoman Empire and therefore happened to show up in a lot of Arabic imagery until it slowly came to be adopted to represent Islam itself less than a hundred years ago. 
 
    In contrast, the cross actually has a direct tie to Christianity, representing the cross on which Jesus died to atone for our sins. Catholics tend to display crosses with Jesus still hanging from the nails, acknowledging his suffering, while Protestants show empty crosses to highlight his resurrection. Either way, it does seem a bit gruesome to use an instrument of torture as your religious icon. Maybe the original symbol used by the early Christians would have been better, although I’m not really all that fond of fish. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I got a necklace,” I reported as I walked into my room. “We just need to – oh, come on.” Daraxandriel was curled up on my bed, fast asleep again. She was still in her human form, so at least her glamour or whatever she was doing didn’t require her to be conscious, which was good to know. “Dara, wake up! We’re not done yet.” 
 
    She didn’t stir at all and I pondered the best way to get her up that wouldn’t end up with us on the floor again. I decided to start with the basics and flicked on the overhead light. “Wake up! I have the necklace.”  
 
    She squeezed her eyes tighter and muttered something incoherent. Her pout made her lips seem even fuller and I had no trouble at all imagining her as the lead in Sleeping Beauty, the R-rated version where she’s naked and the Prince does more than just kiss her to wake her up. I started to reach for her hand to pull her upright but then I realized I didn’t actually need her to be awake for this. She just had to be wearing the necklace.  
 
    I undid the clasp and then spent an inordinate amount of time untangling the chain, mumbling irritably to myself while mentally berating Susie for not taking proper care of her things. When I finally got it straightened out, I threaded the chain under her neck and carefully fastened the ends together. I tried to position the cross on her sternum but she was still lying on her side and it just slid down onto the bed covers. Instead, I just balanced it on her arm and stepped back to assess the result. 
 
    Satisfied that my handiwork met the basic requirements for the spell, I summoned my pentagram again and concentrated on the cross. Dr. Bellowes’ memories recommended using a wand for the casting but I didn’t have one and Susie would no doubt extort another spell from me if I tried to borrow hers. Instead, I made do by pointing my right index finger at the cross as I envisioned it pulling Daraxandriel’s aura inside itself. 
 
    “Spiritus celare,” I intoned, releasing my will.  
 
    A thin, flickering halo outlined Daraxandriel’s body for a moment, once again revealing her horns and tail, and then it suddenly collapsed around the cross, which flared like it was illuminated from within by a deep purple light. Daraxandriel gasped as her eyes popped open and she sat up, looking all around. 
 
    “What has transpired, Peter Simon Collins?” she asked in breathless alarm. “I felt a most curious sensation. Is aught amiss?” The cross now dangled between her breasts, its glow slowly fading until it looked like an ordinary gold symbol once more. She looked down doubtfully and cautiously felt the chain around her neck. “What is this? Who has adorned me so?” She made to lift it over her head but I stopped her hastily. 
 
    “No, leave it on! Don’t take it off until I tell you.” She obeyed with an uneasy look. “That’s the odylic shield. As long as you’re wearing that, no one will be able to tell you’re a demon. Theoretically,” I amended. “Hold still, let me make sure it worked.” 
 
    I switched back to my glamour vision, resisting the urge to rub my tingling eyes, and peered closer at her. This time, there was no aura around her at all, although the cross itself had the faintest purple outline. I chewed my lip anxiously, wondering if that was going to be a problem. Do ordinary people have visible auras? I worried. It never occurred to me to check before. Maybe they’ll think the cross is a magical amulet or talisman of some sort.  
 
    “Okay, I think this will work,” I told her as I dispelled my pentagram. “If anyone asks about that cross, just say you don’t know anything about it.” 
 
    “I know naught of its provenance,” she reminded me, “save that thou did place it upon me.” 
 
    “That’s fine, just tell them I gave it to you as a present, then.” 
 
    “Thou hast given me so much, Peter Simon Collins,” she said quietly. “This,” she rested her hand over the cross, “the comforts of thy home, freedom from mine imprisonment, and hope that Parathraxas may yet be defeated, but I have given thee naught in return.” She lifted her eyes to mine. They were a lot bigger and brighter than I remembered. “Tell me your heart’s desire. An it is within my power to grant it, it shall be thine.” 
 
    My mouth was suddenly very dry and I swallowed with difficulty. “Let’s not worry about that right now,” I told her. “It’s late and we’re both tired.” I hadn’t realized until just then how accurate that statement was. Without the Philosopher’s Stone to draw on, I was using my own life energy to power my spells. The minor enchantments I cast so far weren’t enough to hurt me but I definitely felt run down. “We’ll talk tomorrow, okay?” 
 
    “An that is thy desire.” The expression on her face came and went so quickly I couldn’t be sure I saw it at all, but she seemed disappointed. “I am sore fatigued.” 
 
    Normally Daraxandriel slept on the side of the bed furthest from the wall but this time she scooted over to make room for me. I turned off the lights and slipped under the covers, still warm from her overheated body. We wiggled around for a minute, trying to get comfortable without bumping into each other, and then settled down. I stared up at the ceiling, barely visible in the light from my alarm clock, and listened to the gentle whisper of her breathing. Just being near her was comforting and I felt my eyelids slowly grow heavier. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel’s voice was low and hesitant. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    She hesitated and then I felt her shake her head. “Nay, I do not wish to disturb thy slumber with my troubles.” 
 
    “Too late now,” I told her sardonically. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I needs must confess summat to thee.” 
 
    I turned my head to look at her but she had her back to me and all I could see was the smooth curves of her back. “What is it?” I asked hesitantly. 
 
    “I know thou dost admire my powers as a succubus.” 
 
    “Um, sure.” Admire wasn’t exactly the word I would have chosen. 
 
    “We are numbered amongst the most puissant demons of Hell.” 
 
    “If you say so,” I said carefully. Lady Nyx, the Dread Lord’s handmaiden, was scary powerful, emphasis on scary. Daraxandriel, not so much. 
 
    “Yet despite this, I find myself filled with trepidation.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Dame Morgan.” She sat up, hugging her knees to her chest, ghostly in the darkness. “Parathraxas betrayed my trust, seeking to cast our compact aside and take what he wanted by force. When I sought to flee him, he pursued me even through the shadowed paths and thrust me into a jeweled stone, to lie forgotten over the centuries.” She hunched her shoulders and shivered. “Thou hast declaimed that Dame Morgan is at least his equal. And on the morrow,” she turned her head towards me, looking small and frightened, “I shall stand before her to bear witness against him.” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” She just looked at me and it took me a moment to fathom why she was worried. “You’re afraid Agent Morgan will realize you’re a demon and try to hurt you.” She nodded once, jerkily. “That’s not going to happen. You’re wearing that shield, she won’t suspect anything.” 
 
    “Thou art both kind and trusting, Peter Simon Collins,” she told me with a sad smile, “yet thou art also young and inexperienced in the ways of magic. If Dame Morgan can defeat whatever spells Parathraxas may cast, she can also defeat thine.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” I insisted. “She has no reason to think you’re anything but a ordinary girl.” 
 
    “Yet if she does?” 
 
    “I won’t let anything happen to you,” I told her earnestly, “I promise.” 
 
    A wistful smile touched Daraxandriel’s lips as she toyed with the cross, making its polished sides flash in the dim light. “Thou hast the heart of a hero, Peter Simon Collins,” she said quietly, “for which I am most grateful. Thou hast assuaged my concerns.” She settled herself down again. “Sleep well, my champion,” she murmured. 
 
    “You too.” 
 
    We fell silent and I gazed up at the ceiling again. She might be feeling better about whatever tomorrow might bring but now I was worried. Agent Morgan was already skeptical about me and my claims about Dr. Bellowes and she knew that Dara Alexander didn’t enter the country through normal means. She was going to be suspicious about us and things could go south very quickly.  
 
    I started searching through my magical repertoire for defensive spells I could prepare ahead of time but Daraxandriel stirred beside me. “Peter Simon Collins?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I hesitate to ask this of thee and I will accept thy will shouldst thou decline to grant me this boon –” 
 
    “What is it?” If I let her go on like she normally did, it would be morning before I found out what she wanted. 
 
    “Wouldst thou hold me in thine arms,” she asked meekly, “ere slumber overtakes me?” 
 
    That threw me off for a moment. We usually ended up with overlapping body parts but that was because the bed was too small for the two of us. Not once, in this timeline or the old one, did Daraxandriel ever ask me to hold her in bed. 
 
    “Uh, sure,” I stammered. “Absolutely, no problem.” 
 
    My heart thumped against my ribcage as I slipped out from under the covers and carefully spooned up against her. I wasn’t sure where to put my arm but she solved that problem by tucking it under her breasts and holding it in place with hers. If she objected to Little Peter nudging her backside, she didn’t mention it. Instead, she wriggled back against me with a contented sigh. 
 
    “Thy cool flesh is soothing,” she murmured. “I shall sleep well.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I could sleep at all now. I was all too conscious of her soft, supple skin pressed against mine and the faint scent of burnt-out candles. Her human body was noticeably cooler than her demonic one but she still felt like she was running a low-grade fever. Her heart beat in syncopation with mine and I couldn’t imagine any place I would rather be right now. 
 
    This doesn’t mean anything, I reminded myself. She’s just scared and she needs someone to comfort her. Who else is she going to turn to? I sighed resignedly. She doesn’t know how I really feel about her. 
 
    How could she? Little Peter retorted. You never told her. 
 
    I did! I protested. She thinks I’m attracted to her because she’s a succubus. 
 
    Then tell her again and keep telling her until she believes you.  
 
    But –  
 
    No buts. Well, maybe this one. Little Peter poked his head through the opening in my boxers and rubbed himself against her taut buttocks. 
 
    Stop that! I ordered, despite the delicious shiver that swept through me. What’s she going to think? 
 
    She going to think you want her. Isn’t that the point? 
 
    I wanted to argue but he was right. She’d never know how I felt unless I made it crystal clear and if things went disastrously wrong tomorrow, I might never have another chance. Okay, stop what you’re doing down there. I’m going to tell her. 
 
    Of course you are. 
 
    I am, I insisted, but you’re distracting me. 
 
    I think a two-pronged approach is better. Of course, I only have a single prong, but where there’s a will there’s a way. 
 
    I don’t want her thinking that all I care about is her body! 
 
    Fine, but don’t screw it up. A handful of soap in the shower isn’t nearly as good as the real thing. 
 
    I took a deep breath, trying to ignore the nervous flutter in my stomach. “Dara?” I asked softly. 
 
    “Mm?” 
 
    “There’s something I need to tell you and I want you to listen all the way through before you say anything, okay?” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “You’ve only known me for four days but I’ve known you a lot longer than that. When I first met you, all I saw was the horns and the eyes and the tail and I – I was scared of you. But I got to know you better and I saw how beautiful you really are. I’m not just talking about your appearance. Your heart, your soul, everything about you, you’re just amazing. I don’t know how anyone could think you’re evil or dangerous.” 
 
    I shook my head with a sigh. “When we were fighting all those demons your sister sent after me, I saw how brave and selfless you were. I couldn’t have survived without your help. You even faced down Nyx and Metraxion for me, even though you were scared to death of them. And when we fought Amy, you sacrificed your life to save mine.” I had to stop until I was sure my voice wouldn’t break. 
 
    “I know you don’t remember any of that,” I told her glumly, “but I do, and I’ll never forget, no matter what happens tomorrow or the day after or for the rest of my life. You’re still trying to bargain for my soul but you don’t have to. You already have it, along with my heart. I love you, Dara, and I want to be with you forever.” 
 
    She didn’t respond immediately and I wondered what she was thinking. Well, I told her, I told myself. She knows how I feel. If she doesn’t feel the same way about me, well, at least I tried. 
 
    I waited, feeling my anxiety ratchet up with every rise and fall of her chest. Oh, God, she’s trying to think of a way to let me down easy, isn’t she? She doesn’t love me but she doesn’t want to hurt my feelings. I kicked myself mentally. I’m such an idiot. How could I think someone as wonderful as her could be interested in someone as ordinary as me? 
 
    The silence stretched out like a violin string about to snap. She waited too long, now she doesn’t know what to say that won’t make this awkward as hell. I’m going to have to move into the den, we’re not going to be able to sleep together anymore, even if there’s no chance of any sex. My stomach felt like it was tied in knots. I better get this over with. 
 
    I cleared my throat tentatively. “Dara?” She still didn’t answer. “I’m sorry I put you on the spot like that. It’s okay if you don’t have the same feelings for me. I just wanted you to know how I felt.” I waited but all I heard was the soft whisper of her breathing.  
 
    “Dara?” I asked suspiciously. “Are you awake?” I shook her gently and she murmured something that sounded like medium fries. “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” I muttered. I extracted my arm and rolled onto my back with a resigned sigh. Note to self: never say anything important to a sleep-deprived demon. 
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    Everyone secretly wishes they had some sort of magical power, something awesome that they can do that no one else can. Whether it’s turning invisible or animating brooms or starting fires with just a thought, people have fantasized about manipulating the world around them with just a gesture or incantation ever since the species started walking upright. They all imagine how great life would be if they could just solve their problems with a simple flick of the wrist. 
 
    The thing is, most magical powers aren’t particularly useful in everyday life. Invisibility is only handy when you’re spying on someone or trying to sneak in somewhere, neither of which I do on a regular basis. The last time I remember needing to light something on fire was the barbecue last summer. Knocking down walls, rendering people unconscious, and levitating heavy objects would make bank robbery a breeze, but it’s just not all that high on my to-do list. Let’s face it, the only groups that have any real use for serious magic are government agents and criminals.  
 
    Magical abilities are kind of like guns, I suppose. There’s no good reason to have one unless you’re afraid someone else has one and is planning to use it against you. It’s just as well that most people don’t believe magic is real, otherwise the Second Amendment to the Constitution would have to guarantee our right to bear wands. 
 
      
 
    I awoke to the insistent buzzing of my alarm clock and the pliant warmth of Daraxandriel draped across my chest. She stirred when I leaned over to shut off the alarm and then made a pleased sound when I settled back down. Her hand rested on my stomach and her knee covered my thigh like she was subconsciously trying to keep me from leaving, but she needn’t have bothered. I was in no hurry to move. 
 
    I ran my fingertips through her spiky red hair, down the back of her neck, and along her spine, and she shivered and pressed herself tighter against me. Her fingers curled, grazing my skin with her nails, and her knee shifted further north, nudging Little Peter, who immediately stood up and demanded out. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Dara,” I said softly. Her only response was to nuzzle her cheek against my chest. “Dara, it’s time to wake up. We have school in an hour and a half.” I completely sympathized with her low growl of displeasure. Maybe we can say we’re sick. The thermometer will show she’s running a temperature and I’ve obviously been exposed to whatever she has. I rejected that plan reluctantly. We had to meet Agent Morgan today and Mom wouldn’t let us leave the house if she thought we were contagious. 
 
    “Come on, get up,” I sighed, trying to roll her off me. She clung to my side and I had to peel off her grip and slide out from underneath her. “Rise and shine!” I told her cheerfully. 
 
    “The cock has not yet crowed,” she mumbled into my pillow. “The time for rising is not yet nigh.” 
 
    “If we had a rooster, which we don’t, it would have been cock-a-doodle-dooing half an hour ago. Come on.” She pushed me away when I tried to grab her hand, so I pulled her legs over the side of the bed. She ended up kneeling on the floor with her torso still on the bed, looking like she was doing her morning prayers. “Come on, don’t make this harder than it has to be.” 
 
    “I do not wish to attend thine academy anymore,” she grumbled into her arms. “I have no need of such tutelage.” 
 
    “You’re pretending to be an exchange student,” I reminded her. “You have to go to school or people will start wondering what happened to you.” 
 
    “Let them.” She slid off the bed with a thump and turned around to lean against it, pulling her knees up to her chest and resting her chin on top with her eyes still closed. “My deception was but a ruse to remain by thy side, that I might discern thy innermost desires.” 
 
    “Well, you can’t discern them if you’re here and I’m there.” 
 
    “To what purpose?” she shrugged glumly. “Thou hast made it abundantly clear that thou wilt not surrender thy soul unto me, no matter what riches I might proffer before thee. I should take my leave of thee and find a more willing subject.” 
 
    “What?” My heart jumped into my throat and stuck there. “No! You can’t do that! You have to stay here!” 
 
    “Whyfor?” she asked, prying open one eye to frown up at me. “Thou shalt finally be quit of me and mine unwelcome temptations. The waif will surely rejoice to see the last of me,” she added sourly. 
 
    “This isn’t about Susie, this is about us,” I told her urgently. “Look, something worth having is worth fighting for, right? You can’t give up just because things aren’t going your way right now.” 
 
    She eyed me doubtfully. “The purity of thy soul is unparalleled,” she admitted grudgingly. 
 
    “Exactly! So you need to keep trying or you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.” I nodded at her, urging her to agree with my reasoning, and she finally dipped her chin. 
 
    “Very well,” she declared, “I shall continue mine efforts to claim thy soul. But,” she went on, cutting off my sigh of relief, “we needs must agree upon a bound for this endeavor.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “For all my power as a succubus, I cannot compel thee to place thy mark upon my contract. Thy capitulation needs must be of thine own free will and yet a champion’s blood runs through thy veins. I needs must acknowledge that I may fail in my quest whether I will it or not, and ‘twould be foolhardy to remain where there is no hope.” 
 
    I blinked my way through that. “You’re going to leave me if you don’t get my soul?” Now my heart squeezed itself into a hard little lump. 
 
    “Aye,” she nodded. “An thou does not cede me thy soul ere the coming of the dawn three days hence, I shall walk the shadowed paths and trouble thee no more.” 
 
    “Three days?” I quickly tallied the days on my fingers. “Today’s Thursday, so Friday, Saturday, Sunday. You’re giving me until Sunday morning?” I asked in dismay. 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “But that’s not enough time! I have school and work and –” 
 
    “An it does not suffice, it was not meant to be.” Daraxandriel lifted her hands to me and I helped her stand, feeling numb. “Rejoice, Peter Simon Collins,” she told me, “for come what may, I shall soon be gone from thy life.” 
 
    “Rejoice,” I muttered as she walked past me. That was the exact opposite of what I felt right now. I had three days to make Daraxandriel fall in love with me or I’d lose her forever. 
 
    The bedroom door opened behind me and Daraxandriel’s pleasant, “Good morrow, Dame Collins,” was immediately followed by Mom’s shocked, “Dara! Put some clothes on!” 
 
    “Your pardon, Dame Collins! I had other matters weighing upon my mind and thy strictures did fall aside unheeded. I shall correct my oversight forthwith.” Daraxandriel scurried behind me towards the closet while Mom stood in the doorway, raising a silent entreaty to Heaven. 
 
    “I swear, I’ll never get used to English customs,” she sighed. “Good morning, Peter!” she added brightly. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Fine.” The note of dull despair in my voice failed to convince her and she looked me over worriedly. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” she asked. “Are you feeling okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I insisted. “There’s just a lot going on today.” 
 
    “Ah, finals,” she nodded sagely, if inaccurately. Finals were actually next week but I wasn’t about to throw away a perfectly good excuse for being stressed out. She watched Daraxandriel wiggle into a pleated skirt and a puzzled look crossed her features. “Does Dara look – different – this morning?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Different? No, she looks exactly the same to me,” I assured her. Other than the lack of horns and a tail and glowing eyes. 
 
    “Did she change her hair style, maybe?” 
 
    “Um, yes, you could say that.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Mom smiled, relieved that the mystery was solved. “It looks nice that way. Well, hurry up and get ready, you two. I’ll make pancakes.” 
 
    Daraxandriel and I went through our morning routines, crossing paths half a dozen times without making eye contact or exchanging a single word. Twenty minutes later, we sat across from each other at the kitchen table, pouring syrup on our pancakes while Mom puttered around the counters humming to herself and Dad perused the newspaper headlines. 
 
    “You two are awfully quiet this morning,” he observed, freeing up a hand to reach for his coffee mug. “Late night last night?” 
 
    I shot a quick glance at Daraxandriel, but her attention was on her plate, where her pancake floated like a fluffy golden-brown island in a sea of maple syrup. “No, just thinking about everything we need to do today. Finals are coming up,” I added, in case he started wondering what else might be going on.  
 
    “You’ll do fine,” he assured me. “Just pay attention to what your teachers are saying and take lots of notes.” 
 
    “Sure, Dad,” I said, rolling my eyes. What did he think I did in class all day, play solitaire on my phone?  
 
    I forked my way through my pancakes, although every bite sat in my stomach like a lump of mud. Mom finally finished her cleaning and joined us, sitting across from Dad.  
 
    “I’ll be helping out down at the senior center this afternoon,” she informed us, spreading butter over her single pancake. “I might be back a bit too late to make dinner, but there’s still plenty of that leftover meatloaf in the fridge.” Dad, Daraxandriel, and I paused in mid-chew and eyed each other. Mom was a fantastic cook and yet somehow her meatloaf never turned out quite right. 
 
    “I’m working late all week,” Dad reminded her. “We’re prepping for the Hellraiser game tomorrow.” 
 
    “And I have to be at work at five,” I added. “I’ll just grab something there on my break.” 
 
    “Oh.” Mom looked nonplussed for a moment and then she turned her smile on Daraxandriel. “Well, then I guess you’ll have it all for yourself.” 
 
    Daraxandriel looked around the kitchen for a plausible excuse to decline but she was trapped. She and Susie had nowhere to go at night and Susie was a vegetarian. “Aye,” she sighed disconsolately, twisting the chain of her necklace around her finger like it was suddenly too tight. 
 
    “Oh, what’s that you’re wearing, Dara?” Mom asked. “Is that new?” 
 
    Daraxandriel pulled the cross out of her décolletage and let it dangle on the end of the chain. “Peter Simon Collins did gift this to me last night.” 
 
    “Oh, did he?” Mom favored me with a teasing sidelong glance. “Things must be getting pretty serious between you two.” 
 
    “It’s just a necklace, Mom,” I sighed. She already thought Daraxandriel and I were having sex. I didn’t see how giving someone jewelry suddenly made a relationship more official. I supposed it was a girl thing. 
 
    “Well, I think still it’s sweet. You know, Susie has a cross just like that.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” I asked, trying to sound casually disinterested. 
 
    “She used to wear it all the time until she got into all that witchcraft nonsense. I wonder what she did with it,” she mused. 
 
    “Speaking of Susie,” I jumped in hastily, before Mom got it in her head to go looking for it, “where is she? We have to leave soon.” 
 
    “She ate while you two were getting ready. She should be – oh, there she ... is ...” 
 
    Mom’s voice trailed off and all four of us stared blankly at Susie, who stood at the end of the hall frowning back at us. “What?” she demanded. 
 
    “Susie,” Mom asked carefully, as if she was afraid of scaring her off, “what are you wearing?” 
 
    Susie looked down at herself. “School clothes,” she said, like she suspected it might be some sort of a trick question. She wore a white polo shirt, a plain pink skirt that ended just above her knees, and white sandals. With her book bag was slung over her shoulder, she looked like a perfectly ordinary junior high student, except that not once in recorded history had Susie ever worn an outfit like that. 
 
    The four of us at the table exchanged looks, silently begging each other to be the first to say something. Finally, Mom took a deep breath and put on her best smile. 
 
    “Well, you look wonderful! It’s just – I don’t remember ever buying you a skirt like that.” 
 
    Susie thrust out her lower jaw. “Well, you did.” 
 
    “Oh, well, it must have slipped my mind.” Mom threw a puzzled look at Dad, who just shrugged helplessly. “I’m sure you’ll get lots of compliments from your friends at school.” Susie just rolled her eyes at that. She didn’t have any friends. 
 
    My left eye twitched as I tried to reconcile this version of Susie with the one I grew up with. I couldn’t imagine why, with less than two weeks left in the school year, she finally decided to conform to the rules. I couldn’t come up with a single thing – cajoling, bribery, or imminent threat of death – that would convince her to do so, which meant that she didn’t wake up with a completely different personality, which meant that what we thought we were seeing wasn’t actually real. 
 
    I glanced at Mom and Dad to make sure their attention was still fixed on Susie and then activated my glamour vision. The kitchen faded into gray shadow, leaving Susie standing alone looking irked. Her clothing fluttered and wavered like a bad TV signal and then faded into ghostly translucence, revealing what she actually wore, which was a pair of cotton briefs dotted with butterflies. 
 
    I stifled my horrified gasp and blinked a few times, wondering if my glamour-piercing spell had somehow morphed into x-ray vision, but no, nothing changed. Susie was planning to go to school wearing nothing but her panties and her sandals. 
 
    I jumped to my feet, almost knocking over my chair. “I have to get my bag!” I explained hastily, with perhaps a hint of panic in my voice. I hurried to the hallway, grabbing Susie’s arm as I passed. My eyes told me I was gripping the sleeve of her shirt but all I felt was bare skin. “I need to talk to you,” I told her tersely, ignoring her protests as I hauled her into my room and closed the door. “What in the world do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Going to school,” she grumbled, massaging her arm. 
 
    “Not like that you’re not!” 
 
    “I’m wearing school clothes.” 
 
    “You’re practically naked!” 
 
    “You can tell?” she frowned. “How?” 
 
    “I have glamour vision too, you know.” 
 
    “You have what?” 
 
    “Glamour vision. The thing that lets you see through glamours.” 
 
    “You mean Sight?” The way she said the word made it clear she wasn’t talking about regular vision. 
 
    “Yes, sure, Sight. It doesn’t matter. You can’t go to school like that!” 
 
    “Why not? Nobody can see me.” 
 
    “I can!” Her expression made it clear that my opinion carried very little weight with her. “The other witches can!” I knew at least four members of the coven still attended school. 
 
    Susie shrugged. “They don’t have any reason to be looking for glamours and even if they did, they’ve seen me skyclad before.” 
 
    “Not at school!” 
 
    My palpitations were interrupted by a knock on the door. “Peter?” Mom called. “Susie? Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” Susie told her. Before I could stop her, she pulled the door open and walked out. “Peter’s just being stupid.” 
 
    Mom looked at me questioningly but all I could do was shake my head. There was no way to explain what the problem was without revealing that magic was real and both of her children were witches. “Well, if you’re sure,” she said doubtfully. “You’d better get going. You don’t want to be late for school.” 
 
    “Wanna bet?” I muttered to myself, too quietly for her to hear. I retrieved my backpack from the spot where I dumped it yesterday, grunting under its weight, and made my way down the hall towards the front door where Susie and Daraxandriel stood a few feet apart, eyeing each other with chilly disdain. “Come on,” I told them wearily. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    They tensed like Olympic sprinters waiting for the starting pistol as I reached for the doorknob. “Susie in front, Dara in back,” I told them. “We’ll switch places on the way home.” They both made identical noises in the backs of their throats but proceeded to the car at a sedate pace instead of their usual headlong scramble.  
 
    I watched Susie carefully as I followed them and I had to admit, I was impressed. If I didn’t know her outfit was an illusion, I would never have suspected it. The image flowed and shifted like real cloth and nothing poked through. I just wondered if the principal would haul me down to the office if her spell failed or if he’d call Mom and Dad directly. 
 
    I unlocked the Mustang and we took our assigned seats with a minimum of fuss. I watched Susie fasten her seat belt, fascinated by how the material of her shirt appeared to bunch up under the strap. I reached out to poke her shoulder to confirm she hadn’t changed into real clothes when I wasn’t looking. The look she gave me warned me not to do that ever again. 
 
    The drive to school unfolded in silence, other than the intermittent grumbling from Daraxandriel in the back seat. About a block away from the school parking lot, though, Susie suddenly spoke up. 
 
    “I want a perception spell.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “For my second spell. You owe me another one for the necklace.” 
 
    “What’s a perception spell?” 
 
    She sighed at my shameful ignorance. “It lets you know what’s going on in other places without having to be there.” 
 
    “You mean like spying?” 
 
    “I mean like clairvoyance.” 
 
    “You mean like spying,” I told her flatly. “What do you need something like that for?” 
 
    She considered her response for a good ten seconds. “I just do.” 
 
    “No.” She opened her mouth to protest but I cut her off. “Remember the part about nothing dangerous or illegal? I think this counts as illegal. Pick something else.” 
 
    Susie crossed her arms with a huff and glared out the window. She held that pose until I pulled into a parking slot and shifted into park. “A memory charm, then,” she said. 
 
    “What does a memory charm do?” I asked carefully. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “It helps you remember things.” 
 
    “What do you need that for?” She made a sweeping gesture through the windshield, indicating the imposing bulk of Hellburn High rising in front of us. “For school?” 
 
    “They want us to remember all those people and dates and formulas and stuff,” she complained. “How do they expect anyone to keep all that straight? With a memory charm, I’ll never forget anything.” 
 
    “Isn’t that cheating?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “They want us to memorize stuff,” she argued. “They even teach us tricks to get better at it. This is just a different trick.” 
 
    “Well –” Something about this didn’t sound quite right but she had a point. A photographic memory was infinitely better than squeezing a semester’s worth of notes onto a 4x6 index card. “Okay,” I said slowly, hoping I wasn’t going to regret this. 
 
    “And it has to last,” she insisted. “I don’t want to forget everything when I go to sleep.” 
 
    I had to agree with her there. There’d be nothing more frustrating than capturing all your notes on a card and then misplacing it. “Fine. Give me a sec.” 
 
    Dr. Bellowes didn’t seem to have a spell specifically for enhancing memory, even though it would have been incredibly handy to keep track of all his research without having to write it down in all those journals he kept through the centuries. He did have a concentration spell, however, that purportedly improved one’s mental focus by an order of magnitude. 
 
    “Okay, I think this will work,” I told her. “Hold really still.” 
 
    I couldn’t conjure my pentagram inside the car, so I had to do this without its help. Susie faced me, closing her eyes, and I took a deep breath before touching her forehead. I felt the same sinking-into-her-skull sensation as I drew the sigil, along with the tingly flow of magic out of me and into her. I withdrew my hand and she opened her eyes with a frown. 
 
    “Did it work?” she demanded. 
 
    “You tell me,” I shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t feel any different.” She sounded a bit disappointed. “Give me a list of numbers.” 
 
    “Numbers?” She gestured impatiently for me to get on with it. “Well, um. 12, 7, 5, 2, 16, 28, 91, 45, 6, 74, and 0.” 
 
    “12, 7, 5, 2, 16, 28, 91, 45, 6, 74, and 0.” She rattled that off in half the time it took me to say it. “Is that right?” 
 
    “Um, sure, I guess.” Frankly I’d forgotten my list the instant I said it, but it sounded right. 
 
    “You’re no help.” She opened her door and made to get out. 
 
    “Wait! Remember to ask Cameron to the prom as soon as you see him. You only have a couple of days to get tickets and buy a dress and stuff.” 
 
    “I have dresses,” she frowned. 
 
    “You don’t have a prom dress. Don’t worry, I’m sure Mom will be glad to help out,” I noted wryly. That was an understatement. Mom nearly exploded with excitement when I asked her to help Daraxandriel find something to wear for the occasion. 
 
    “I’m not telling Mom,” Susie protested. “She gets all weird and clingy whenever she talks about boys.” 
 
    “How can you not tell her? Don’t you think she’ll get a bit suspicious when Cameron shows up on our doorstep Saturday night with a corsage?” 
 
    Susie gnawed her lower lip as she considered that. “If I had a teleportation spell –” she said hopefully. 
 
    “No. Now go ask Cameron if he’ll still go with you after you turned him down and then tell Mom as soon as you get home. The sooner she knows, the sooner she’ll calm down.” I hoped so, anyway. Mom had pretty much given up on Susie becoming interested in boys. If she survived the initial shock, she was going to be the happiest woman on the planet. 
 
    Susie made a grumbly noise but she got out and stalked away towards the school entrance without any further argument. A terrible thought struck me then and I jumped out and waved at her frantically.  
 
    “Don’t let him hug you!” I shouted. I got quite a few quizzical looks from nearby students but Susie gave no sign she’d heard me as she disappeared into the sea of teenagers making their way to their first-period classes. “Great,” I sighed. “Just one more thing to worry about on top of everything else.” 
 
    “Leastwise thy spine is not folded in twain,” Daraxandriel complained tartly from the back seat, “like some Flemish spy set upon a scavenger’s daughter to compel him to divulge his secrets.” 
 
    That wasn’t a sentence I ever expected to hear in a school parking lot, or anywhere else, for that matter. “A scavenger’s what?” 
 
    “Thine ears would start from thy head in terror, were I to threaten to describe the horrors that befell those who betrayed the Great Queen,” she proclaimed, “yet I shall refrain if thou wouldst but release me from my prison anew.” 
 
    “Oh! Sorry.” I pulled the driver’s seat forward and helped her clamber out. She arched her back with a grimace, cracking every vertebra in her spine and straining the buttons on her blouse. 
 
    “Thy carriage is a trial, Peter Simon Collins,” she complained. “Wouldst that thou had a coach and four in its stead, that we might ride in serene comfort.” 
 
    “Only if it has air conditioning,” I told her. “Come on, let’s get this day over with.”  
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    The parable of the prodigal son is a story of redemption and forgiveness, where the titular young man takes his half of the family fortune and heads off to seek fame and fortune, only to return chastened and destitute. His father throws a party to celebrate his return but his other son objects, pointing out that he’s been working hard while his useless brother was off consorting with women of ill repute and he never got a party. The father tells him to chill and rejoice that they’re all back together again. The moral of the story is supposed to be that just following the rules isn’t enough; you have to show unconditional love to everyone, no matter their sins. There are two things wrong with this. 
 
    First off, why in the world did the father agree to his younger son’s request in the first place? If I asked Dad to give me my college fund so I could run off to Vegas, his response wouldn’t be “No,” it would be “Hell, no!” He wouldn’t refuse because he didn’t love me, he’d refuse because he did and he knows darn well that teenagers with lots of money and too much free time spells disaster. The prodigal son’s father didn’t do him any favors letting him go. 
 
    Secondly, what makes the father think his son has turned over a new leaf? The only reason he came home was that he ran out of money and had nowhere else to go. What’s to stop him from asking for more money later on? He hasn’t done a thing to demonstrate that he can be trusted. If I tried that same stunt, you can be sure I’d be grounded until I repaid all that money, with interest. I’d be lucky to see the light of day again before I reached retirement age. 
 
      
 
    Thursday unfolded like a virtual clone of Wednesday. My classes just seemed to drag on forever, especially since I’d already been through all the reviews and summaries and practice tests once before, so I was stuck in a perpetual state of déjà vu. It certainly didn’t help that first period was Phys Ed, so I was sore all day on top of everything else. The only saving grace was that I wasn’t called down to the office to bail Susie out for an extreme dress code violation. 
 
    After the final bell, Daraxandriel and I made our way through the hallways towards the exit, stopping every ten feet to accept someone’s gushing compliment about Daraxandriel’s hair or clothes or makeup or whatever they decided was responsible for her new look. By the time we reached the steps outside, half the parking lot was already empty. 
 
    I checked my phone again but there were no messages from Agent Morgan and neither she nor Agent Prescott were anywhere in sight. I didn’t really think Morgan would pull me out of class – that would attract way too much attention to something she wanted to keep quiet – but I expected at least a text telling me that she was in town. 
 
    She just said she’d be here today, I reminded myself with a sigh. She didn’t say when. 
 
    We found Susie sitting on the hood of the Mustang again, carefully inscribing something into her Book of Shadows. “12, 7, 5, 2, 16, 28, 91, 45, 6, 74, 0,” she said without looking up. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The numbers I memorized this morning.” Now she did look at me, her green-gold eyes filled with disdain. “Did you forget already?” 
 
    “No,” I lied. “So the spell worked, huh?” 
 
    “I remember everything now.” Something about the way she said that made me feel uneasy for some reason. She slid off the hood, her skirt falling neatly into place. It looked so real I was tempted to use my sight on her to double-check but I refrained. At this point, it hardly mattered. 
 
    “So no problems with the glamour?” I asked. She shook her head with a frown, as if she thought I was an idiot for even insinuating that something might have gone wrong. “What did Cameron think about it?” 
 
    Susie suddenly spotted something interesting on the ground in front of her. “He liked it,” she admitted quietly. For a moment, I thought I saw a tinge of pink on her ears but it must have been a trick of the light. Susie never got embarrassed. 
 
    “So you asked him to prom, then?” I prompted. 
 
    Now she lifted her chin smugly. “He asked me.” 
 
    I eyed her suspiciously. “You told him to ask you again, didn’t you?” 
 
    “No,” she said, but she hesitated just a fraction of a second too long for me to believe her.  
 
    “Uh-huh. And you said yes this time, right?” I asked pointedly. 
 
    “Yes,” she acknowledged, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Great,” I said, unlocking the car with the key fob. “Mom’s going to be thrilled.” I opened my door but Susie just stood there, looking at me aghast. Apparently there was at least one thing the concentration spell didn’t help her remember. “It’ll be fine,” I assured her, “once she stops screaming. Dara’s in front this time,” I reminded her, but she still didn’t move. “Don’t worry, Mom’s not even home right now. She’s volunteering at the senior center. That’ll give you plenty of time to decide how you’re going to break the news to her.” 
 
    That finally got Susie moving and she clambered into the rear seat without her usual litany of complaints. Dara slid into the passenger seat, glancing back at Susie with a worried look. 
 
    “The waif seems distraught,” she observed softly. “Is prom so momentous an event that she fears Dame Collins will be overcome with joy?” 
 
    “Not normally,” I told her, starting the engine, “but Mom’s been waiting for this day for fifteen years. On Saturday, Susie finally becomes a woman. Not like that!” I added hastily, suddenly realizing what that sounded like. “There won’t be any sex or anything! I mean she’s finally behaving like a real girl.” Daraxandriel and Susie both looked at me with identical dubious expressions. “Just forget I said anything,” I sighed. 
 
    “I can’t,” Susie muttered, hunkering down in her seat with a sullen glower. 
 
    “Then think about something else.” I started the car and shifted into reverse. 
 
    Silence reigned once again on our journey home but I hardly noticed. I was too preoccupied with my own worries, wondering when Agent Morgan would finally show up. I have to be at work at five, I fretted, and it’s a school night. That didn’t give me much time to convince her that she needed to take my claims about Dr. Bellowes seriously. 
 
    I glanced at Daraxandriel, who was fiddling with her cross looking glum. We haven’t had a chance to get our story straight, I realized. She can’t just blurt out that she taught Dr. Bellowes how to capture demons. Besides, it’s not the demon-hunting part that’s the problem, it’s the killing innocent souls to feed Metraxion part, and that started after he stuck her in that geode. Damn it! I told Morgan she’s a witness but she’s not, not really. 
 
    I glanced in the rearview mirror and found Susie glowering back at me. Wait a minute, I thought eagerly. Susie was almost one of his victims, she can explain what happened. No, I corrected myself immediately, she was unconscious most of the time. The only reason she knows what happened is because I told her. I shook my head in despair. And that was in the other timeline anyway. She never met Dr. Bellowes in this one. Damn it. 
 
    I pulled up in front of the house without coming up with a workable plan, other than to tell Agent Morgan the truth and hope she believed me. I got out and let Susie out and she walked straight into the house without saying thanks or waiting for us. Daraxandriel got out on the other side and just stood there, looking pensive. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked her. 
 
    “I have not yet discovered thy true heart,” she said, sounding a bit peevish. “Throughout all of history, men have desired power and wealth and love, and yet thou art immune to their siren call.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” I told her. “I really want someone to love me. Somebody specific,” I added with a significant look right at her. 
 
    “Who, then?” she demanded. “Who so inflames thy heart that thou wouldst surrender thy soul for her? Do but speak her name aloud and she shall be thine.” 
 
    “Her name is Daraxandriel.” She just blinked at me. “It’s you, Dara. I love you.” 
 
    She stared at me for a long moment and then shook her head vehemently. “Thou dost not know thine own mind. I have bent the world about thee, that thou might heed my offer without fear or suspicion. Thou dost confuse seduction with love.” 
 
    “I have all of Dr. Bellowes’ powers,” I reminded her. “You were never able to seduce him, were you? Why would it be any different with me?” 
 
    “Thou art enamored with this guise, then!” she argued, plucking at her blouse. “Thou art swayed by thy cockles, not thy heart!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter to me whether you look like a demon or a human or – or an alien from outer space! I love you, Dara. Why don’t you believe me?” 
 
    “Because none can truly look upon me without shuddering!” she retorted angrily. “I am so ill-favored that I was cast aside from the clutch when I was spawned! This!” She gripped a lock of her hair between her fingers. “This is the evidence of my shame, the burden I shall bear unto my grave!” 
 
    I palmed my eyes with weary frustration. “Look, Dara,” I sighed, “I don’t know what your sister told you to make you feel this way, but there’s absolutely nothing wrong with red hair. I love red hair and I love you. What do I have to do to prove it to you?” 
 
    She lifted her chin and looked me straight in the eye. “Cede me thy soul. Only through the sacrifice of that which is most precious to thee can I know thy words are true.” 
 
    I just looked back at her as my heart sank into my gut. “I can’t do that,” I told her quietly. 
 
    “Then we have naught to discuss,” she replied, equally softly. She looked as miserable as I felt. 
 
    I knew she thought her crayon-red hair was ugly but I had no idea how badly that affected her opinion of herself and I cursed her silver-haired sister Lilixandriel for messing her up so badly. I could tell Daraxandriel her hair was beautiful until I was blue in the face and she wouldn’t believe me, because she thought I was under the influence of her succubus pheromones. The only way I could think of to convince her otherwise was to let her leave and that was the last thing I wanted to do. 
 
    In the despondent silence that hung between us, I heard the deep rumble of a large engine. I glanced around to make sure I wasn’t about to get run over but there were no other vehicles on the road. I double-checked that the Mustang was actually shut off and then I turned around in a complete circle, trying to figure out where the noise was coming from. It seemed to emanate from the Hendersons’ place across the street but their driveway was in the back and the sound was closer than that. 
 
    “Dara?” I asked uneasily. “Do you hear a car?” 
 
    “I hear summat akin to thy carriage,” she acknowledged after a moment, sounding perplexed at the sudden change in topic, “yet I cannot perceive its source.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and turned my head left and right, trying to triangulate on the sound. When I opened my eyes, I was staring at an empty space by the curb and yet I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was actually something there. I invoked my Sight and a large black SUV spattered into view, like a time-lapse recording of a watercolor painting. 
 
    “Crap!” I exclaimed. “It’s Agent Morgan!” I couldn’t actually see anyone through the tinted windows but I didn’t know anyone else with magic powers who drove a vehicle like that. 
 
    “Verily?” Daraxandriel gasped. “We needs must flee!” 
 
    “No, we want to talk to her, I just thought we’d get some warning. I didn’t expect her to spy on us.” I took a deep breath and straightened my shoulders. “Okay, we can do this. Just let me do the talking.” That triggered another thought and I whirled around to face her. “You have to talk normally!” 
 
    She looked taken aback. “My style of speech has not changed.” 
 
    “That’s the problem! You can’t talk like a demon, you have to pretend to be human! Speak regular English!” 
 
    “I speak the Queen’s English, Peter Simon Collins,” she sniffed, “unlike the barbaric tongue that passes for language in thy realm.” 
 
    “Just speak American, okay? And call me Peter. Don’t let her think you’re anything but a normal girl.” Behind me, a door opened and closed with a solid thump. “Shit,” I muttered under my breath but I schooled my expression and turned around. 
 
    The glamour was gone and the SUV sat there by the curb in plain sight. Ryan Prescott stood beside it, watching us with a suspicious glower. He was easily recognizable by the three white scars across his temple, a souvenir from a near-fatal encounter with hellhounds twenty years ago. He wore dark slacks and a white button-down shirt with the cuffs rolled up and his gold FBI badge hung from his belt. 
 
    Another door thumped on the other side of the vehicle and Fay Morgan walked around to join him. She was exactly like I remembered her, an attractive blond-haired, blue-eyed woman of indeterminate age. She wore a tailored blue blazer and skirt over a white blouse, a combo that looked way too hot for a Texas summer, although she didn’t seem to be in the least bit uncomfortable. Her badge hung from her blazer pocket. 
 
    “You continue to surprise me, Mr. Collins,” she said mildly, appraising Daraxandriel and me with a cool glance. “You never told me you could see through glamours.” 
 
    “You never asked me,” I pointed out with a far steadier voice than I expected. 
 
    “True. This is Special Agent Ryan Prescott,” she went on, indicating her companion. “He’s very curious why you insisted he come along. As am I,” she added wryly. 
 
    The two of them crossed the street and Prescott held out his hand. “Mr. Collins,” he greeted me. I knew exactly what he was doing with the handshake but I took it without hesitation. As expected, he glanced at his palm surreptitiously as soon as I let go and nodded to Morgan. “How did you even know about me?” he went on. “This is my first time in Texas. Have we met before?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” I admitted. “It’s kind of complicated.” 
 
    “You’re not helping your case by being inscrutable, Mr. Collins,” Morgan warned me. “And this is Miss Alexander, I presume?” 
 
    Daraxandriel froze with a deer-in-the-headlights look when all three of us turned to her. She cleared her throat nervously. “Yes?” she hazarded. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you.” Prescott walked around the Mustang and held out his hand. Daraxandriel stared at it like it was a dead slug and then cautiously reached out to take it, snatching her hand back as soon as he released it. He glanced at his palm and a puzzled look flitted across his features. I held my breath until he finally nodded to Morgan, although his brows were still drawn together. 
 
    “Well, you wanted us here and here we are, Mr. Collins,” Morgan said. “You clearly have some power so I suppose we can stop pretending that the Occult Investigations team is just another FBI division. What’s really going on?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and let it out slowly to steady my nerves. “I already told you, Dr. Bellowes needs to be stopped before he kills again.” 
 
    “And I already told you that we’re going to need a lot more than just your say-so. What’s your evidence? How do you even know about Dr. Bellowes?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you everything I know,” I promised, “although you might have trouble believing parts of it.” Morgan and Prescott exchanged a look that made it very clear they were going to have trouble believing any of it. “Before we get into that, there’s someone you need to meet.” 
 
    “Oh, really? And who might that be?” 
 
    I hesitated. “It’s probably best if you just meet her. I don’t want you getting any preconceptions.” 
 
    “How very mysterious,” Morgan noted dryly. 
 
    I checked my watch. It was almost four, which didn’t leave us much time. “She’s probably still at work,” I guessed doubtfully. “If not, we can head over to her house. Just follow me. It’s not far.” I dug into my pocket for my key but Morgan shook her head. 
 
    “I’d prefer it if we stayed together,” she said firmly. “I wouldn’t want to accidentally lose you on the way and,” her lips curved into a smile that didn’t reach her eyes, “it’ll give us a chance to get to know each other better.” 
 
    My first instinct was to refuse. It felt too much like a trap, even though we were theoretically on the same side, but we were going to have to talk to them sooner or later and I doubted our story was going to sound any more convincing a few hours from now. 
 
    “All right,” I said reluctantly. I held out my hand to Daraxandriel and she clutched it tightly as we followed Morgan and Prescott back to the SUV. I let her get into the back seat first so she’d be behind Morgan and out of her line of sight and then I slipped in beside her. “Head straight for two blocks,” I told Prescott as he started the SUV, “then turn left on Maple.” He nodded and pulled out into the street. 
 
    “So how long have you been a witch, Mr. Collins?” Morgan asked casually. “Or do you prefer being called a warlock?” 
 
    “I don’t really think of myself as either one, actually,” I told her honestly. “It’s just something I can do.” 
 
    “You do follow the Goddess, though, correct?” Something about the way she said that make me think there was only one right answer. 
 
    “Yes,” I said carefully. “I’ve talked to her a couple of times.” 
 
    That brought Morgan’s head around to stare at me incredulously. “You talked to her? You mean an actual conversation?” 
 
    “Er, yes. Isn’t that normal?” I actually had no idea if the Goddess ever spoke to Mrs. Kendricks and the other witches in the coven. I just assumed she did. 
 
    “We commune with her and receive her blessings,” Morgan said with a troubled frown. “We often sense her guidance in important matters. Very few ever see her, even in visions, let alone chat about the weather.” 
 
    “Have you?” 
 
    She studied me for an uncomfortably long time. “Yes,” she said finally. “Is that how you learned about Dr. Bellowes? Did the Goddess tell you about him? Did she tell you about me?” she added suspiciously. 
 
    It suddenly occurred to me that claiming the Goddess was behind all this would give my story instant credibility. Why wouldn’t the deity of witches want a rogue demon hunter stopped? The problem was, I strongly suspected that Morgan would know if I was lying. This whole thing depended on her believing me, or at least giving me the benefit of the doubt. For all I knew, the Goddess herself had ways to punish people who used her name in vain. I couldn’t take the chance. 
 
    “No,” I told her. “She never mentioned him.” 
 
    Morgan continued to study me as Prescott turned onto Maple. I tried to discern what she was thinking behind her sky-blue gaze but she wasn’t giving anything away. 
 
    “We’re on Maple,” Prescott reported, breaking the uneasy silence. “Where to?” 
 
    “Keep going about a mile until you reach Milton Street and then turn right.” 
 
    “And what’s your story, Miss Alexander?” Morgan couldn’t see Daraxandriel stiffen behind her but I was sure she knew anyway. “You’re an exchange student?” 
 
    Daraxandriel shot me an anxious look. “Aye. Yes,” she corrected herself hastily. 
 
    “From where?” 
 
    “London,” I said quickly, before Daraxandriel blurted out Hell or some other location that would derail the entire plan before it even started. 
 
    “I think she’s perfectly capable of telling us where she’s from without your help, Mr. Collins,” Morgan observed dryly. “Hellburn’s a bit out of your way. What made you decide to come here?” 
 
    I tried to send Daraxandriel the answer telepathically but she just looked at me with a hesitant smile. “Peter is here,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Oh, you knew each other before?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, feeling a curious warmth in my chest. She made it sound like she wanted to be with me, I mused. Does she really mean that or is she just saying it? 
 
    “Are you a witch as well, then?” Morgan continued. 
 
    “I have some power,” Daraxandriel admitted carefully, “but I do not follow the Goddess.” 
 
    Prescott turned his head at that, pursing his lips with a frown. He lifted his right hand from the steering wheel, giving Morgan a significant look, and she nodded once. 
 
    “Do you agree with Peter, though?” she pressed. “Is Dr. Bellowes dangerous?” 
 
    “Aye!” she spat with sudden heat. “Parath – Dr. Bellowes is a duplicitous traitor who thinks only of his own wants and desires!” 
 
    That was a little too close to the truth and I watched Morgan carefully for any sign she suspected Daraxandriel wasn’t what she appeared to be, but all she did was raise an eyebrow. “That sounds like a lover’s quarrel, Miss Alexander. I hope you didn’t bring us down here for an act of petty revenge.” 
 
    “Lover’s quarrel?” Daraxandriel’s voice was painfully shrill in the confines of the SUV. “He has no concept of love in his twisted heart. Power is what he craves, nothing less, and he will bend the laws of Hell and Heaven to gain it!” 
 
    “How very poetic,” Morgan noted mildly. “You started to call him something else, didn’t you? Para something?” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s eyes widened in alarm at her error. “Parathraxas,” she admitted. “An appellation –” 
 
    “Nickname,” I prompted her. 
 
    “– nickname he gave himself in his early years.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Morgan said thoughtfully. “Dr. Bellowes is quite renowned in certain circles and I’ve never heard him referred to as Parathraxas. That must have been quite some time ago.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” she admitted, hunching her shoulders. 
 
    “But you’re only – what? – sixteen, seventeen years old? How come you know him by a name no one else remembers?” 
 
    Daraxandriel silently pleaded with me to help her and I desperately tried to come up with a plausible explanation for the discrepancy that wouldn’t make Morgan think we were after Dr. Bellowes just out of spite. 
 
    The tense silence was broken by Prescott’s apologetic cough. “This is Milton,” he said, making the turn. 
 
    “Okay,” I told him, almost breathless with relief, “you’ll see Milton Park on the left in a couple of blocks. The library’s just across from it on the right. Pull into the parking lot there.” 
 
    “This person we’re meeting is a librarian?” Morgan asked skeptically. 
 
    “Yes, actually.” 
 
    “And she has some mystic tome she wants to share with us?” I couldn’t miss the sarcasm. 
 
    “Not that she’s ever mentioned to me. No, we’re just going to talk to her.” 
 
    Morgan gave me another appraising look and then tilted her head in a way that suggested she was going to resume her interrogation of Daraxandriel. Then she reconsidered and just sat back in her seat, watching Hellburn’s historic buildings slide by like a regular tourist. I wasn’t fooled for a moment. 
 
    The library came into view and I looked it over anxiously, glad to see that the lights were still on inside. There were only a handful of cars in the parking lot and I was relieved to see Mrs. Kendricks’ BMW there. Prescott pulled into an empty slot and shut off the engine. 
 
    “So what’s so special about this place?” Morgan asked, eyeing it doubtfully. 
 
    “Nothing,” I told her truthfully. “It’s just a library.” I got out and Daraxandriel joined me quickly. “Come on. She’s probably in her office.” 
 
    Morgan and Prescott got out as I started up the steps to the front doors with Daraxandriel in tow. Halfway there, I realized they weren’t following us. Instead, they stood down on the sidewalk, looking up at us with their heads close together, obviously talking about us. 
 
    He’s telling her that Dara doesn’t have an aura, I guessed, even though she admitted she has magical power. They’re probably wondering what she’s hiding. Morgan nodded at whatever Prescott said to her and began climbing the steps towards us. Prescott followed a few steps behind. They’re spacing themselves out, I realized. Do they think we’re going to attack them, or is that just what they’re trained to do? 
 
    Morgan reached us and cocked an eyebrow at me. “Well?” she asked coolly. I just turned and continued the climb. 
 
    The main doors were closed but unlocked and I pulled one open, waving the other three ahead. The foyer was just like I remembered it, a large circular area inadequately lit by tall, narrow windows and the skylight well over our heads. The five-pointed star of the Great Seal of Texas embedded in the floor was worn down by decades of scuffing feet and I felt an involuntary shiver as we crossed it. Dr. Bellowes never set up his pentagram here, I reminded myself, and Metraxion never dragged him down to Hell. 
 
    The inner doors leading to the library offices and the book stacks stood open but the information desk guarding it was unmanned. A sign on a metal post indicated that the stacks were to the right but I continued straight, following the line of offices. Up ahead, a woman stood with her hand on the doorknob of her office, speaking with another, much older woman.  
 
    Mrs. Kendricks had her back to us but her strawberry blonde hair was easily recognizable, piled atop her head in a messy bun and pinned in place with two wooden sticks. Her loose blouse and long flowing skirt made her look more like a gypsy than a librarian. 
 
    Mrs. Phipps, in contrast, looked like death warmed over, a thin, gray woman in a floral dress that seemed at least one size too large. She cradled a long feather duster in her arms like a baby while she spoke animatedly to Mrs. Kendricks, no doubt something about the deplorable state of the library shelves or some other perceived transgression. Although she faced us, I doubted she saw anything more than ten feet away from her thick glasses. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right, Mrs. Phipps,” I heard Mrs. Kendricks say calmly as we approached, “but I hardly think we can throw them out if they’re not causing a disturbance. The library is open to everyone. There’s no requirement they actually read any of the books.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Excuse me.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks turned around, her deep blue eyes lighting up when she saw me, although I doubted she actually knew who I was. “Yes?” she asked with a warm smile. “Can I help you?”  
 
    She glanced over the rest of the group curiously and I knew the moment her eyes focused on Agent Prescott. She froze and her eyes slowly opened wide and her jaw dropped open. One hand came up to cover her mouth and she took in a breath that seemed to go on forever. 
 
    “Goddess bless me,” she finally whispered. “Ryan?” 
 
    “Ariel?” Prescott’s voice was just as shocked. 
 
    Between one breath and the next, they met in the middle of the hall, seemingly without traversing the distance between them. They wrapped each other up in their arms and locked lips, exchanging a kiss that was at least a twelve on a ten-point scale, frantic and primal. I was surprised they didn’t spontaneously explode into flame. 
 
    They broke apart with a gasp, staring into each other’s eyes, and then Mrs. Kendricks stepped back and slapped Prescott hard enough to snap his head around. “I waited for you!” she shouted. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” he said in anguish. “I couldn’t get away.” 
 
    “Three months!” She shoved him and he stumbled backwards. “Three months and nothing! Not a call, not a letter, nothing!” 
 
    “I came looking for you afterwards,” he said, his voice breaking. His left cheek looked like it had a five-fingered sunburn. “You were gone. No one would tell me where you went.” 
 
    She turned her head away, hugging herself. “I had to go. I couldn’t wait any longer.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” They looked at each other in bright-eyed silence. “I’ve thought of you every day since then,” he said quietly. 
 
    Her lips trembled as if she was struggling not to cry. “I missed you so much.”  
 
    Mrs. Kendricks held out her hands and Prescott took them in his, pulling her closer. They hugged each other and just stood there with their eyes closed. The stunned expressions on everyone else’s faces were very gratifying and my grin stretched from ear to ear. This was turning out exactly like I hoped it would. 
 
    Mrs. Phipps was the first to find her voice. “Mrs. Kendricks!” she sputtered in righteous outrage. “This is a hallowed institution! There’s no place for this kind of behavior in a library!” 
 
    “Well, then,” Mrs. Kendricks said, gazing up into Prescott’s eyes, “you might want to close your eyes, Mrs. Phipps, because we’re about to do it again.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   7 
 
      
 
    Suppose you invent a time machine. If you travel into the future, there’s really no way to convince anyone else that you’re really from the past. Anything you say about the era you came from either agrees with what everybody already knows, in which case you’re just repeating facts you could have Googled five minutes before, or it doesn’t, in which case you’re just making stuff up.  
 
    It’s even worse when you go back in time. Whatever you say about the future is completely unverifiable. There’s no way to convince anyone that whatever you claim is going to happen actually will. Even if you’re trying to avert some disaster that will destroy civilization as we know it, people will only believe you when they actually witness your prediction coming true. By then, of course, it’s too late. Either way, you might as well stay home, because no one’s going to believe you. 
 
    Really, the only practical use for a time machine is to go back with the winning lottery numbers so you can earn enough money to pay for the development of a time machine. Sure, you’ll be stuck in an infinite causational loop, but at least you’ll keep yourself busy. 
 
      
 
    I stopped at the top of the stairs overlooking the parking lot and set my hands on my hips as I surveyed Hellburn from my elevated vantage point. Everything seemed a little brighter than normal and the pedestrians on the sidewalks moved with an extra spring in their step. Even the birds perched in the trees edging the library property chirped with greater enthusiasm. Today was turning out to be a pretty good day after all. 
 
    Agent Morgan, however, still hadn’t picked her jaw off the floor. She stood beside me with her hands hanging limp at her sides, staring out at nothing. Daraxandriel stayed out sight on my other side, but she needn’t have bothered. Morgan’s thoughts were completely knotted up with whatever was going on in Mrs. Kendricks’ office right now. 
 
    “They’re probably going to take a while,” I predicted with a smirk. “We should head out and find someplace where we can talk.” 
 
    Morgan’s eyes swiveled around to focus on me. “You knew that was going to happen,” she accused me. “You knew Ryan and that woman knew each other.” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I admitted, leaving off the duh. “That’s why I asked you to bring him with you.” 
 
    “I’ve known Ryan for almost twenty years. Not once has he ever mentioned having an old flame living in Texas.” 
 
    “He didn’t know. He hasn’t seen her in –” I had to stop to do the math. Stacy turned eighteen back in December, so that plus the usual nine months ... “Well, almost twenty years,” I shrugged. 
 
    “It’s been twenty years and they still say hello like that?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    “He nearly died saving her from a pack of hellhounds and she kept him alive until his team found them. She, uh,” I cleared my throat delicately, “showed her appreciation while they were waiting but she moved out of state before he recovered enough to come looking for her.” 
 
    “I remember that mission,” Morgan murmured. “That was Ryan’s first assignment, an incursion in western Pennsylvania. The team leader mentioned finding a girl with him but their priority was getting him to a hospital. That was her?” She turned to stare at the library disbelievingly. 
 
    “Ariel Kendricks,” I affirmed. “She never forgot him. In fact,” I added thoughtfully, “I’m pretty sure she set up a soul bond with him. She said she knew he was still alive after all this time but didn’t know where. She didn’t even know his last name,” I added ruefully. 
 
    “A soul bond?” Morgan suddenly looked alarmed. “And Ryan agreed to that?” 
 
    “I ... don’t know,” I said carefully. “You’d have to ask him.” 
 
    Morgan cast another worried look at the library doors and shook her head. “So all this nonsense about Dr. Bellowes was just an excuse to let you play matchmaker?” 
 
    “What? No! We still need to deal with him. This was just a bonus.” 
 
    “But how do you even know about Dr. Bellowes?” she demanded. “How did you find out about the Occult Investigations team? How did you know about them?” She swept her arm to indicate the library. “You weren’t even alive when it happened!” 
 
    “Well –” I exchanged an uneasy look with Daraxandriel. The truth was so fantastical that I barely believed it myself. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m from the future.” 
 
    One of Morgan’s eyebrows slowly climbed up her forehead. “You’re what?” she asked flatly. 
 
    “An alternate future. About two years from now, all this,” I spread my arms wide, “will be destroyed. I was sent back to keep that from happening.” 
 
    “Seriously.” That one word oozed skepticism from every syllable. 
 
    “Seriously,” I sighed. This part of the plan was going about as well as I expected. 
 
    “Why should I believe you?” 
 
    “Does this help?” I held out my hand and whispered a phrase that sprang up from Dr. Bellowes’ memories. A sphere of glowing lines and circles appeared above my palm, bobbing gently in the air. “I swear by the Goddess that all I have spoken here is true, without deceit or embellishment.” The sphere brightened, casting a soothing greenish light as wind chimes rang faintly just at the edge of my hearing. 
 
    “That just means that you believe it,” Morgan grumbled but she shook her head resignedly. “All right, fine. Let’s pretend you’re actually from the future somehow. You’re saying that if we don’t stop Dr. Bellowes from doing whatever it is he’s doing, he’ll destroy Hellburn?” 
 
    “Oh, ah, no. That was Amaryx, the Spawn of Darkness. Dr. Bellowes had nothing to do with that.” 
 
    Morgan used the fingertips of both hands to massage her forehead. “Peter –” 
 
    “A succubus showed up out of nowhere and we didn’t know how to get rid of her.” I carefully avoided looking at Daraxandriel. “Mrs. Kendricks contacted some people she knew and they put her in contact with Dr. Bellowes. He came here to exorcize her but he decided to trap her instead. Then he tried to take my sister’s soul to feed Metraxion.” 
 
    “The demon in his ring.” She still didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    “Yes. We stopped him but he lost control of the ritual and Metraxion escaped, taking Dr. Bellowes down to Hell with him.” 
 
    “So Dr. Bellowes is dead?” 
 
    “No, he’s still alive. Things are different since I came back.” 
 
    “You mean that succubus didn’t appear?” 
 
    “She did,” I admitted, “but I know a lot more now than I did the first time around. She’s not the problem, Dr. Bellowes is.” 
 
    “So let me make sure I understand this. You’re saying that Dr. Bellows, the foremost demon hunter of our age, trapped a demon lord in a ring and is using it to power his magic. He came here to banish a succubus but tried to take your sister’s soul as payment. You stopped him and Metraxion escaped, killing Dr. Bellowes in the process. Two years later, another demon lord destroyed the town and you were sent back in time to prevent that from happening. Does that sound about right?” 
 
    “Well, there were a few more demons in between, but basically, yes, that’s what happened.” 
 
    “And the Occult Investigations team was involved in all this? Is that how you learned about us?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So you and I have met before.” 
 
    We had sex after you formed a soul bond with me. I tried very hard not to let that memory show on my face. “Yes.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Morgan muttered. She eyed Daraxandriel with distaste. “So what’s your story? Are you from the future too?” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s eyes darted from Morgan to me, clearly uncertain as to how to answer. “No,” I sighed, “she’s from the past.” 
 
    Morgan sagged visibly, shaking her head. “Goddess grant me strength,” she murmured. 
 
    “Dara was Dr. Bellowes’ first assistant,” I explained, “back when he called himself Parathraxas. They had a ... falling out and he stuck her in a soul trap and then forgot about her. The geode got passed around, I guess, until it ended up at my house. I opened it and, well.” I gestured at Daraxandriel. 
 
    “You worked for Dr. Bellowes?” Morgan asked her with a dubious expression. 
 
    “We were equals,” Daraxandriel corrected her tartly, “until he betrayed me. I taught him the fundamentals of his craft.” 
 
    “He learned magic from you?” Morgan looked her up and down with a dubious twist to her lips. “How long ago was that?” 
 
    Daraxandriel and I looked at each other and I heaved another sigh. “Four hundred and thirty years ago,” I confessed. 
 
    “Four hundred and thirty ... years?” Morgan was starting to develop a tic in her left eyelid. “You can’t be serious.” I just spread my hands. “You were in London in 1588? You were there when Shakespeare was alive?” 
 
    “He was a poxy-pricked wastrel,” she sniffed. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Morgan said again, and then her eyes narrowed. “Wait a minute. Doesn’t that mean that Dr. Bellowes is four hundred and thirty years old?” 
 
    “He’s about four hundred and fifty,” I corrected her. “The demons he captures extend his life.” 
 
    “In return for innocent souls.” 
 
    “Exactly. That’s why you have to stop him.” 
 
    “Me?” she snapped irritably. “You’re from the future, you know what’s going to happen, why don’t you do it?” 
 
    I blinked at her, not quite certain whether she was being serious. “Everything’s changed,” I reminded her. “Dr. Bellowes isn’t coming here. You have to convince the Council of Nine to arrest him.” 
 
    “How do you know about the Council?” she asked, aghast. “No, wait, let me guess. I told you, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Yes. Your friend Evelyn has already noticed that young girls are going missing after demon incursions but she doesn’t know why it’s happening. You can explain it to her.” 
 
    Morgan shook her head. “She’s not going to take my word on it. She’s going to need proof.” 
 
    “Dr. Bellowes has a secret room in his house with demon summoning equipment inside. All his journals are there too. He wrote everything down for the last four hundred years, you can see for yourself what sort of man he really is. Be careful, though,” I added. “There’s a killing ward on the door.” 
 
    Morgan just looked at me in silence for the longest time. “I told you that too, I suppose.” I nodded. “Unbelievable,” she sighed. 
 
    I waited but she just chewed on her bottom lip as she glared sourly at the Hellburn skyline, such as it was. “Well?” I prompted her. 
 
    “Well what?” 
 
    “Are you going to do something about Dr. Bellowes?” 
 
    She really looked like she wanted to say no, but she sighed and shook her head in resignation. “I’ll make some calls. If Evelyn can corroborate anything that you’ve said, maybe – maybe,” she reiterated, jabbing a finger at me, “we’ll see if we can verify your claim. Then we can decide what to do about it.” 
 
    “That’s great!” I enthused and even Daraxandriel managed to summon up a ghost of a smile. “Let me know how it all turns out.” Morgan just gave me a look. “What?” I asked nervously. 
 
    “You’re the guy from the future,” she reminded me. “I can’t do this by myself. If what you’re saying is true, Dr. Bellowes will be a formidable enemy.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about fighting warlocks,” I protested. “I’m just a kid. You’re the one with the Philosopher’s Stone.” 
 
    “That just means I’ll survive my mistakes. If he really has a demon lord under his thrall –” 
 
    “He does,” I asserted firmly. 
 
    “– then we’ll need all hands on deck.” 
 
    “What about the Council of Nine?” I argued. “He’s their responsibility, isn’t he?” 
 
    Morgan grimaced. “The Council isn’t as powerful or as cohesive as it was back when the world believed in magic. They may help if we can convince them to turn on one of their own, but they won’t be enough.” 
 
    “We have to do something,” I insisted. “We can’t let him go on like this.” 
 
    “I’ll look into it, Peter,” she sighed. “That’s all I can promise.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I had to be content with that. At least she was calling me Peter now instead of Mr. Collins. That was a major accomplishment all by itself. 
 
    “I suppose they’re going to be a while,” Morgan grumbled, eyeing the library. “I’ll drop you at home and head back to the hotel. I –” She stopped and checked her blazer pockets. “Son of a bitch,” she muttered. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Ryan has the keys.” 
 
    “Oh.” I looked around doubtfully. There was no way I was going to interrupt whatever was going on in Mrs. Kendricks’ office just for this.  
 
    Before I could suggest hiking over to the police station to see if we could borrow Dad’s Jeep, one of the library doors crashed open and Prescott and Mrs. Kendricks sprinted out like the building was about to explode. They ran past us without slowing, hand in hand, and barreled down the steps heedlessly. The lights on Mrs. Kendricks’ BMW flashed and they split apart to fling the front doors open. 
 
    “Ryan!” Morgan called incredulously. “Where are you going?” 
 
    Prescott paused in the act of getting into the passenger seat and gaped up at her like he completely forgot they arrived together. “I’ll call you later!” 
 
    “I need your key!” 
 
    “Oh, right. Sorry.” He dug into his pocket and pulled out a large black key fob, lobbing it our general direction. It fell well short of the mark but Morgan gestured and it smacked into her palm like a fastball hitting a catcher’s mitt. “I have a daughter!” he shouted with a ridiculous grin before ducking into the car. The BMW backed out of its slot before he even got the door closed and shot out of the parking lot like a cruise missile. Morgan watched it disappear down Milton Street, looking completely flummoxed. 
 
    “He has a ... what?” she asked. 
 
    “A daughter,” I explained helpfully. “Stacy. Well, Anastasia, but she prefers Stacy. She’s eighteen and plays center fielder for the Hellburn Angels baseball team.” Morgan just stared at me and I cleared my throat. “Maybe we should get going,” I suggested. “I have to be at work at five.” 
 
    Morgan closed her eyes and shook her head. “Unbelievable,” she sighed before leading us down the steps to the SUV. I had a feeling I’d be hearing that word a lot. 
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    There are two fundamental approaches to teaching your child how to swim. The first method is to find an experienced instructor who will demonstrate the basics to them, watch them practice, correct their mistakes, challenge them to do better, and encourage them every step of the way. Over time, your child will move from the kiddie pool to the shallow end to the deep end to the very top of the Olympic diving platform, and maybe, someday, they’ll teach someone else how to swim.  
 
    The other way is to simply toss your kid into the pool and tell them to start paddling. Admittedly, there are some risks associated with this strategy, but babies come preprogrammed with some built-in swimming skills and an inflatable seahorse can go a long way towards staving off the threat of drowning. When presented with a sink-or-swim situation, the vast majority of children will opt for the swim option. The end result may not be pretty, but it’s much more efficient – and quite a bit cheaper – than paying for lessons. 
 
    Dating is a lot like swimming, except there are no instructors, just a bunch of people standing around the edge of the pool shouting advice at you as you flounder around trying to keep your head above water. I don’t know that anyone ever gets good at dating but at least the odds of drowning are minimal. The odds of making a fool of yourself, however, are pretty good. Too bad there’s no inflatable seahorse for interpersonal relationships. 
 
      
 
    Agent Morgan dropped us off in front of the house, promising to let us know as soon as she learned anything about Dr. Bellowes. I breathed a sigh a relief as Daraxandriel and I watched her drive away. 
 
    “Is it done, then?” Daraxandriel asked uncertainly. “Will Dame Morgan defeat my nemesis at long last?” 
 
    “I hope so,” I told her. “She has to convince herself and the Council of Nine that he’s a real threat first.” 
 
    “And if she cannot?” 
 
    “Then we’ll think of something else,” I promised, although I had no idea what that would be. I opened the gate for her and we followed the walkway to the front door. 
 
    “Leastwise I may doff this hideous guise,” she grumbled, rubbing her forehead where her horns were supposed to be, “and speak the Queen’s English once more.” 
 
    “Not yet. Agent Morgan still doesn’t know you’re a demon and we don’t want to distract her until she decides to deal with Dr. Bellowes.” Daraxandriel made a frustrated noise as I opened the door. 
 
    “Susie?” Mom stood in the middle of the kitchen with her purse in one hand, her keys in another, and a puzzled expression on her face. “Where did you go?” 
 
    “What’s going on, Mom?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, Peter! Dara!” Mom’s face lit up in a beatific smile. “Did you hear the news?” 
 
    “The news about what?” 
 
    “About Susie. She has a date! With a boy!” She spun around in a circle and I could have sworn I heard her squee in excitement. “She’s going to the prom!” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. She told you, huh?” I would have bet against that, actually, but Susie apparently decided to bite the bullet and get it over with. 
 
    “Of course she did! She’s on cloud nine and in seventh heaven. Imagine, her first boyfriend! I was beginning to think this day would never come. My little girl is growing up so fast.” Mom heaved a wistful sigh, which at least put a temporary hold on the clichés. 
 
    “That’s great, Mom. So where is she?” 
 
    Her look of rapture morphed into petulance. “Well, we’re supposed to go shopping for a prom dress but she disappeared somewhere. I don’t know why she left this until the last minute but there won’t be much of a selection left and we’ll need to find some matching shoes and then we’ll have to sort out her makeup and we still need to see if one of the salons can squeeze her in to do her hair –” 
 
    I tried very hard not to roll my eyes. This was exactly the reaction I expected and I had a pretty good idea what happened to Susie. “I get the picture,” I said dryly. “I’ll go find her. Just wait here.” 
 
    I walked down the hallway and tried Susie’s door. I wasn’t in the least bit surprised to find it locked. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure no one was watching and cast the same unlocking spell I used before. The lock clicked under my hand and I eased into Susie’s room, shutting the door behind me. 
 
    Even with all the clutter, it was easy to see that the room was unoccupied. Or so it seemed, anyway. I switched to my Sight and swept my gaze across the room. Susie sat there on her bed, staying absolutely still as she watched me out of the corner of her eyes, waiting for me to give up and go look for her somewhere else. 
 
    “You can’t hide in here forever,” I told her. She just set her jaw stubbornly. “I can see you, you know.” 
 
    She peered at my face and then hunched her shoulders. “That’s cheating,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Said the girl hiding behind a glamour. Look, just go shopping with Mom. It’ll make her happy and you’ll get a new dress out of it.” 
 
    “She wants it to have ruffles!” Susie protested. 
 
    “Maybe Cameron likes ruffles.” 
 
    She blinked at me in confusion. “He does?” 
 
    “I said maybe. I’m sure you can find something both of you like.” She grimaced unenthusiastically. “This is the price you pay for wanting to go to prom.” 
 
    “Dating is hard work,” she complained but she slid off her bed and stood. 
 
    “You have no idea,” I sighed. I opened her door and she made a noise in the back of her throat as she walked past me. “Hold up a minute.” I dismissed my Sight and Susie disappeared. “Drop the glamour,” I ordered. “Let’s not confuse Mom more than she already is.” Susie huffed and rolled her eyes but she complied. She faded into view, proving that she could only apply only one glamour at a time. “Now put some clothes on.” 
 
    She glared at me like I was being unreasonable but she gestured again and a plain white sundress shimmered around her. She lifted her chin, daring me to criticize her, and walked out. 
 
    “There you are!” Mom called from the end of the hall. “What have you been doing all this time?” Susie made a resigned shrug. “Well, come on, we need to get going. We have a lot of stores to hit before they close.” 
 
    Susie looked back at me and mouthed “Kill me.” I shooed her on and she trudged off after Mom like she was heading to the guillotine.  
 
    Daraxandriel watched them go with an unreadable expression on her face. When she noticed me looking at her, she dropped her gaze and knotted her fingers together. 
 
    “Dame Collins seems more eager for prom than does the waif,” she observed. 
 
    “Susie’s not used to things like feelings,” I noted wryly. “She’ll come around eventually.” 
 
    “Is her beau worthy of her?” 
 
    “Cameron?” I asked, surprised. “I guess so. He’s a good-looking kid with more patience than a saint. I can’t imagine anyone else putting up with her for any length of time.” 
 
    “Then I wish them well. The young deserve their happiness.” 
 
    “Since when do you care if Susie is happy?” I asked suspiciously. “You two have been snarling at each other ever since you met.” 
 
    “I bear her no ill will, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel sniffed, “yet I am a demon and she is a witch. We are sworn enemies.” 
 
    “And I’m a warlock, technically,” I reminded her. “What am I to you, then?” 
 
    Her big brown eyes studied me for the longest time and then her gaze dropped away. “Thou art my savior,” she said quietly, “and my champion. I am indebted to thee for saving my life.” 
 
    But you’re not in love with me. I wanted to press her on that but the memory of our argument was still too fresh. I didn’t dare continue that conversation for fear of driving her away completely. “I still have a bit of time to kill before I need to leave for work,” I said instead. “What do you want to do until then? Get back on Lorecraft?” 
 
    “Nay,” she said, shaking her head. “Questing alone requires sharp wits and quick reflexes and I am ... distracted by the day’s events. I shall continue the tale of the Sapphire Crown instead.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” I introduced her to the Sapphire Crown manga series a couple of days ago and she was already hooked, after some minor grumbling about having to read the books from right to left. It was nominally a fantasy adventure but woven throughout the story was the burgeoning romance between the young protagonists, the mysterious transfer student Inaki Kazamura and her dweebish classmate Tohiro Saito. The parallels between them and us were obvious to me but Daraxandriel never once commented on it. Maybe I was just projecting my own feelings onto the story.  
 
    We settled in my room, me at my desk with Legends of Lorecraft booting up on my laptop and Daraxandriel on my bed with the next volume of Sapphire Crown. I dithered over the character selection screen, trying to decide what to do. Coronox the enchanter was already at level 25 and I didn’t want him to get too far ahead of Daraxandriel’s character. My undead sorceress reminded me too much of Melissa in her worst moments and I preferred ranged combat over melee fighting so my knight was out. I finally settled on my level 10 ranger, a red-headed elfgirl named Laurelin Starlight, and hit Start. 
 
    I hadn’t played Laurelin in quite some time and my archery skills were pretty rusty but things went smoother after I slew the bandits plaguing a village and picked up a quest to track down a band of orcs in the nearby forest. Watching Laurelin lope gracefully through the trees in her skimpy top and skin-tight pants reminded me why I never played her when Mom was around.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to check on Daraxandriel. She was half-turned away from me with her nose in her book. “Do you want to watch?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “Nay,” she said absently. “I am content as I am.” 
 
    “All right.” I turned back to the screen with a sigh. 
 
    By the time I had to stop and change into my DQ uniform, Laurelin had turned the orcs into feathered porcupines – extremely dead feathered porcupines – rescued a missing child, and looted the tomb of Garvas the Necromancer. Daraxandriel was about halfway through her book, which was a bit of a surprise. She usually ripped through them much faster than that. 
 
    I cleared my throat and she looked up. “I need to head out,” I told her. “Are you going to be okay by yourself?” 
 
    “Fear not,” she assured me, “I am well occupied. Thy con-pewter is at hand, should this tale fail to hold mine interest.” 
 
    “Okay. There’s stuff in the fridge if you get hungry.” 
 
    “I am no orphan lost in the woods, Peter Simon Collins,” she reminded me tartly, “unlike that hapless boy thine archer found amongst the brambles. I can fend for myself.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, you were watching me do that quest?” 
 
    “Oh, I – it may have distracted me for a moment,” she stammered, looking everywhere except at me. “I did not recall my Dara Alexander receiving such an undertaking and I was curious.” 
 
    “I’m in Eliandor, the elvish homeland. You haven’t been there yet.” I glanced at the alarm clock, wishing I had just a few more minutes. “I need to go. Are you – are you going to be here when I get back?” I held my breath as I waited for her answer. 
 
    “I have given myself until Sunday morn to claim thy soul,” she said quietly, “and we are to attend prom two days hence. It is not yet time to say our farewells.” 
 
    The feeling of relief that washed through me nearly turned my knees to rubber. “Thank God,” I murmured to myself. “Are you going to stay awake this time?” 
 
    “I shall await thy return,” she promised. “Yet do not dawdle, for this day has been trying and I am anxious for it to end.” 
 
    “You and me both,” I told her. “Okay, see you later.” 
 
    My shift plodded to its uneventful conclusion at its usual snail’s pace and I returned home five hours later, more than ready to call it a night. Mom was in the kitchen talking on her phone when I walked in. 
 
    “I know!” she said excitedly, waving a distracted greeting to me. “I’d almost given up on her. No, I haven’t met him yet but he sounds nice. Mom!” Mom pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it incredulously. “She’s only fifteen! There’ll be plenty of time for grandchildren later. Oh, don’t give me that. You were twenty-four when you had me. No, Jack doesn’t know yet. I’m going to surprise him when he gets home.” 
 
    I just returned her wave and continued down the hall, grateful that I escaped without having to exchange pleasantries with Grandma Marjorie. I loved her, of course, but she could go on for ages about all of the ailments God saw fit to inflict on her and her friends. 
 
    “I’m back,” I announced, stepping into my bedroom, only to find Daraxandriel sprawled across the bed, asleep with another volume of Sapphire Crown resting in her outflung hand. She was still in human guise but her clothes were piled in an untidy heap on the floor. I just stood there watching her breathe for a while before I turned off the light with a sigh and went across the hall. 
 
    “Susie?” I tapped on her door. “It’s Peter.” I heard a grunt that I interpreted to be an invitation to enter. Susie sat at her desk, scrutinizing her fingers. Her nails sparkled under the light, like stars in a golden sky. 
 
    “You’re wearing nail polish?” I asked, taken aback. That was a first for her. 
 
    “Yeah,” she acknowledged with a grimace. “Mom took me to one of those Monopoly places.” She lifted her foot and wiggled her toes to emphasize their matching hues. 
 
    That one took me a second to suss out. “You mean mani-pedi.” 
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    “So how did the shopping go? Did you find a dress?” 
 
    “Yeah.” The tilt of her head directed me to the pile of bags on her bed, each one labeled with the name of a different store. “Cameron better like it,” she grumbled. There was a subtle or else buried in that statement but I refrained from asking what the consequences would be. 
 
    “I’m sure he will,” I assured her instead. Susie eyed me skeptically but I was confident in my response. Cameron was way too nice to make her feel bad about anything. “Did Mom grill you about him? I overheard her talking to Grandma Marjorie.” 
 
    Susie made a dissatisfied noise. “She wanted to know everything about him. I almost left her in the shoe store and came home.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    She studied her fingernails again. “She was really happy,” she mumbled. “I didn’t want to ruin that.” 
 
    “Wow,” I noted. “That was surprisingly not like you at all.” That earned me a surly glower. “Okay, that’s more like it. Well, I just wanted to make sure everything went okay. Good night.” 
 
    “You owe me another spell.” 
 
    I stopped in mid-turn. “What for?” 
 
    “For making me go through all of that.” She used her chin to indicate mound of shopping on her bed. 
 
    “That wasn’t my fault,” I pointed out. “That was a direct consequence of you deciding you wanted to go to prom.” Susie looked like she wanted to argue the point but she subsided with a disgruntled scowl. “I gave you two perfectly good spells already, although I’m still trying to figure out how you managed to turn that glamour into an invisibility spell.” 
 
    She shrugged indifferently. “I just changed it a little bit.” 
 
    “Well, don’t. You’ll end up turning yourself into a frog.” She dismissed my caution with a curl of her lip and turned her back on me. I took the hint and left. 
 
    Daraxandriel hadn’t budged an inch by the time I finished brushing my teeth and tossed our clothes in the laundry hamper. I removed the book from her hand, setting it on the night table, and then carefully rolled her onto her side. She murmured something inaudible as I slipped into bed and snuggled up against her. Even in her human form, a faint odor of matchsticks clung to her skin and I let it fill my nostrils. 
 
    “I love you, Dara,” I told her softly. “What do I have to do to convince you?” Her only answer was the gentle whisper of her breathing. I pressed my lips to her bare shoulder, making her twitch involuntarily, and settled down for the night. 
 
    I’m holding the girl of my dreams in my arms, I thought gloomily, and I might as well be alone. 
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    Football – the American variety, not the one we call soccer and everyone else in the world calls football – is the ultimate team sport. Sure, baseball, basketball, and hockey all have teams, but in those sports, all you really need is one or two players who are really good. The rest of the team can pretty much just stand around and watch them score. 
 
    In football, all eleven players on the field have to work together to accomplish anything, even if all they accomplish is moving the ball another six feet closer to the goal line. If someone messes up their assignment, the quarterback gets sacked and the job gets that much harder, or the ball is intercepted and the other team takes over. Football is a game of chess played with three-hundred-pound pawns. 
 
    Unfortunately, like chess, a football game proceeds very slowly, with only occasional bursts of thrilling action. A typical play lasts maybe ten seconds, followed by thirty seconds of everyone standing around while they decide what to do next. If there’s a penalty or a challenge or a commercial break, tack on a couple more minutes before they line up again and get ready to hike the ball. Plan on a one-hour football game lasting at least three and a half hours and stock up on lots of snacks and drinks. You’re going to need them. 
 
      
 
    Friday was a repeat of Thursday, except time slowed to an even more interminable crawl. The teachers tried to hold everyone’s attention but excitement about the Hellraiser game grew throughout the day and it was almost impossible to get anyone to focus on their studies. Lunch in the cafeteria was near pandemonium as everyone discussed their plans for before, during, and after the game. My afternoon teachers just gave up and let us do whatever we wanted at our desks, as long as we promised to be quiet. 
 
    After final bell, at least half of the students headed straight to the stadium to claim their seats before the stands filled up, while the rest fought their way out of the parking lot against a tide of incoming visitors from Weatherford. Susie, of course, wouldn’t be caught dead going to a sporting event. Instead, Daraxandriel and I found her perched on the trunk of the Mustang talking to a young blond-haired boy. Her faint smile vanished when she caught sight of us and she glared daggers at us. 
 
    “Cameron?” I asked in surprise. This didn’t happen the last time around. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Peter,” Cameron said with a welcoming smile that exposed his dimples. He held out his hand to me. “Susie pointed you out to me earlier.” 
 
    “No doubt expressing great admiration for her big brother,” I noted dryly, shaking hands with him. 
 
    “Not in so many words,” he admitted. “And you must be Dara.” 
 
    “Well met, Cameron.” Daraxandriel said, taking his hand briefly. “Art thou intending to accompany us home?” 
 
    “No, Susie’s just keeping me company while I wait for Mom to pick me up. Are you and Peter going to prom too?” 
 
    “Certes,” she answered. “I look forward to observing the festivities.” 
 
    “Do you want to go together?” he offered. “There’s plenty of room in Mom’s van.” 
 
    Behind him, Susie’s face irritated glower transformed into a look of horror and I shook my head. “No, we’ll probably stay out later than you guys are allowed to. Thanks for the invite, though.” 
 
    “All right,” he smiled. “I’ll plan to pick you up around seven o’clock, okay?” he asked Susie, who tried to seem pleased and interested, although she was clearly out of practice. She glanced at me for confirmation and I nodded. 
 
    Somebody honked a jaunty little tune out on the street and Cameron waved at a nondescript brown minivan. “That’s Mom. I need to go. I’ll call you later, okay?” Susie flashed him a smile that faded as soon as he turned away. “It was nice to meet you,” he told us. “See you tomorrow!” He threaded his way through the cars entering and exiting the parking lot and climbed in the sedan with a final wave. 
 
    Susie slid off the trunk and collected her book bag. “We were talking,” she grumbled resentfully. 
 
    “You could have gone with him, you know,” I pointed out. “I’m sure he would have been glad to drop you off at home.” Her look of dismay was almost comical. “Let’s get going. I still have to work tonight.” 
 
    Traffic was unusually heavy all the way home and I had to rush inside to find my DQ shirt. Mom was in the middle of folding the laundry and I snatched the shirt from her hands with a hasty “Thanks!” Dad was out overseeing security at the stadium but in this timeline, Daraxandriel wasn’t on the cheerleading squad, so she was stuck at home with Mom and Susie for the next few hours. Since Susie would likely lock herself in her room, that meant Mom and Daraxandriel would have to keep themselves busy somehow. 
 
    With Sunday’s deadline looming in my mind, I couldn’t afford to waste any more time. Instead, I grabbed my laptop and urged Daraxandriel out the door with me, acknowledging Mom’s exhortation to drive safely with a wave. We retraced my normal route to the restaurant, but when I pulled into the parking lot, I had to count the days on my fingers to make sure it was actually Friday. Usually there were at least a dozen cars in the lot by now but the place looked deserted. 
 
    Inside, we found Mr. Watkins seated at one of the tables nursing a mint chocolate Blizzard as he stared up at the TV mounted on the wall. All I saw was a commercial for one of the local furniture places, though. 
 
    “Mr. Watkins?” I asked doubtfully. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Hmm?” He sucked another blob of speckled green ice cream off his spoon. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” There wasn’t a single customer in sight. 
 
    “The Hellraiser game’s about to start. I doubt we’ll see anyone until it’s over.”  
 
    “Really? It wasn’t like this last year.” Mr. Watkins shrugged in a What can you do? sort of way. “So do you still need me?” I hoped the answer would be no. I’d gladly trade the few dollars I’d get from working tonight for spending some quality time with Daraxandriel. 
 
    “We’ll need you later when the rush hits,” he said absently, perking up as an aerial shot of the Hellburn stadium appeared on the TV. The place looked packed and I could only imagine the noise levels down on the field. Judging from the line of ROTC cadets presenting the colors in front of the school band, they were getting ready to do the national anthem. “Why don’t you straighten up the service area while we’re waiting?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said unenthusiastically. It wasn’t that I had any interest in watching the game but I knew that no matter how neatly I stacked the drink lids and straws, the entire countertop would look like a tornado hit it five minutes after the next customer walked through the door. Sisyphus had a better chance of pushing his boulder to the top of the hill than I had of keeping the counter tidy all night. With a sigh, I parked Daraxandriel in the corner booth, connected the laptop to the store Wi-Fi, and ordered her an extra-large fry. Then I grabbed a cloth from the storage cabinet underneath the soda machine and got to work. 
 
    I caught snippets of the game as I worked my way through the chores Mr. Watkins assigned me, restoring the dining area to near-pristine conditions just before the first customers of the shift appeared, a pair of plumbers coming off a job somewhere. Maria spared a minute from flirting with Tony to take their order and shooed them away with their cups and a promise that their meal would be brought out shortly.  
 
    I waited off to the side for the plumbers to get their drinks, heaving a resigned sigh as they knocked over the stack of lids and left their straw wrappers right beside the trash can. They took a booth near Mr. Watkins and I overheard them talking about their plans for the weekend as I straightened everything up again. Then one of them nudged his companion and jerked his chin in Daraxandriel’s direction with a smirk. 
 
    “Hey, Sergio,” he said, lowering his voice, “get a load of that redhead over there.” 
 
    His friend twisted around in his seat to glance over his shoulder. “Nice,” he noted with admiration. “A bit young for you, though, ain’t she, Al?” 
 
    “I like them that way,” Al leered. “They don’t know any better.” 
 
    “She’s doing homework on a weekend,” Sergio pointed out. “She probably knows twice as much as you, including how to call the cops on creeps like you.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t get your shorts in a knot,” Al grumbled. “There’s no harm in looking.” 
 
    I glared at the two of them, wondering if I had the authority to kick them out of the restaurant for ogling one of the patrons, but my righteous ire was interrupted by Maria arriving with their trays. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can get you?” she asked, setting them down on the table with a smile. 
 
    “Do you have her number?” Al joked, jerking his thumb at Daraxandriel. 
 
    “Talk to him,” Maria informed him frostily, pointing at me. “She’s his girlfriend.” She stalked away as the plumbers eyed me dubiously. 
 
    “Really?” Al asked incredulously. “She’s with you?” 
 
    “Yes, she is,” I told him sternly, “so back off.”  
 
    “Some guys have all the luck,” he muttered, reaching for the ketchup. “Hey, look, there’s a football game on.” 
 
    “Really?” Sergio squinted at the screen. “Must be that Hell thing they do every year. Which one’s the Hellburn team?” 
 
    “Beats me. I just hope they show the cheerleaders during the halftime show.” 
 
    “Heh, me too.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mr. Watkins wave me over and I approached him with some trepidation. Mr. Watkins was a firm believer in the principle of The customer is always right, even if he’s a complete idiot. While I wouldn’t mind getting a better job, getting fired wouldn’t look good on my résumé. 
 
    “Everything okay there, Peter?” he asked me absently, scraping the last dribble of ice cream out of his cup.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” I told him, “everything’s fine.” 
 
    “Good, good.” His eyes were fastened on the television, where the Hellhounds were lining up for a play near mid-field. “The Kangaroos are looking pretty good,” he noted gloomily. “I don’t think we’re going to pull this one out.” 
 
    The score was 14-3 in the Weatherford team’s favor but I already knew how the game was going to turn out. “We’ll win,” I assured him, “26-24 on a last-second quarterback sneak into the end zone.” 
 
    Mr. Watkins snorted. “So suddenly you can see the future? That’s a pretty specific prediction.” 
 
    “It’ll happen just like that, trust me.” 
 
    “All right, Nostradamus, if you’re so sure, why don’t you put your money where your mouth is? If the Hounds win, I’ll buy you any dessert you want. If the Roos win –” He held up his empty cup and waggled it at me. 
 
    “Deal,” I told him, trying not to look too smug. “I’ll take a strawberry shortcake.” 
 
    “Deal,” he nodded. “Now get back to work.” 
 
    I kept an eye on the TV as I puttered around the store, tidying things that didn’t really need tidying, but the game was unfolding just like I remembered it. Customers starting trickling in during the second quarter and by the time halftime rolled around – which featured the two school bands, to Al’s regret – the restaurant was packed. Daraxandriel ended up sharing her booth with a trio of girls from the school and I watched them uneasily as the four of them spoke among themselves with their heads close together, eyeing me speculatively. 
 
    The game itself was hard-fought, with both teams tied at 17 going into the fourth quarter. I was standing near Mr. Watkins by the front counter when the Hellhound running back took the handoff and sprinted down the sideline. 
 
    “Watch this,” I warned him. “He’s going to trip and fumble.” Then the running back juked the Kangaroos defender out of his socks and scampered into the end zone, accompanied by the deafening cheers of the audience. 24-17 for the Hellhounds after the extra point. 
 
    “Stick to mopping floors, Peter,” Mr. Watkins told me with a bemused chuckle. “You’re better at that. We need more napkins here.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said dully and I shambled into the storeroom, wondering what went wrong. I remember him tripping, I told myself. He got distracted by the cheerleaders and – oh. Daraxandriel wasn’t a cheerleader now. My new present was diverging further and further from the old present with every passing day. Pretty soon, everything I knew about the future would be useless. That’s a good thing, I told myself, trying to shake off an uneasy feeling. That future was a nightmare. 
 
    The touchdown pretty much iced the game for the Hellhounds. The Kangaroos could only pull out a field goal on their next possession and then we marched back down the field, milking the clock at every opportunity. We scored another touchdown with ten seconds to spare and the Weatherford team’s desperate Hail Mary pass to the end zone fell short. When the game clock ticked to 0 and the referee’s whistle blew, Hellburn was declared the victor, 31 to 20. The restaurant erupted into cheers and mutual congratulations and then the pandemonium slowly subsided as the patrons who’d already eaten finally cleared out and made room for the newcomers who had yet to order. 
 
    “Well, remind me never to ask you to pick my lottery numbers,” Mr. Watkins said, clapping a meaty hand on my shoulder, “but you won the bet, fair and square. Go grab your dessert and take your break.” 
 
    I took my strawberry shortcake over to Daraxandriel’s table just as her new friends were getting up to leave. They all smiled at me and chorused “Goodbye, Peter!” before giggling their way out the door. I watched them through the window doubtfully as I slid into the seat. 
 
    “What was that all about?” I asked, offering Daraxandriel one of the two spoons I brought. “Do you know them?” 
 
    “They attend Dame Galliardi’s art instruction with thee,” she explained. She scooped a strawberry slice from the top of my shortcake along with a generous portion of the whipped cream. 
 
    “Really?” I didn’t recognize them, but usually everyone had their heads down working on their art projects. “You didn’t try to convince them to become my one true love, did you?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Mnhn-nhn,” she mumbled around her spoon. “Thou hast made thy wishes clear, that none within thy school meets thine ideals.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Instead, I sought their advice on what pleases men in this age.” 
 
    I stared at her, aghast. “You did what?” 
 
    “Much has changed since the reign of the Great Queen,” she pointed out, claiming another dollop of whipped cream. “What may appeal to a lord of her court holds no interest for thee. I needs must discover what American men seek in a woman.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” I could easily imagine a hundred ways this could go horribly wrong. “What did they say?” 
 
    Daraxandriel hesitated, shifting in her seat. “They mistook my meaning and instead plied me with advice of a more ... carnal nature. They gave many suggestions on how to enhance thy firmness and prolong thy pleasure.” 
 
    “Oh my God. You told them I was impotent?” 
 
    “Nay!” she protested. “I praised thy manhood and thy potency. They have no cause to believe thee inadequate.” 
 
    “Oh my God! Are you kidding me? Why would you tell them something like that?” 
 
    “Whyfor should I not?” she frowned. “Art thou not proud of thy virility?” 
 
    “No! I mean, yes! I mean, that’s not something I want other people to know about, especially not other girls, and especially especially not girls in the same class as me!” The only glimmer of hope I could see in this disaster was that I didn’t have art class on Monday. Maybe those girls would forget all about their conversation with Daraxandriel by then. And maybe my strawberry shortcake will sprout legs and start singing Broadway show tunes, I thought sourly. The salacious rumors were probably already flying across the Internet, mutating into something with only a passing resemblance to the truth. 
 
    The lull in the store only lasted about fifteen minutes before the first wave of fans started arriving from the stadium. I were kept hopping for the rest of the evening and I didn’t have a single second to worry about Daraxandriel or my reputation or anything else except clearing tables, swabbing floors, and trying to keep the straws and drink lids stocked. 
 
     Things didn’t show any sign of slowing down as the clock on the wall ticked its way towards ten o’clock and I was starting to worry that Mr. Watkins might ask me to stay late to help with closing at midnight. I’d done it a few times before and I didn’t enjoy it one bit and I sincerely doubted Daraxandriel could stay awake that long. She was already propping her head up on her hand, barely paying any attention to whatever was happening on the laptop. 
 
    I was eyeing the door and wondering if I could clock out and leave without Mr. Watkins noticing when he flagged me down and told me to head out. I got Daraxandriel on her feet and packed up and out the door in record time and I raced home through the dwindling traffic, hoping to get her back to our room before she conked out. It was a close thing but I managed to maneuver her into the house, through the hall, and into the bedroom, where she immediately flopped onto the bed like a crash test dummy. 
 
    “Come on, stay awake!” I urged her. 
 
    “Whyfor?” she mumbled, pulling a pillow over her face. “I am bonewise weary.” 
 
    “From what? You just sat in a booth all day. I was the one working.” 
 
    “Maintaining this unnatural form wearies me. This guise was not meant to be worn so long.” 
 
    “Well. drop it then. You’ll have to put it back on before we leave the house,” I warned her. 
 
    “Verily?” She sat up and starting unbuttoning her blouse. She got halfway down, baring a tantalizing swath of smooth, bare skin, before she realized that I stopped blinking. “Avert thine eyes,” she told me sternly. “It is not mete that thou dost observe my transformation.” 
 
    “You didn’t mind before,” I protested. 
 
    “I cannot speak for this other self thou dost claim to recall,” she sniffed. “I require privacy.” 
 
    She twirled her finger and I complied with a resigned sigh. Behind me, cloth slithered to the floor and I heard the same soft whispering as before. I waited a few seconds before peeking over my shoulder and Daraxandriel stood there in all her demonic glory, ridged horns, spiky red hair, dark skin, and glowing eyes. She held her tail in her hands, nuzzling its spade tip against her cheek like a favorite pet.  
 
    “I did miss thee so,” she murmured to it. “Forgive the necessity to conceal thee away.” It tapped the tip of her nose in reproof and then twisted around to glare at me. At least it would have been a glare if it possessed eyes. “Nay, do not cast aspersions upon Peter Simon Collins. He but sought to protect us from Dame Morgan.” The tail gave a disdainful flip and then wrapped itself around its forearm. “How much longer must we hide away, like coneys beneath a circling hawk?” She twisted her chain around her finger, making the cross flash in the light.  
 
    “Until Agent Morgan and Agent Prescott leave,” I sighed. 
 
    “Yet didst thou not reunite Sir Prescott with his one true love?” she frowned. “Whyfor would he leave her side?” 
 
    “Well –” In the other timeline, Prescott stayed in Hellburn and planned to marry Mrs. Kendricks. If that still held true, he was never going to leave. “Crap, I didn’t think about that.” I chewed my lip, eyeing Daraxandriel anxiously. She couldn’t keep her human form going for the rest of her life, so we needed to convince the witches that she was harmless. “Once Agent Morgan realizes we’re telling the truth about Dr. Bellowes, she’ll know that you’re not evil and she’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    “Art thou so certain of this?” she asked doubtfully. “Is it not to Hell’s advantage to eliminate Parathraxas by any means, despite his appetite for innocent souls?” 
 
    “Well, maybe,” I admitted reluctantly. “Don’t worry, I’ll think of something,” I assured her with more confidence than I felt. “Let’s see if she learned anything yet.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and tapped Agent Morgan’s number, setting it on speaker mode as I sat on the edge of the bed. Daraxandriel sat close beside me and I was all too aware of the warm touch of her arm again mine. 
 
    “Peter?” Morgan answered warily. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No,” I replied, surprised that was the first thought that crossed her mind. I supposed paranoia came with the job. “I was just wondering what you found out about Dr. Bellowes.” 
 
    “I sent out a few messages to my acquaintances in England. I haven’t heard anything back yet.” 
 
    “Nothing at all?” I asked in dismay. “It’s been hours!” 
 
    “It’s four in the morning there, Peter,” she reminded me dryly. “I doubt they’ve even seen my messages.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    “I’ve been doing some research in the meantime. It seems Dr. Bellowes’ personal history is a bit ... fuzzy.” 
 
    “Fuzzy?” 
 
    “He’s been a professor of history at Oxford University for about thirty years now – quite a good one, I gather – and there are records of him getting his doctorate from Leeds before then. Before that, though, there’s almost nothing in the public records about him. I can’t even find an official birthdate for him.” 
 
    “Because he was born almost five hundred years ago.” 
 
    “Or the records were lost,” she noted dryly. “England went through a bit of a tough time back in the 40’s.” 
 
    I had to think about that for a second. “World War 2?” 
 
    “Yes.” I could practically hear her roll her eyes. “In any event, I haven’t found anything that corroborates your story. Yet,” she added grudgingly. 
 
    “But you’ll keep looking, right?” 
 
    “We’ll see what Evelyn and the others have to say, but if they can’t confirm what you’re telling me ...” She let her voice trail off. 
 
    “But what about that room in his house? The one with the demon capturing stuff?” 
 
    “His house in –” I heard typing in the background. “– Coventry?” 
 
    “I guess so. You never told me where it was.” 
 
    “The place where I supposedly triggered a deadly ward.” 
 
    “Right. Can’t you or the Council of Nine check it out?” 
 
    “England has the same laws against unlawful entry that we do, Peter. They can’t just break into someone’s house for no good reason.” 
 
    “He kills girls!” 
 
    “Allegedly.” Morgan sighed in my ear. “We need to play this by the book, Peter. I’ll talk to Evelyn in the morning and we’ll decide what to do from there. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed reluctantly. “I’ll call you tomorrow then, I guess.” 
 
    Morgan hesitated. “Is Dara with you?” 
 
    Daraxandriel and I looked at each other. “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “Could I speak with you for a moment? Privately?” 
 
    Uh-oh. I took my phone off the speaker and moved over to stand by my bookcase. “What’s going on?” I asked Morgan uneasily. 
 
    “Peter, do you really believe her story?” 
 
    “Her story?” 
 
    “About coming from Elizabethan England. You have to admit that sounds incredibly ... outlandish.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t lie to me about that.” Morgan’s silence clearly conveyed her skepticism. “Dr. Bellowes recognized her. He admitted being Parathraxas back in Queen Elizabeth’s court.” 
 
    “In that alternate history that no one else remembers.” 
 
    “Well, um, yeah.” 
 
    “Peter, isn’t it more likely that someone has tampered with your memories, making you think Dr. Bellowes is some sort of evil monster?” 
 
    “What? No! Who would do something like that?” 
 
    “What happened to that succubus?” 
 
    “Succubus?” I looked over my shoulder at Daraxandriel. She was watching with wide, worried eyes, wringing her tail between her fists. 
 
    “The one you said you found inside a soul trap. Did you banish her?” 
 
    “Er, no. She just left after she realized she couldn’t get my soul.” Or she will in a day and a half, I thought glumly. 
 
    “What was her name?” 
 
    “Her name?” I licked lips that were suddenly very dry. 
 
    “Yes, Peter, her name,” Morgan said impatiently. “She must have introduced herself to you if she was trying to claim your soul.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, it was, um –” Daraxandriel and I stared at each other. There was no way I could tell Morgan the truth. Even the most clueless person on the planet would realize that Daraxandriel and Dara Alexander were one and the same. “Lilixandriel.” Daraxandriel straightened in surprise and I hastily waved her to silence. 
 
    “Lilixandriel.” Morgan practically spat out the word. “Her again.” 
 
    “Oh, you, uh, know her?” 
 
    “She’s been a thorn in our side for I don’t know how long. That explains how Ryan missed her in New Orleans, if she was there with you. Hiding herself inside a soul trap seems like a risky move for her, though,” she mused. “What if you never opened it?” 
 
    “Maybe it was a fake trap,” I suggested hopefully. 
 
    “Hmm, possibly. You’re certain she actually left? Do you know where she might have gone?” 
 
    “Sorry, no, I have no idea where she is right now.” That was the absolute truth. I hoped our paths would never cross again. 
 
    “All right. I apologize, Peter. I was worried she might be using you to send us off on a wild goose chase. Dara doesn’t have a visible aura, which is unusual to say the least. I thought maybe she was disguising her aura to keep us from recognizing what she really is.” 
 
    “No, she hasn’t done anything like that,” I insisted. “That’s just how she is.” Until she removes the cross, anyway. 
 
    “Hmm.” Morgan didn’t sound entirely convinced. “Well, be careful and keep a close eye on her. If Dara’s not a witch – and she’s like no witch I’ve ever met – she may still be a danger to you.” 
 
    “I’m not worried.” 
 
    “You should be. Good night, Peter.” She hung up in my ear. 
 
    “How didst thou learn of my clutch-mate?” Daraxandriel demanded as soon as I lowered my hand. “Is this why thou dost refuse to cede me thy soul? Did she claim it first?” She sounded fearful and indignant at the same time. 
 
    “She doesn’t have my soul,” I insisted, “I met her the first time around but she has no reason to come here now. Don’t worry about her.” 
 
    “An she sets her sights upon thee, thou wouldst be lost to me,” she murmured disconsolately. “I cannot compare to her beauty.” She touched her crayon-red hair, hunching in abject misery. 
 
    “She doesn’t interest me in the least.” I took her hand and pulled her to her feet, fending off her tail’s attempts to keep me away. “What matters to me is in here,” I touched her forehead, “and here,” I touched her sternum just below her cross. “This,” I ran my fingers through her hair, “isn’t important, but even if it was, red is better than silver any day of the week.” 
 
    Her eyes glowed softly as she searched my face, like twin suns setting on a hazy summer night. “Peter Simon Collins,” she breathed. Her hands rested on my chest and I felt their heat through my shirt. I pulled her closer to me and she lifted her head, parting her lips. I bent down to kiss her and something jabbed me hard in the stomach. 
 
    “Ow! What the hell?” Daraxandriel’s tail reared up like a cobra, threatening to strike again and I released her hastily. “What is wrong with that thing?”  
 
    “It only seeks to protect me from my own foolish whims.” Daraxandriel gathered her tail into her arms, looking forlorn as she stroked its head. “It has been my most faithful companion throughout my tribulations.” 
 
    “Dara –” 
 
    “We should take our rest while we may, Peter Simon Collins,” she said, lying down on the bed with her back to me, “that we might be ready for what awaits us on the morrow.” 
 
    “Agent Morgan probably won’t find anything,” I argued. “If the Council of Nine hasn’t noticed what Dr. Bellowes is doing by now, they’re never going to.” 
 
    Daraxandriel was silent for a moment. “I was speaking of prom,” she said softly. “I look forward to making merry with thee ere I depart.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, taken aback. “Me too.” I wasn’t, not if it was going to be our last time together. “Good night.” I reached out and turned off the light. 
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    Our brains are awash with neurochemicals that affect our thoughts, our moods, and our behavior. Most of the time, we get the right amount of dopamine or serotonin at the right time and everything’s fine. Sometimes, though, through some genetic defect or hormonal imbalance or misuse of narcotics, things go off the rails and suddenly we’re hearing voices or plotting to take over the world. The human brain is a complicated machine and it doesn’t take much to throw it off kilter. 
 
    One particular chemical, oxytocin, is sometimes dubbed “the love hormone” for its role in social bonding and sexual response. Oxytocin also reduces fear and increases trust and empathy. Despite its myriad benefits, though, oxytocin isn’t a love potion. A whiff of oxytocin won’t make you fall in love with the next person you see or write bad poetry when they leave. It does lower the anxiety we all feel when meeting someone new, though, and maybe that’s enough to get things started. 
 
    Every day, the news is filled with reports of wars, racial tension, political infighting, and religious conflicts. All of these events have one thing in common: they all involve two or more people not getting along. Maybe the problem isn’t political ideology or poverty or climate change. Maybe it’s just a shortage of oxytocin in our heads. If Starbucks started slipping oxytocin into our lattes, the world might become a much nicer place. 
 
      
 
    Saturday morning started like most of the others, with me tangled up with the sheets and Daraxandriel as a vaguely disturbing dream faded away despite my best attempts to hang onto it. This one seemed to involve Daraxandriel, Susie, and Agent Morgan all trying to tell me something important but I couldn’t understand what the message was. 
 
    I opened my eyes with a sigh, wondering why my pillow was so hot, and discovered my head was resting on Daraxandriel’s bare stomach. She was still out of it and barely reacted as I eased my arm out from under her and carefully crept across her to reach the floor. Maintaining her human appearance for so long must have really taken it out of her. 
 
    I seemed to be the first one up, so I grabbed a shower to prepare for my shift at the DQ and sat at the kitchen table with a bowl of cereal, staring at nothing in particular. Just one more day, I thought gloomily, and then she’ll be gone. Then I remembered our almost kiss last night and a tiny flicker of hope blossomed in my chest. Maybe she’s starting to love me after all. 
 
    The back door opened and Susie walked into the kitchen, skyclad as usual, with something pale and twisted in her hand and smudges of dirt on her knees. I glanced at the clock but it was well past dawn so she must have been tending her garden out back. “Leave the weeds outside,” I reminded her. 
 
    “This isn’t a weed, Peter,” she told me peevishly, shaking the object in my direction. Bits of soil dislodged from it and sprinkled the floor. “This is ginger.” 
 
    “What do you need ginger for?” I knew some witches used herbs to enhance their spells but everything in her garden was just random greenery to me. 
 
    She opened her mouth and then closed it again as an expression I’d never seen on her before flitted across her face: embarrassment. “Nothing,” she mumbled and stalked away.  
 
    Little alarm signals went off in my brain. Susie wasn’t the sort of person to go through the hassle of crafting her own spells from scratch when she could just blackmail me into giving her one directly. “Wait a minute,” I called after her. “What kind of spell are you making?” 
 
    “None of your business!” She slammed her door hard enough to rattle the pictures on the wall. That wasn’t particularly unusual for her, so hopefully Mom and Dad slept through it.  
 
    I blinked after her, trying to fathom what brought on that reaction. The only thing I could come up with was that Daraxandriel’s hold on Susie’s perceptions was starting to slip. Maybe Daraxandriel was so zonked out from exhaustion she couldn’t keep the spell or whatever it was going and now Susie was planning to do something to her. That would be bad. 
 
    I hurried to her room and tried the knob but it was locked. That slowed me down for only a second, though, and I slipped into her room. Susie was kneeling by one of the larger piles of stuff on her floor, eyeing me balefully for my intrusion. “What are you doing?” I asked her. 
 
    “Looking for my mortar and pestle.” She pushed aside a couple of notebooks and uncovered a polished stone bowl. 
 
    “What do you need that for?” 
 
    “To grind stuff.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You know what I mean. What are you planning to make?” 
 
    “None of your business.” 
 
    This line of questioning clearly wasn’t going anywhere. I looked around and spotted the ginger root sitting on her desk, beside a small shaker of ground cinnamon and a package of chocolate chips. “You’re making ginger snaps?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    Susie considered her answer for a long moment. “Yes.” 
 
    “For Cameron?” 
 
    Now her eyes narrowed warily. “Yes.” 
 
    I didn’t believe her for a second but I didn’t know enough about witchcraft and herbology to deduce her real intent from the ingredients and Dr. Bellowes’ memories didn’t include much in the way of herbal lore. Mrs. Kendricks could probably make an educated guess on what Susie was planning but she didn’t know me from Adam now. I considered my options and made a strategic retreat.  
 
    “Okay, well, don’t poison him, all right?” She just glared me out the door and I hurried back into my bedroom, where Daraxandriel was just starting to stir. She rolled onto her back and her eyes fluttered open, flitting around the room before settling on me. Her lips widened in a sleepy smile. 
 
    “Good morrow, Peter Simon Collins,” she said, stretching languorously and doing tingly things to my insides. Her tail followed suit before draping itself over her shoulder. “Was thy slumber restful?” 
 
    “Yeah, pretty much. Do you know anything about using herbs for witchcraft?” 
 
    She blinked at me in confusion and propped herself up on her elbow. “Dost thou seek herbs for a spell? Parathraxas never required such.” 
 
    “No, not for me. Susie’s cooking something up and she won’t tell me what she’s making.” 
 
    “I have heard some witches use plants and flowers to enhance their workings,” she frowned, “drawing upon their bond with the Goddess of Nature, but I do not know their secrets.” 
 
    “Damn. Maybe I can just Google it.” I turned on my laptop and waited impatiently for it to boot up.  
 
    “Dost thou truly believe the waif will craft a troublesome potion?” Daraxandriel asked doubtfully. She rose from the bed and leaned over my shoulder to peer at the screen as I typed ginger cinnamon chocolate spell into the search window. “Her skills with magic are feeble.” 
 
    “We can’t take the chance.” I scanned the first page of results but most of them were regular dessert recipes. 
 
    “The oracle’s reply minds me of the emptiness of my belly,” Daraxandriel declared. “I shall seek out the kitchens and break my fast.” 
 
    “You do that. Wait!” She stopped with her hand on the door knob. “You can’t go out like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” I pointed at my forehead and she reached up to gingerly feel the ridges on her horns. “Dame Collins has seen my true form afore!” she protested. 
 
    “You were human yesterday. I don’t want Mom and Dad wondering why you look different every time they see you.” She pouted at me as her tail vigorously shook its tip in frantic denial. “It’s just for one more day,” I promised her. 
 
    Daraxandriel looked at her tail forlornly and then it sagged in resignation. “One day only,” she grumbled. “Once the cock crows tomorrow morn, I shall be quit of these guises.” 
 
    “Deal,” I said, feeling a knot tighten in my stomach. If we couldn’t convince Agent Morgan to go after Dr. Bellowes today, what Daraxandriel looked like would be the least of our worries. 
 
    Daraxandriel just stood there and I wondered what the holdup was. Then she cocked a questioning eyebrow at me and I rolled my eyes before turning my back on her. The whispering voices came and went, punctuated by the sound of the door opening and closing. I just shook my head and returned to my research. 
 
    I tried different variations of the search terms but I couldn’t find any reference to spells or potions that involved ginger, cinnamon, and chocolate. Then it occurred to me that I didn’t actually know if her spell required all three. The ginger was obviously part of it, since she went through the trouble of digging it up, but maybe she only needed one of the other ingredients. 
 
    Ginger and chocolate didn’t get me anything useful, but ginger and cinnamon produced a gold mine of hits. Skipping over the snickerdoodle recipes, I found quite a few references to potions using those particular ingredients and I studied their descriptions to see if there was some common thread between them. Skimming through their instructions, I noticed that a lot of them also required cacao, the key component of chocolate, and one word kept cropping up: love. 
 
    “Seriously?” I sighed, shaking my head. 
 
    Susie had locked her door again but I walked through without breaking my stride. She was sitting at her desk, mashing something in her mortar as she perused her Book of Shadows. 
 
    “You’re making a love potion?” I asked her incredulously. She paused in her labors for just a second and then continued on as if I wasn’t there. “For Cameron?” Another pause, shorter than the first. “Why? He’s already taking you to the prom.” 
 
    Susie stopped, hunching her shoulders. “There’ll be other girls there,” she muttered. “Prettier girls.” 
 
    “And you’re worried he’s going to pay more attention to them instead of you?” She nodded. “He’s not going to do that. This is Cameron we’re talking about, the nicest person on the planet. He’ll pay attention to you and only you all night long.” 
 
    “I can’t take that chance.” She resumed her preparations. “It took me too long to find a boy who really liked me. I don’t want to start all over again.” 
 
    “You won’t have to,” I assured her. “You’re prettier than most other girls out there and a lot more interesting.” 
 
    “You think I’m pretty?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Well, I’m your brother so I’m not allowed to compliment you, but yes, you’re pretty. So forget about casting love spells on Cameron and just go to prom and have a good time.” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment and then resumed her mashing. “I can’t take that chance. Hey!” She snatched at her Book of Shadows as it leapt off her desk and flew straight to my hand. “Give that back, it’s mine!” 
 
    “After prom,” I told her sternly, tucking the book securely under my arm. “Just go and have fun. Don’t worry about whether he’s in love with you or not.” 
 
    “If I make him love me, I won’t have to worry about it,” she argued. 
 
    “If you make him love you, you’ll never know whether he actually loves you.” 
 
    “So?” she frowned. “Either way, he’ll love me.” 
 
    “Does the concept of free will mean anything to you?” She just stared at me blankly. “Never mind,” I sighed. “You’re just going to have to use your feminine wiles on him, such as they are.” She made a growling noise in the back of her throat but since she didn’t lob her mortar at me as I turned to leave, I figured she saw things my way for a change. 
 
    Outside, I encountered Daraxandriel returning to my room. “Dame Collins did banish me from the kitchen,” she reported petulantly. “She instructed me to clothe myself ere she prepares breakfast.” 
 
    “You know how she feels about people running around the house like that.” I looked around for a place to hide Susie’s book where she wouldn’t be likely to find it while I was at work. 
 
    “The waif parades herself unclad betimes,” she argued. “Whyfor can I not do likewise?” 
 
    “Susie’s assets aren’t quite so, um, prominent.”  
 
    “Aye, thou had the right of it,” she said despondently. She looked down at herself and cupped her breasts speculatively. “Mayhap she has not yet attained womanhood.” 
 
    “That is not a discussion I ever want to be involved in.” I carefully tucked the book in between my game manuals on the bookshelf and then added a glamour for good measure, making it look like another Legends of Lorecraft guide. Susie wouldn’t touch it if her life depended on it. “You better get dressed if you want to eat.” 
 
    “Aye,” she sighed. She dragged herself over to the closet, surveying the array of outfits hanging there. She grabbed the first one that came to hand and pulled it over her head, wrangling herself through the openings and shrugging it into place. It proved to be a sleeveless sundress with multicolored polka dots scattered over it like splattered paint. She held her arms out for my inspection and approval. 
 
    “Well, you’re covered up, anyway.” I didn’t bother to mention that the thin fabric failed to disguise her lack of undergarments, since she didn’t own any panties and had yet to master the mechanics of wearing a bra. 
 
    Daraxandriel smiled half-heartedly and made to leave, but she paused in the doorway. “Will thou not accompany me?” 
 
    “I’ve already –” I stopped and reconsidered. I had less than twenty-four hours to convince Daraxandriel to stay with me. Every minute counted now. “Sure. What are we having?” 
 
    “Toast.” 
 
    “Toast?” 
 
    Her dubious expression matched mine. “Imported from France.” 
 
    I had to blink three times before that made any sense. “You mean French toast.” 
 
    “I have said as much, Peter Simon Collins,” she reminded me tartly. “Toast from France.” 
 
    Dad was already seated at the table when we walked into the kitchen, perusing the morning paper. The front page proclaimed Hellhounds Win! in bold print over a grainy black-and-white photo of Brent Donovan, star quarterback and odious human being, lifted on the shoulders of his teammates. 
 
    “Morning, Dad,” I greeted him, sliding into my chair.  
 
    “Good morning, Peter. And you, too, Dara.” 
 
    “Good morrow, Sir Collins.” Daraxandriel seated herself across from me. 
 
    “So what did you think of the game, Dad?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t get to see it.” He shook out the paper and folded it in half, scanning the sports pages. “I was patrolling the parking lot the whole time. It was certainly one of the loudest games I’ve heard in a while,” he added wryly. “It sounded like quite a match.” 
 
    “I guess so.” I didn’t mention my bet with Mr. Watkins. Dad frowned on gambling, even if the stakes were just dessert. 
 
    “Here we go!” Mom announced in a sing-song voice, setting down a plate laden with triangles of French toast in all their battered gooeyness. “Eat up, there’s more on the way!” 
 
    Daraxandriel reached out tentatively and poked one of the slices with her finger. “This is unlike any toast I have e’er encountered,” she observed doubtfully. 
 
    “They’re basically pancakes,” I informed her, “except they’re square instead of round.” I forked a couple onto my plate and applied a thin layer of syrup over them. Daraxandriel followed my example, except she seemed to be trying to drown hers. Dad silently moved the syrup bottle out of her reach as he prepared his own plate. 
 
    We ate in silence with Mom humming in the background. Daraxandriel eschewed her knife and instead used her fork to create a French toast lollipop that dripped syrup on her hand as she sucked on it. When Mom finally joined us at the table with another plateful of slices, she did a double-take but restrained herself from commenting on it. 
 
    “So,” she said instead with bright cheerfulness, “are you two looking forward to prom tonight?” 
 
    “Certes,” Daraxandriel assured her, taking her blob of French toast out of her mouth. “Much has transpired in the days since mine arrival. To set our trials aside for a time will be a welcome reprieve.” 
 
    “Finals can be very stressful,” Mom nodded sagely. “How about you, Peter?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Daraxandriel’s eyes met mine for a moment before her gaze dropped to her plate. 
 
    “Wonderful! Just remember to come home as soon as possible so you can get ready in time.” 
 
    “We will.” I couldn’t imagine it taking me more than fifteen minutes to shower and change. Daraxandriel was going to be the long pole on this wagon, not me. 
 
    “We?” Mom echoed with a puzzled look. 
 
    “Dara’s coming with me to work.” I hadn’t actually asked her if she wanted to go but she seemed fine with it yesterday. 
 
    Mom shook her head vehemently. “Dara can’t go with you, there’s no time! She and Susie have appointments at Chez Michel at eleven to get their hair done and then Dara needs to have her nails done and then we need to swing by Woodridge’s to pick up the corsage and then the girls need to come home and bathe and get into their dresses and we need to make sure everything fits properly –” 
 
    “But that’ll take hours!” I protested in dismay. 
 
    “Exactly! We want everything to be perfect, don’t we, Dara?” Mom beamed at Daraxandriel, who looked worried. 
 
    “Aye?” she said hesitantly around her toast-cicle. 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Give it up, Peter,” Dad told me dryly, folding up as his paper. “Take it from an old hand, never get in the way of a woman preparing for a party.” 
 
    “Dear,” Mom chided him as he stood and picked up his plate and coffee mug. “Is that all you’re having? Are you sure you don’t want any more?” We’d put a large dent in the supply but there was still enough French toast left over to feed a small army. 
 
    “I’m full. Any more and you’ll have to roll me down to the station.” He set his dishes in the sink and came back to give Mom a peck on the cheek. “I’ll be out on patrol tonight so I won’t get back to see you off. Have a wonderful time, you two. Not too wonderful, though,” he added with a chuckle as he gathered up his gun belt and Stetson. 
 
    “We shall endeavor to do so, Sir Collins,” Daraxandriel assured him. 
 
    “We will,” I sighed despondently. I had a full eight-hour shift today, one third of my remaining time with Daraxandriel. I couldn’t afford to waste any more time. I waited impatiently until I heard the garage door open and Dad’s Jeep start up. Then I leapt to my feet. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I told Daraxandriel, startling both her and Mom. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Mom asked. “You’ve barely had anything to eat!” 
 
    “I ate earlier. Come on!” I reached for Daraxandriel’s arm, intending to drag her bodily out of the kitchen if I had to. 
 
    “Well, wait until Dara’s finished, at least! She’s going to need all her energy today. And clean up your dishes, please.” When she said please like that, it didn’t leave a lot of wiggle room for saying no. 
 
    I shuttled my plate and utensils over to the sink and then tried to take Daraxandriel’s. She threatened me with her fork, though, and I was forced to watch her soak down four more slices in maple-flavored high-fructose corn syrup. My impatient pacing finally drove Mom to banish me from the kitchen and I resumed my anxious circuit in my bedroom. 
 
    “I am replete at last,” Daraxandriel announced when she finally appeared in the doorway. “Ne’er did I suspect the French could yeep!” I lunged at her and pulled her into the room, closing the door behind us. “Peter Simon Collins!” she gasped, rubbing her wrist. “What madness possesses thee?” 
 
    “Dara, I love you and I don’t want to lose you,” I told her urgently. “Give me a chance to prove it to you. What do I have to do to convince you?” 
 
    She turned her face away and shook her head. “Infatuation is not love, Peter Simon Collins,” she said quietly. “We have spoken on this already.” 
 
    “You’re not influencing me!” I insisted. “I’m immune to your succubus aura or whatever it is. Look, I’ll prove it to you.” I summoned my starry pentagram and then surrounded myself in a faceted shell that reflected the light like paper-thin glass. “This is a dominance shield, kind of like the spell I cast on you but inside-out. It blocks any attempt to influence my thoughts or actions. I still love you, Dara. You’re not making me feel this way.” Daraxandriel just stared at me, clutching the cross hanging around her neck. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Parathraxas once appeared before me as you now do,” she whispered, “ere he struck me and sealed me away.” Her hand lifted to her mouth and her one broken tooth. 
 
    “Oh, no,” I breathed. I let the shield fade away and dispelled my pentagram. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t know.” She just lifted her shoulders in a shrug but she wouldn’t look at me. “But even so, you know my feelings for you are real, don’t you?” 
 
    “I cannot speak of feelings whilst Parathraxas still roams this earth.” She sat on the bed and reached around to grip her tail, except she didn’t have one right now. Her shoulders slumped even more and I sat down beside her and took her hand into mine. 
 
    “Agent Morgan will stop him,” I promised but Daraxandriel shook her head. 
 
    “She requires the evidence of her own eyes to believe in his perfidy,” she lamented. “and the whole of the Great Ocean lies betwixt him and us.” 
 
    “She’s giving us the benefit of the doubt,” I insisted, “and the Council of Nine will be able to help.” She shook her head stubbornly. “Look, it’s afternoon in London. Agent Morgan must have talked to them by now. Let’s call her and see what she learned.” 
 
    I set my phone on my leg and set it in speaker mode. I kept my hand on Daraxandriel’s while we listened to the ring. 
 
    “H’lo?” Morgan’s voice was dull and muddled. 
 
    “Agent Morgan?” I asked doubtfully. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Who izzis?” I heard fumbling. “Peter,” she sighed. 
 
    “Were you asleep?” 
 
    “I was,” she said pointedly. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Oh, er, we were just wondering if you heard from your friends in London yet. We can call back later –” 
 
    That earned me another sigh. “I’m up now.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. Evelyn called me at four this morning.” 
 
    “Did she have anything on Dr. Bellowes?” I couldn’t disguise the eagerness in my voice. 
 
    “I didn’t tell her about him.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If he’s as dangerous as you claim – if,” she emphasized, “I don’t want her haring off on her own to deal with him. I need to be there, along with the rest of the Council.” 
 
    “Then why did she call you?” 
 
    “I asked her if she noticed anything unusual about the victims of the more serious demon incursions, the ones Dr. Bellowes would likely be involved in. Specifically, I wanted to know if there was a pattern of young girls dying unexpectedly in the area.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Bear in mind that the Council has no official standing in the UK, Peter. They don’t have easy access to police records and other sources that my team does.” 
 
    “Okay, and?” 
 
    Morgan sighed. “And, yes, there’s a disturbing number of young women who have died without any obvious cause over the last several years, all around the time of major incursions. Not enough to raise an alarm on their own, but if you put all the reports together –” She let her voice trail off. 
 
    “So that’s proof, then!” I declared. 
 
    “Correlation isn’t causation, Peter. There’s no proof Dr. Bellowes killed those girls. The demons themselves may have done it, for whatever twisted reason.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “I asked Evelyn to see if she could determine who dealt with each of those incursions. I implied that we were seeing similar trends here and I wanted to talk to whoever was there to compare notes.” 
 
    “How long is that going to take?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “The Council has kept detailed records on demon incursions for, well, a very long time. They’ve only just started going digital so searches can be a bit tedious. She promised me something later today, maybe sooner if she can get Angelica to help.” 
 
    “Who’s Angelica?” 
 
    “Her granddaughter.” 
 
    “How is a kid going to help?” 
 
    “She’s your age, Peter, and a member of the Council.” 
 
    “Oh.” Whenever I heard the word granddaughter, I always imagined a kindergartner with curly blonde hair. “Why wouldn’t she want to help?” 
 
    “She’s your age,” Morgan repeated sardonically. “What would you say if your grandmother asked you to search through a library of dusty old records on your Saturday?” 
 
    “Good point,” I conceded. “How old is Evelyn, then?” 
 
    “None of your business,” she informed me, “and irrelevant. She has a Philosopher’s Stone.” 
 
    “Well, what about Dr. Bellowes’ house, then? When are they going to look at that room?” 
 
    “One step at a time, Peter. If – if – we can establish that Dr. Bellowes was present when these girls died, then maybe – maybe – we can convince Evelyn to dig deeper. We have to proceed carefully. If Dr. Bellowes finds out we’re investigating him before we’re ready to take action, well, at best he’ll escape. At worst –” 
 
    “He’ll unleash Metraxion,” I predicted glumly. 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” 
 
    “So what should we do in the meantime?” 
 
    “I am going to look for coffee. You should do whatever kids do on weekends.” 
 
    “I have to work,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Then go do that. We’ll sort this out, Peter. There’s no need for you to worry.” 
 
    I looked at Daraxandriel and she looked back at me. Neither of us was going to feel safe until Dr. Bellowes was dealt with, permanently. “All right,” I said. “You’ll let us know what Evelyn finds, right?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Morgan sighed. “Until then, just relax. Goodbye, Peter.” 
 
    “Goodbye, and thanks.” She made an inarticulate noise and hung up. “Well, that’s progress, I guess.” Daraxandriel nodded, looking uneasy. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I am beset with concern,” she admitted. “If Parathraxas should discover that I have set Dame Morgan upon his trail –” 
 
    “He won’t find out,” I assured her, holding her hand between mine. “Agent Morgan doesn’t even know your real name, she can’t tell him you’re still alive, even accidentally.” 
 
    “Yet I boasted I was his tutor,” she argued. “Could he not deduce that Dara Alexander and Daraxandriel are one and the same? Could he not learn I still possess the soulstone I procured for him?” She pressed her hand over her stomach. “Parathraxas is both cunning and relentless. He will not rest until he has exacted his revenge upon me and reclaimed what he believes to be his.” 
 
    “We won’t let that happen.” 
 
    “Thou hast the heart of a true champion, Peter Simon Collins,” she said quietly, but her smile faded almost immediately. 
 
    “I’ll keep you safe, I promise.” I dug through Dr. Bellowes’ spells for something that would protect her from whatever he might try to do to her, but he knew an astounding number of ways to kill a demon. There was no way to defend against all of them.  
 
    No surprise, really, I thought glumly. He’s a demon hunter, after all. She needs something that will keep her alive no matter what happens, something like – My gaze dropped down to her hands. “Your Philosopher’s Stone!” Daraxandriel blinked at me quizzically. “You can claim the Stone for yourself! It’ll heal you if you’re hurt and revive you if you’re killed! This is perfect!”  
 
    I pushed her back on the bed and pulled up the hem of her dress to expose the Philosopher’s Stone embedded in her navel. Something else was exposed as well and I froze, mesmerized by the narrow triangle between her legs the same color as the hair on her head.  
 
    “Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel breathed as my mouth went suddenly dry. Our eyes met and all I heard was the rapid thumping of my heart in my chest, until a sharp rap on the door presaged Mom’s arrival by a scant half-second. 
 
    “Laundry time!” she announced cheerfully, sweeping past us and making a beeline for the laundry hamper in the corner. “I want to get the first load in the dryer before we head out.” She hefted the basket and scanned the room looking for any stray articles of clothing. “Do you – oh.” She looked at us and we looked at her. “Oh! I’ll, um, come back for the sheets later,” she said, scurrying for the door. “Don’t mind me, carry on!” The door closed behind her and her footsteps beat a hasty retreat down the hall. 
 
    Daraxandriel slid out from under me and stood, settling her dress back into place without meeting my eyes. “I cannot make use of the soulstone,” she explained softly. “It binds to a person’s soul through his blood, and I do not possess a soul. It needs must be given to someone who can wield it for the greater good. To a champion.” Now she did lift her gaze. “To thee.” 
 
    “You should give it to Agent Morgan,” I sighed. The whiplash of emotions I just went through left me feeling drained and despondent. “She can pass it on to Agent Prescott or Angelica or whoever needs it most. Nothing ever happens in Hellburn. It would be wasted on me.” 
 
    Daraxandriel perched on the corner of the bed, just out of my reach. “Thou dost underestimate thy worth and thy worthiness,” she said to her hands intertwined in her lap. “Thou shalt not remain in Hellburn forever.” 
 
    “I have no reason to go anywhere,” I told her, “if you’re not with me.” She just closed her eyes and shook her head and we sat there in silence for the longest time. 
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    Courting in the Victorian age was a very structured and restricted affair, conducted under the gimlet eye of a chaperone who ensured that no hanky-panky took place until the wedding vows were exchanged. This didn’t provide a lot of opportunity for the would-be couple to get to know each other, since every word uttered between them would be scrutinized for adherence to the rules of propriety. Army recruits training under a drill sergeant had more leeway and personal freedom. 
 
    To get around this, the language of flowers was developed, allowing two people to convey their true feelings without having to say anything. Every flower was ascribed a meaning. Roses, for example, expressed feelings of love and romance, while violets represented loyalty and faithfulness. The color of the flower provided variations on the message, sometimes inverting it entirely. A red rose meant love, a white rose meant new beginnings, but a yellow rose meant jealousy. Yellow flowers often had negative connotations, but not always. Yellow jasmine, for example, indicated grace and elegance. 
 
    Even the way you held the flowers and presented them could change the underlying message. The system grew so complicated over time that many households kept flower dictionaries close at hand, just in case. Heaven forbid that someone confuse blue hyacinth for blue hydrangea. The repercussions could last for generations. 
 
      
 
    Mom knocked on the door a couple of hours later, waiting until we granted her permission before she entered with an armload of our freshly-laundered clothes. She looked relieved to see Daraxandriel on the laptop and me on the bed reading a book. Daraxandriel and I hadn’t exchanged more than a hundred words since she left and Mom’s arrival was a welcome respite from the awkward tension between us. 
 
    “Your work shirt’s right here, Peter,” she said, setting the stack on top of the dresser and patting the neatly-folded red and blue shirt on top. “Dara, we’re going to be heading out in a little bit so don’t get caught up in any of those long quests.” 
 
    “I shall not,” Daraxandriel promised solemnly.  
 
    “It’s going to be so much fun, just us three girls!” Mom gushed as she headed out the door. “Peter, good luck at work!” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, but she was already gone. I set down my book with a sigh. I’d read the last page three times over and I still couldn’t remember what happened. I pulled off my t-shirt and shrugged on my DQ shirt, eyeing myself sourly in the mirror. “How do I look?” 
 
    “Like a jongleur standing upon a street corner, hoping to earn a coin or two.” Daraxandriel grimaced apologetically. “The colors are quite garish.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, what are you going to do?” I shrugged philosophically. It wasn’t like I had any say about the official uniform. 
 
    “I shall continue my journey,” Daraxandriel said, misunderstanding me, “leastwise until Dame Collins bids us depart.” 
 
    I glanced at the screen. Her red-headed sorceress Dara Alexander trudged along an arrow-straight road in the middle of a wide grassy plain. “Are you still on that road?” I asked incredulously. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I know not,” she admitted. “I chose to see where this road would take me. I did not anticipate marching to the world’s end,” she added ruefully. 
 
    “Don’t you have a teleport scroll?” 
 
    “Aye, but I find this solitude soothing. It gives me time to reflect on troublesome matters.” 
 
    “What sort of troublesome matters?” I asked uneasily. “You mean, matters like us?” She shook her head but I couldn’t tell if that meant no or I don’t want to tell you. “I’m going to be gone for a few hours. Are you – will you be here when I get back?” 
 
    She looked up in surprise and a genuine smile spread across her face. “Certes,” she exclaimed, “for prom awaits us both. The Dread Lord Himself could not keep me from thy side this night.” 
 
    “Really?” The feeling of relief that swept through me was almost overwhelming. “That’s great! Well, I better get going. Try to be nice to Susie, okay?” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s smile faltered. “An I must,” she agreed grudgingly. 
 
    “That’s the spirit. I –” I caught myself. Every other time I told her I loved her, she denied it, and I didn’t want to ruin her mood. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “Fare thee well, Peter Simon Collins,” she said. “May thy journey be swift and free from peril.” 
 
    “I’m just going to the Dairy Queen,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Even so. The length of the road does not dictate its dangers.” She gestured to the laptop, where Dara Alexander stood in the middle of absolutely nowhere, completely unthreatened by wild beasts, rogue wizards, or marauding armies. 
 
    “Fair enough. Later.” 
 
    I headed off to work in an upbeat mood and Mrs. Simmons, the assistant manager, noticed right away, asking me if I’d won the lottery or something. I made up some excuse and got busy cleaning up after the morning crowd, humming one of Mom’s little ditties to myself. 
 
    The lunch rush was more of a lunch trickle, with only a handful of people wandering in and out. I figured everyone had gotten their DQ fix yesterday after the game, which was fine by me. The only flurry of activity occurred about halfway through my shift, when a quartet of girls came in chattering away amongst themselves.  
 
    I recognized them from the last time around, although I only knew them by the nicknames I gave their hair – Brunette, Pinkie, Shortie, and Blackie. I moved to the opposite side of the store as they settled into the corner booth, chattering excitedly amongst themselves. I had no interest in hearing Brunette’s manifesto on personal freedom again but I needed to make sure I was nearby when they left so that I could dispose of the evidence of their pact to go commando. Little Peter suggested I find an unobtrusive location to witness the deed in action but I had just enough willpower to continue my duties, sparing only the occasional glance in their direction. 
 
    The girls hung around long enough to share a couple of sundaes and then left, still talking nonstop as they headed out the door to their next appointment. I hurried over to their table, grabbing a couple of napkins on the way, but the pile of discarded panties I expected to find there were conspicuous by their absence. I checked under the trays and around the benches and under the table but they were nowhere to be found. 
 
    I didn’t imagine it, I told myself. I remember them clearly. There was a pair of white cotton briefs, the ivory silk ones, the lacy purple ones, and the ones with the polka dots. What happened to them? That was a rhetorical question. Obviously the girls decided not to risk exposure this time. Why not? What’s different now? 
 
    Dara’s not a cheerleader this time, Little Peter reminded me. They haven’t been – ahem – exposed to her like before. 
 
    Oh, right. So much for the English Challenge. That made sense but I felt vaguely disappointed. I hadn’t witnessed a single girl taking the challenge – other than Daraxandriel herself, of course – but just knowing that some of them did had been, well, titillating. I sighed resignedly and cleared away the trash. 
 
    The rest of my shift was uneventful but that meant I spent far too much time watching the clock tick slowly but relentlessly towards five o’clock. Mrs. Simmons took pity on me and released me a few minutes early and I drove home at a speed just below the point where traffic patrols start prioritizing public safety over paperwork avoidance.  
 
    Dad sat at the kitchen table reading another of his western novels when I walked in, already wearing his uniform. “You’re on patrol tonight?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, thank goodness,” he chuckled. “Sergeant Hernandez drew the short straw this year, so he gets to play chaperone.” He eyed me warningly. “You do recall our little chat when you got the Mustang, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said, rolling my eyes. Alcohol had no part to play in my plans tonight but I had little doubt the DUI checkpoints would catch quite a few underaged drinkers. “You might want to head down to Kimball Bend Park around eleven o’clock, though.” 
 
    “Oh?” he frowned. “Is something going on?” 
 
    “Just a rumor I heard,” I said, trying to hide my smirk. It would be a shame if Brent Donovan missed his tour of the jail. 
 
    “Cruz has the park beat tonight but I’ll let her know. Speaking of which,” he checked his watch, “I need to head out pretty quick. You and Dara have a good time at prom. I’ll probably beat you home,” he smiled. 
 
    “That’s the plan,” I told him. “Um, Dad, I was thinking –”  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “About tonight –”  
 
    “Yes?” He was starting to look concerned. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I want tonight to be really special for Dara. She – she might not be with us for much longer.” 
 
    “She’s leaving?” Dad frowned. “Why?” 
 
    Because she doesn’t love me. “Well, she’s an exchange student and school’s almost over,” I lied. “I want to convince her to stay but I don’t have much time so ...” 
 
    Dad shook his head, looking puzzled. “So ... ?” 
 
    I cleared my throat again. “I want to get a room. For the two of us. Tonight. At the hotel.” I bit my lip anxiously, cringing at how lame and juvenile that sounded. Dad sat back in his chair, drumming his fingers on the table while he studied me. I crossed my fingers, hoping that Daraxandriel’s succubus vibes were still operating at full strength. 
 
    “I don’t think that’ll work, Peter,” he said and my heart fell into my stomach. “Prom’s tonight. The hotel’s probably completely booked.” 
 
    My heart leapt back to its normal location, thumping excitedly. “But if I can get a room?” I asked eagerly. “We can spend the night?” 
 
    “Well, you and Dara have been sleeping together all this time,” he noted wryly. “I don’t think it makes much of a difference which room you use.” 
 
    “Great! Thanks, I’ll call them right now.” I pulled out my phone and started Googling the number for the Hellburn Hilton. 
 
    “And since you’ll be off the streets, maybe I can turn a blind eye if you decide to, ah, partake. Seeing as it’s a special occasion,” he smiled.  
 
    “Partake?” He winked at me and I blinked back at him uncomprehendingly. “You mean drink? As in alcohol?” 
 
    “I remember when I took your mother to her college homecoming,” he mused. “We were so plastered at the end of it we could barely hold each other up. Not that what we did afterwards involved standing,” he smirked. 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    “Which reminds me, if you need any condoms, ask Mom where she put the box.” 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    “I accidentally grabbed the plain sheaths the last time but your mother prefers the ribbed ones so I’m sure she won’t mind sharing.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” My entire body was cringing now. 
 
    “We like this brand because the lube lasts longer.” 
 
    “Dad, please stop talking!”  
 
    “Is something wrong?” he asked, surprised. 
 
    “I – I need to call the hotel before all the rooms are taken.” And then I need to find a spell to erase this entire conversation from my memory. 
 
    “All right,” he shrugged, getting to his feet. “I guess I might as well head out. Have a great time tonight.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad.” I waited until he was out of sight before I shook myself like a wet dog. When the heebie-jeebies finally passed, I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and called the hotel. 
 
    “Thank you for calling the Hellburn Hilton!” the receptionist chirped in my ear. “This is Joanne. How may I help you today?” 
 
    “Uh, Joanne, yeah, hi.” I coughed and tried to pitch my voice deeper. “I was wondering if I could get a room for tonight.” 
 
    “Ooh, I’m not sure,” she said dolefully. “We’re pretty booked up. Let me see.” I heard tapping in the background. “How many beds do you need?’ 
 
    “Just one. For two people. Two people in one bed.” I winced but Joanne didn’t seem to think there was anything unusual about my statement. 
 
    “Well, I’m afraid all of our single rooms are booked solid. It’s prom night,” she explained. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I sighed despondently. 
 
    “We do have a suite available,” she suggested hopefully. 
 
    “A suite? What’s that?” 
 
    “Suites have two bedrooms with separate bathrooms and a common area. They’re meant for families or business people traveling together. They’re a bit more expensive,” she warned. 
 
    “How much more expensive?” I asked carefully. She told me and I had to grab the table to keep from falling over. “How much?” 
 
    “Supply and demand.” At least she sounded apologetic. “So shall I go ahead and reserve it for you?” 
 
    I only hesitated for a few seconds. It was going to decimate my bank account but it would be worth it. I hoped. “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Wonderful! I’ll just need your name and a credit card to hold the room.” I gave her the particulars and she tapped away merrily. “All set! Just check in at the desk when you get here and we’ll finish everything up then. Is there anything else I can help you with?” 
 
    Can you arrange a loan to pay for this? I thought glumly. “No, thank you.” 
 
    “Wonderful! It’s been a pleasure serving you today, Mr. Collins. Thank you for choosing the Hellburn Hilton for your travel needs!” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    “Have a wonderful day!” 
 
    “You too. Bye!” I hung up before Joanne could utter another cheerful platitude. I did it! I told myself proudly, punctuating my victory with a fist pump. Now to get ready. 
 
    My Sunday suit was laid out neatly on my bed along with a pressed white shirt and a bright red tie and my dress shoes gleamed on the floor. Daraxandriel, however, was conspicuous by her absence. 
 
    “Dara?” Susie’s door was closed but I couldn’t imagine any circumstance where Daraxandriel would be in there. I tapped on the bathroom door. “Dara?” There was no answer so I knocked carefully on Mom’s door. “Mom? Is Dara in there?” 
 
    “Don’t come in!” I heard some bustling about and frantic whispers and then the door opened just enough to reveal Mom’s left eye. “What do you want, Peter?” 
 
    “I wanted to talk to Dara. Is she in there?” I couldn’t see anything through the narrow crack. 
 
    “We’re still getting ready. You’re just going to have to wait.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “As long as it takes. Go get dressed and keep yourself busy.” She closed the door firmly and I heard the lock click. 
 
    “I already know what her dress looks like,” I muttered to myself, but I retreated to my bedroom, where I stood in the center of the room and tried to decide what to do. 
 
    My eyes fell on my school backpack and I realized I needed to make preparations for later tonight. I upended its contents on the floor and rifled through my dresser, assembling a change of clothes for tomorrow. I did the same for Daraxandriel, although I had to guess at what she might want to wear. Then I went into the bathroom to retrieve our toiletries but I decided to take my shower now while I had time. 
 
    The womenfolk still hadn’t made an appearance when I emerged from the bathroom with my work clothes in one hand and our toothbrushes clutched in the other. I tossed the former into the hamper and the latter into the backpack and then assembled myself, taking extra time in front of the mirror to get my tie just right, all the while wishing I’d rented a tuxedo instead.  
 
    I checked my watch and heaved a sigh. With nothing left to do except wait, I wandered around the room aimlessly, too full of nervous energy to sit still and too anxious to read or play on the computer. I finally took my backpack into the kitchen and paced back and forth before I finally forced myself to sit down. I tapped random drum solos on the table while I surveyed the cabinets, looking for inspiration, and then I took out my phone and started flipping through recent postings on my favorite meme sites. 
 
    I was in the middle of a compilation video of amateur hold-my-beer moments when the doorbell suddenly rang, jolting me upright. According to the clock, it was seven o’clock precisely, and I wondered where the last hour had gone. Then I remembered the door and I hurried over to answer it. 
 
    A young man in a jacket and tie stood there with a smile and a spray of miniature yellow flowers. A matching sprig was pinned to his lapel. “Yes?” I asked carefully. He looked like a Jehovah’s Witness but they usually traveled in pairs. 
 
    “Hello, Peter,” he said amiably. “Is Susie ready to go?” 
 
    “Susie?” I took another look at his face. “Oh, Cameron! Sorry, my mind was – well, never mind. They should be almost ready. Do you want to come in and wait?” 
 
    “Sure, that’ll be great.” He turned to signal to someone in a minivan parked behind the Mustang and I saw the driver wave back. 
 
    I stepped back to let him in and closed the door, not quite sure what to do with him. “Well, I guess we can sit down while we’re waiting.” The front room seemed way too formal so I brought him back to the kitchen. He looked around with polite curiosity as he sat and I wondered if I was supposed to offer him something to drink. “What’s with the flowers?” I asked instead. 
 
    “It’s Susie’s corsage,” he explained.  
 
    “Aren’t they supposed to be roses?” 
 
    “They can be anything. I thought Susie would prefer jasmine. Do you have a corsage for Dara?” 
 
    “Sure, probably.” I vaguely recalled Mom saying something about corsages. There was no way she’d leave it to me to take care of important details like that, so I had to presume she would produce it when the time came. 
 
    I glanced at the hallway, willing Daraxandriel to appear, but to no avail. My fingers starting drumming again, with my right foot keeping the beat. 
 
    “You look nervous,” Cameron smiled. 
 
    “I am, a little,” I admitted. “You?” 
 
    “Why would I be?” He seemed genuinely surprised. 
 
    “Isn’t this your first date?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid of messing up or saying something stupid?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Susie would never embarrass me over something I said or did.” 
 
    “Susie?” I asked incredulously. The more I thought about it, though, the more I realized he was probably right. Susie’s general response to people who annoyed her was scorn and dismissal. She couldn’t be bothered with embarrassment. It took too much effort. 
 
    “Here we are!” Mom announced suddenly. She appeared at the end of the hallway with a broad grin on her face and her hands clenched in eager anticipation. “Oh! You must be Cameron.” 
 
    “Cameron Jacoby, ma’am,” he acknowledged, rising to his feet. “Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Collins.” 
 
    “Likewise,” she smiled. “Are you boys ready?” 
 
    “More than ready,” I told her, pointedly looking at my watch. She ignored me. 
 
    “Okay, Dara, you first. Don’t be shy.” Mom gestured down the hallway like she was coaxing a skittish animal out of its cave. She stepped aside and, even though I already knew what to expect, my heart did a double backflip in my chest. 
 
    Dara stood there with her hands clasped nervously in front of her and her eyes downcast, as if she was worried about what my reaction would be. Her gown was pure white with a shimmery pattern to it that caught the light in cascading ripples with every tiny movement she made. It was strapless and only came down to her knees but the skirt flared out over what seemed like a hundred layers of petticoats or ruffles or whatever they were called. Her low-heeled shoes were glossy white as well, matching the tips of her nails. The only color on her was the gold chain and cross nestled in her décolletage.  
 
    “Wow.” I hadn’t meant to say anything but it just popped out. She looked up at me in surprise and she caught her lower lip between her teeth in a pleased smile. She didn’t have much in the way of makeup on that I could tell, but her eyelids were dusky bronze and her lips seemed fuller and shinier than usual. Her hair looked exactly the same to me but I supposed it was too short to braid or curl. 
 
    “Thank thee,” she said quietly. “Thou art most comely as well, Peter Simon Collins.” 
 
    Mom looked ready to burst with pride at her handiwork. “And now Susie.” She waved Susie forward and my jaw slowly dropped open. 
 
    If I hadn’t known that the young woman standing there was my sister, I wouldn’t have recognized her. Her flaxen hair, normally straight and loose, hung in waves down her back, corralled by thin braids entwined with gold ribbon. Her eyes were shaded dusky brown and her lips were bronze, highlighting the flecks in her eyes. She looked like a freshman in college instead of a girl who didn’t yet qualify for a driver’s license. 
 
    Susie didn’t have enough of a superstructure to hold up a strapless gown but her dress bared her neck and shoulders, shimmering like liquid gold all the way down to her knees. Her sandals were gold as well and she held a small purse covered in gold sequins in a white-knuckled grip that probably explained why it was called a clutch.  
 
    “Cameron,” she murmured a bit shakily with her gaze firmly locked on his tie. 
 
    “You look beautiful, Susie,” he told her with a smile. He stepped forward and kissed her lightly on her cheek, startling her, and then took her left hand. “These are for you,” he said, fastening the corsage around her wrist. She looked at the flowers and then at him and then an unfamiliar expression brightened her face. She smiled. 
 
    The world didn’t come to an end, fortunately, and I realized Mom was looking at me expectantly. When I didn’t react, she tilted her head in Daraxandriel’s direction and tapped her own wrist. “Oh, right! The corsage.”  
 
    I dug through my memories from the last time around and then hurried to the fridge to extract a transparent plastic case containing a cluster of white roses attached to a Velcro band. Daraxandriel held out her left arm and I fastened the corsage around it. Then I handed her a matching rose with a large pin stuck through its wrapped stem. “This goes on my lapel,” I told her, pointing. 
 
    Daraxandriel approached me with a doubtful look and for an anxious moment I thought she was going to stab me through the heart with the pin. She managed to attach the rose without causing any bodily harm, though, and we presented ourselves for Mom’s approval. 
 
    “Perfect!” she declared. “Okay, let’s get some pictures. Oh, hang on, let me get my phone. Your father’s going to be so sorry he missed this,” she called over her shoulder as she hurried back to her bedroom, leaving Susie and Cameron still holding hands and me and Daraxandriel looking everywhere but each other. 
 
    “So,” I said finally, clearing my throat, “are you looking forward to this?” 
 
    “Oh, certes,” she said with a nervous bob of her head. “Art thou?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I told her and I was rewarded with a radiant smile. 
 
    Mother reappeared and hustled us out the front door. “The garden will be perfect for this,” she stated. “Oh, is that your mother, Cameron?” She waved Mrs. Jacoby over and made introductions all around. Cameron’s mother was a large woman with curly red hair and a beaming smile who looked nothing like him, although it was easy to see where he got his niceness genes. 
 
    “Okay, line up, everyone,” Mom ordered. “Dara, stand right over here, and Susie, you stand beside her. Good. And Peter, you’re on Dara’s right. No, her right. Cameron, that’s good. Okay, everyone get closer. Closer. Dara, put your arm through Peter’s. That’s right. Okay, now smile!”  
 
    I tried my best to get a convincing smile on my face as Daraxandriel gave Mom a big cheesy grin. Cameron had a natural smile that revealed his dimples, while the best Susie could manage was an impatient glower. Mom and Mrs. Jacoby took dozens of shots between them, moving us around and changing poses. I was beginning to worry that we were going to miss prom entirely, but Mom finally let out a satisfied sigh.  
 
    “Perfect,” she declared. “All right, everyone, have fun but not too much fun,” she said, waving an admonishing forefinger at us, but her smile took away any implied threat. “No drinking, remember, and drive safely!” 
 
    “We will,” I assured her. “Let’s go,” I told Daraxandriel, unlocking the Mustang. 
 
    “I’ll bring Susie back before eleven,” Mrs. Jacoby promised. “Will that be all right?” 
 
    “That’ll be fine. Have a wonderful time, sweetie!” Mom gushed, prompting an exasperated eyeroll from Susie. She all but hauled Cameron across the yard and threw him into the van. Mrs. Jacoby followed them, waving a cheery farewell. 
 
    I helped Daraxandriel get into the Mustang – her dress was just as floofy as it looked – and then I remembered my backpack. “I’ll be right back,” I told her, closing the door, and I ran back into the house, right on Mom’s heels. 
 
    “Peter?” she asked doubtfully. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No, everything’s fine. I just forgot this.” I grabbed my backpack from the kitchen and reversed course. 
 
    “What do you need that for?” 
 
    “Oh, um, Dara and I are staying overnight,” I explained, feeling my ears turn red. “Dad said it was okay.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, looking nonplussed. “I guess that’s all right. Do you need to borrow some of your father’s condoms?” 
 
    “What? No!” 
 
    “It’s okay,” she insisted. “I prefer the ribbed ones anyway.” 
 
    “Gotta go, Mom!” I said, flinging the front door open. “Love you! See you tomorrow!” I sprinted to the car, threw my bag into the back, and jumped into the driver’s seat. I slammed the door as fast as I could, but not before Mom’s final words echoed down the street. 
 
    “Bye!” she called. “Tell Dara the missionary position works best for making babies!” 
 
    “Oh my God.” I planted my elbows on the steering wheel and buried my face in my hands. “Shoot me now.” 
 
    “Whyfor does Dame Collins speak of priests and babies?” Daraxandriel asked doubtfully. 
 
    “No reason,” I sighed. “It’s just something she says sometimes. So,” I said, forcing a smile back onto my face, “are you ready to party?” 
 
    Daraxandriel rested her hand on my arm as I started the engine. “This night shall be most memorable, Peter Simon Collins,” she said. “I have no doubt of that.” My smile matched hers as I shifted into drive. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   12 
 
      
 
    Winning the Lotto Texas jackpot requires you to correctly guess which six numbers between 1 and 54 the lottery machine will cough up on the night of your drawing. The odds of you doing so are 1 in 25,827,165, which is only fractionally better than the odds of me winning the Nobel Prize in Physics. 
 
    You can improve your chances of winning by buying more tickets, but the only way to guarantee you get the top prize is to buy all possible combinations. That would not only cost you $25,827,165, which might well be more than the actual jackpot, but you’d need an army of volunteers to spread out across the state to acquire all the tickets in the four days you have between drawings. The gas money alone would eat up all your profit and that assumes the guy holding the winning ticket doesn’t just take off and keep it for himself. 
 
    Only a handful of people manage to hit the jackpot over the course of a year. The rest of us are basically buying a few days of hope for a dollar, which really isn’t that bad of a deal. If someone could figure out how to offer happiness for a dollar, or courage, or love, the lines at the convenience stores would run out the doors and all the way down the block. A dollar is a small price to pay for a better day. 
 
      
 
    Daraxandriel was silent for the entire trip, mostly just staring out the windows as we joined the general migration towards the Hellburn Hilton. The hotel had valets out directing traffic into the parking lot but it still took us a good twenty minutes to pull in and find a space towards the back of the lot. It didn’t help that a good number of the attendees arrived in stretch limousines, which tended to block the lanes until their passengers disembarked. 
 
    Daraxandriel needed my help to get out of the car and she carefully fluffed out her skirt, twisting around to make sure the back still hung properly. I retrieved my backpack and we crossed the parking lot, dodging new arrivals vying for the last few available spots, and entered the hotel lobby. It was a riot of noise and color as prom-goers gathered in clusters to admire each other’s outfits or stood in line outside the ballroom to present their admission tickets. I looked at them and then at Daraxandriel. 
 
    “What is amiss, Peter Simon Collins?” she asked uneasily. “Thou dost regard me most strangely.” 
 
    “The tickets! Do you have them?” Her dress didn’t have any pockets and she wasn’t carrying a purse. 
 
    She rolled her eyes with a tsk. “Dame Collins did warn me of the failings of men in this regard. The writs are safe within thy coat.”  
 
    “They are?” I patted myself down and finally discovered the tickets tucked into my inside breast pocket. “Oh, good,” I said, letting my breath out in a whoosh of relief. I was that close to blowing this entire evening. “Okay, wait here for a second. I need to take care of something first.” 
 
    I hurried over to the reception desk and joined the short line, glancing over my shoulder to see if anyone noticed me standing there. The last thing I needed was one of my friends ragging on me for getting a room or worse, convincing Daraxandriel that staying overnight was a bad idea. 
 
    The people in front of me took forever to get their business done but I finally arrived at the desk, where the clerk, an older man with a receding hairline and a prim expression, looked down his nose at me. 
 
    “Yes?” he inquired. In the movies, he would have had a British accent instead of the Southern drawl that dragged the syllable out way too long. “How can I help you?” 
 
    “I, uh, have a reservation.” 
 
    He lifted a skeptical eyebrow and I had to fight to suppress a nervous cough. “Do you now? Your name?” 
 
    “Collins. Peter Collins.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He tapped on his computer and seemed disappointed to find my reservation there. “I’ll need your credit card and photo ID, Mr. Collins.” I dug them out of my wallet and handed them over. He took pains to inspect the birthdate on my driver’s license and then grudgingly returned it to me. The printer whirred and he placed a sheet of paper on the desk in front of me. “Initial here to acknowledge the estimated charges and sign here.” I complied, scribbling a line that had only a passing resemblance to my normal signature. “Anything removed from the mini bar will be added to the room charge,” he reminded me sternly. “Will you require one or two keys?” 
 
    “One. No, two. One.” He just looked at me and I cleared my throat. “Two, please.” 
 
    The clerk worked his magic and presented me with a cardboard sleeve bearing the number 420 under the hotel logo and two white plastic rectangles. “Your suite is on the fourth floor. The elevators are to your right. Checkout time is eleven AM tomorrow. Enjoy your stay, Mr. Collins.” His customer service smile barely registered on his lips. 
 
    “Ah, thanks. You too.” I winced at my faux pas and turned away quickly, relieved to have that ordeal done with. I looked around for Daraxandriel and discovered that she wasn’t alone. 
 
    “Pete!” Justin waved to get my attention, although he was hard to miss in his pale orange suit and bright orange tie that made him look like a tall bottle of carrot juice. “You made it!”  
 
    “Hi, Justin,” I sighed resignedly. “Hi, Ashley. You look nice.” 
 
    “Thanks. You do too.” Ashley wore the same green dress I remembered from before, but this time she had a thin sweater draped over it, hiding her bare back from view. I hoped it would be enough to get her past Mrs. Grady’s indecency detectors. “What’s with the backpack?” She frowned at it and then at the keys I still clutched in my hand and her eyes flew open. “Oh my God!” she gasped. “Do you guys have a room?” 
 
    “It’s not what you think!” I protested, even though it absolutely was. 
 
    “Pete, you sly dog,” Justin smirked, bumping his fist into my shoulder. “I didn’t think you had it in you. Hey,” he added thoughtfully as his gaze strayed to the reception desk, “I wonder if they have any more –” 
 
    “Don’t you even think about it, Justin Lewis!” Ashley told him sharply. She grabbed his arm and tried to pull him towards the ballroom, with limited success. Even in three-inch heels, she only came up to his shoulder. 
 
    “Thou hast acquired lodging?” Daraxandriel asked me doubtfully. “Whyfor?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” I said with what I hoped was a reassuring smile. With any luck, there would be a later. “We’d better go in before all the tables are taken.” 
 
    We joined the ballroom line behind Ashley and Justin as it slowly inched forward. Just like before, Mrs. Grady guarded the entrance like a troll from a fairy tale. She wore a shapeless flowery dress with a garish corsage pinned to her shoulder and more lipstick than a woman her age should ever be allowed to use. 
 
    “Miss Alexander!” she exclaimed with a rusty smile. “How delightful to see you and how beautiful you look tonight! Turn around and let me see that dress.” Daraxandriel spun as directed and Mrs. Grady clasped her hands in ecstasy. “Wonderful! You put the other girls to shame.”  
 
    Her eyes shifted to Ashley and her smile was noticeably less enthusiastic. “Miss Holloway.” She twirled her finger and Ashley turned around in a full circle, cringing in anticipation of Mrs. Grady’s verdict. “Well, I suppose that will do,” she said unenthusiastically. 
 
    “Thanks!” Ashley scurried past her before she changed her mind. Daraxandriel followed after her and Mrs. Grady turned her gimlet eye on Justin and me. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” she said flatly. We automatically straightened our ties and passed muster without any further comment, joining the girls by the double doors leading into the ballroom. 
 
    “Tickets, please,” requested one of the hotel staff, holding out her hand. She was far too chipper for this mundane assignment and I checked her nametag. As I suspected, this was Joanne. Justin and I handed over our tickets and she tore them in half, returning the stubs to us and dropping the remains into a small bucket with a slotted lid. “Remember to hang onto those for the drawings later,” she warned us cheerfully. “You must be present to win.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I assured her. I tucked the stubs into my breast pocket and patted them to make sure they were secure. As soon as Daraxandriel claimed her laptop, we were headed upstairs. 
 
    The four of us stepped through the doors and I surveyed the room to get my bearings. The Milton Ballroom was already bulging at the seams and the tables nearest the exits were taken. I spotted Coach Foster standing off to the side on chaperone duty, already nursing a drink that I strongly suspected had alcohol in it. Sergeant Hernandez had stationed himself a short distance away, where he had a good view of the buffet tables. 
 
    “Do you guys want to sit together?” Ashley asked hopefully. 
 
    I was going to decline – we only had maybe twelve hours to go before Daraxandriel’s self-imposed deadline – but Daraxandriel looped her arm through Ashley’s before I could say anything. 
 
    “Thy company is most welcome,” she declared. “Ne’er have I been in such a festive crowd since Her Majesty the Queen’s birthday fete. I am sore overwhelmed.” 
 
    “You know Queen Elizabeth?” Ashley gasped. 
 
    “Certes! She once petitioned me to become one of her ladies-in-waiting,” she said proudly, “yet I could not accept the honor.” 
 
    “Why not?” Ashley asked in dismay. “That would have been awesome!” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s smile faltered. “I had sworn to undertake a perilous journey. I could not remain at Her court.” Her hand strayed to her stomach, where the Philosopher’s Stone lay hidden beneath her gown. 
 
    “Oh, that’s too bad. Well, maybe she’ll ask you again now that you’re back.”  
 
    Not likely, I smirked. That Queen Elizabeth died over four hundred years ago.  
 
    “Oh, look,” Ashley exclaimed, pointing across the room. “There’s an empty table over there! Let’s grab it!” 
 
    The girls hurried across the dance floor to claim their prize, the same table we sat at in my previous life. I followed at a slower pace, looking around for Susie and Cameron. I thought Susie would be easy to spot but half the women in the room glittered under the lights, like multi-colored disco balls on high heels. They should have beaten us here, I thought uneasily. They left before us and Mrs. Jacoby would have dropped them off right at the entrance. 
 
    We seated ourselves just as an ear-puncturing Bwang! erupted from the speakers, followed by one of the fastest guitar riffs I’d ever heard. We all turned to face the stage as the ballroom chandeliers dimmed and spotlights lit up the DJ standing by his console with a microphone in hand. 
 
    “Good evening, Hellburn!” His voice echoed through the room, eliciting a chorus of cheers and whistles from his audience. “Welcome to the Hellburn High School annual promenade! I’m Jesse Jameson, evening DJ on KHBN, Hellburn’s number one hard rock station, and I’m your host for this little shindig. Are you ready to party?” The enthusiastic applause and shouts rolled over us like a tidal wave but Jesse leaned forward with his hand cupped around his ear. “What’s that, Hellburn? I can’t hear you!” Our table vibrated from the noise and Daraxandriel looked alarmed as she covered her ears. “That’s what I like to hear! Let’s kick things off by bringing the reigning King and Queen of Hellburn High out for the traditional first dance. Brent Donovan and Melissa Andrews, come on down!” 
 
    “This should be interesting,” I murmured to Daraxandriel. “Melissa just broke up with Brent. I hope they can get through the dance without killing each other.” 
 
    Two spotlights swung around and pinned Melissa and Brent in their beams, but they weren’t together. Instead, they stood on opposite sides of the floor, accompanied by different partners. Melissa, angelic in her sequined blue gown, held hands with a handsome young man in a silvery-gray suit whom I didn’t recognize, while Brent, dapper in his white-jacketed tuxedo, had his arm around Pinkie from the Dairy Queen. She looked up at him adoringly but his glower was fixed on Melissa. She, for her part, ignored him. 
 
    “Get ready,” I warned Daraxandriel. “He’s going to call us next.” I tugged on my tie self-consciously as I awaited the summons. 
 
    “Before we get going, folks,” Jesse announced, “let’s all give a big round of applause for our sponsor providing this amazing facility and all of those goodies in the back there, Andrews Ford of Hellburn. Andrews Ford, your affordable Ford dealership.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Ashley muttered. “Ads at a prom?” Melissa’s smile looked a bit forced as the audience dutifully clapped but she recovered quickly. 
 
     “All right,” Jesse went on, his finger poised over his console, “we’re going to start out slow and then pick up the pace until this place is rocking! Dancers, are you ready?” The four of them nodded and Jesse stabbed the button. Every Woman in the World by Air Supply rang out from the speakers and the two couples started gliding across the floor like professional dancers. 
 
    “Wait, we’re supposed to be up there too!” I protested. 
 
    “Oh, really?” Justin asked dryly. “Who died and made you King of Hellburn High?” 
 
    This is different from before, I thought worriedly. I’d already noticed a whole bunch of discrepancies from my earlier memories but those were just minor glitches. I don’t know what’s going to happen tonight. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel took hold of my hand, startling me. “Art thou well? Thou dost seem distressed.” 
 
    “Uh, no, everything’s fine,” I told her hastily. “Tonight’s going to be special.” 
 
    “I know it will,” she smiled back at me, squeezing my hand, “for I am with thee.”  
 
    I tried to find my own smile, determined not to let my niggling doubts ruin the evening. Whatever happens, happens, I told myself firmly. I didn’t know the future the last time around and prom turned out okay. Everything’s going to be fine. 
 
    For a while, that actually seemed to be true. Holding Daraxandriel in my arms during the slow dances, hearing her laugh with our friends, catching her looking at me sometimes with those big brown eyes, every moment was special to me. I never wanted tonight to end and at the same time I couldn’t wait for it to be over.  
 
    They’ll announce the drawing soon, I told myself, patting my pocket to make sure I still had the keys to the room. That’ll be our cue to leave. I checked to make sure my bag was still safely stowed under the table, feeling a nervous flutter in my stomach. 
 
    A burst of female laughter drew my attention to the gaggle of girls surrounded Melissa a short distance away. She looked sober and genuinely happy this time and I couldn’t help but feel glad for her. I hope her new boyfriend treats her right, I thought wistfully. She deserves a good life.  
 
    I looked around for Brent and spotted him near the stage gesticulating grandly while he made some grandiose point to a few of his football teammates. He looked a bit unsteady on his feet and the punch in the plastic cup he waved around was suspiciously pale. I considered dropping a hint into Coach’s ear but he looked a little worse for wear himself. Cruz will deal with Brent later, I reminded myself. I don’t need to get involved. 
 
    Brent’s punch reminded me that my own cup was empty. Daraxandriel flashed me a grateful smile when I took her cup as well, still focused on whatever Ashley was telling her, and I made my way over to the buffet tables. The snacks and desserts were down to a skimpy selection of leftovers but the hotel staff managed to keep the punch bowls full and unadulterated. I dipped out two cupfuls and eyed the chocolate éclairs.  
 
    Maybe just one, I thought, chewing my lip uncertainly, just so she’ll be in a receptive mood. No, I told myself firmly, whatever happens tonight, I want it to be genuine. I turned away from the table before my resolve failed and nearly dumped the drinks all over Cameron. 
 
    “Careful, Peter!” he chuckled, carefully stepping aside. “Red doesn’t go with my tie.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said sheepishly. “How are you and Susie holding up?”  
 
    “Wonderfully,” he smiled. “I think we’ll probably call it a night after the drawings, though.” 
 
    “That’s our plan too.” I looked around for Susie but I couldn’t see her anywhere nearby. “Are you allowed to be talking to me?” We didn’t run into them until an hour after the music started. If it had been anyone else, I would have assumed they’d snuck off somewhere for a little pre-dance canoodling. In this case, though, Susie made it perfectly clear they were just avoiding us. I’d caught only glimpses of them since. 
 
    “Probably not, but I wanted to give you this.” Cameron held out his hand. Resting on his palm was a glass vial with a screw top, half full of some brownish liquid. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “I caught her pouring it into my drink while my back was turned. She said it was just an energy boost but, well, you know Susie,” he shrugged. 
 
    “I do, unfortunately.” I put down my cups and took the vial, cautiously unscrewing the top. The scent of snickerdoodles immediately wafted out. “Oh my God, are you kidding me? You didn’t drink this, did you?” 
 
    “No, I tossed everything in the trash. Do you know what it is?” 
 
    “It’s – well, it’s something she shouldn’t have been fooling around with. Where is she?” 
 
    Cameron nodded off to the left and I followed his gaze. The crowd parted at that moment and I saw Susie seated at a table in the corner, glaring at us resentfully with her arms and legs crossed. I shook the vial at her and she turned her head away with a sniff I practically heard from here. 
 
    “Is she in trouble?” Cameron asked with concern. “Should I call Mom and have her pick us up now?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed, “I’ll deal with this later. Just watch what you eat or drink for the rest of the night.” 
 
    “I will,” he smiled. “Have a great evening.” 
 
    “You too.” I watched Cameron make his way back to Susie. He held his hand out to her and she shook her head but he persisted and finally coaxed her back out onto the dance floor. I shook my head as I bounced the vial in my hand. 
 
    How did she manage to finish her potion? I wondered uneasily. She must have found her Book of Shadows while I was at work. I was going to have to come up with a much better hiding place. 
 
    “Peter.” I nearly jumped out of my socks. For being such a big man, Sergeant Hernandez sure could move quietly. “What are you planning to do with that?” He nodded at the vial with a suspicious glower. 
 
    I looked from him to the vial to the punch bowl just an arm’s length away. “Um, nothing, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. What’s in the bottle?” 
 
    “It’s ... an energy drink.” 
 
    “In an unmarked bottle?” he pointed out. 
 
    “Susie makes her own recipe at home. It’s one hundred percent vegan,” I added hopefully. 
 
    “Uh-huh. Let me see.” I tried not to sigh as I handed it to him and he unscrewed the top, waving it under his nose. The look on his face was almost comical. “It smells like cookies,” he said doubtfully. 
 
    “Like I said, it’s a special recipe.” I put on my best reassuring smile and Sergeant Hernandez eyed me as if he thought I was trying to pull something over on him. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll just hang on to this for now,” he said sternly. “Come see me when you leave if you want it back, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, no problem, Sergeant.” He tucked the vial into his breast pocket as I retrieved my punch glasses. “Dara’s waiting for me. I’ll, uh, see you later, Sergeant.”  
 
    I beat a hasty retreat, praying that Susie was no good at making potions. If Sergeant Hernandez decided to sample the contents of the vial, there was no telling what might happen. At the table, Daraxandriel saw me coming and beamed at me in delight. 
 
    “Thy return is most welcome, Peter Simon Collins!” she declared, reaching for her cup. “Ne’er have I spoken so much of an evening and my throat is sorely parched.” 
 
    “Fruit punch to the rescue,” I noted wryly, reclaiming my seat. “Where did Justin and Ashley get to?” Daraxandriel was in the middle of draining her cup so she just pointed to the dancers. Justin was easy to spot near the center of the floor and I presumed Ashley was somewhere in front of him.  
 
    The song ended but another didn’t take its place. Instead, the ballroom lights brightened and the spotlights illuminated Jesse standing at the edge of the stage. 
 
     “The night’s still young, kids,” he called, his voice booming through the speakers, “and we have plenty of great songs left for you, but it’s time to draw for those door prizes. Come over here and gather around, get out your tickets and check those numbers! Remember, you have to be here to win!” The crowd surged towards the stage excitedly and Daraxandriel jumped up to join them, tugging me to my feet. I let her tow me into the middle of the pack with a knowing smile. This was going to be fun. 
 
    “We need a volunteer to draw the numbers. How about you, young lady?” Jesse prompted, pointing to someone at the front of the crush of bodies. “Come on up, don’t be shy. Everyone give her a big hand!” Pinkie from the DQ scurried up onto the stage and acknowledged the applause with a delighted grin. She was having the time of her life, apparently, a far cry from the reluctant English Challenge participant I remembered. “What’s your name, sweetheart?” 
 
    Pinkie leaned into the microphone Jesse pointed at her. “I’m Samantha,” she declared, wincing as her words echoed around her. “Hi, Brent!” she called, blowing a kiss over our heads. 
 
    “All right, Samantha, all you have to do is swish your hand around this box, grab a ticket, and read out the number. Got it?” Samantha nodded eagerly. “If your number matches, kids, give out a shout so we know you’re here and come on up to claim your prize. Everything we’re giving away tonight was graciously donated by the other sponsor for this evening, Donovan Chrysler-Dodge-Jeep, the place for great deals on your next vehicle. Let’s give them a round of applause to show our appreciation.” I rolled my eyes as Daraxandriel and I clapped along with everyone else. 
 
    “Our first prize tonight is a Sony portable MP3 player and a $100 Amazon Music gift card.” An ooh of anticipation went up as Jesse handed the box of stubs to Samantha. She plunged her hand into the box and snatched a number from within, holding it up to the lights. 
 
    “1-1-0-7,” she called out. 
 
    “That’s me!” someone called excitedly and a minor ripple passed through the crowd as a girl I didn’t know thrust her way up onto the stage. She claimed her prize, posed with Jesse for a photo, and rejoined the masses with a triumphant smile. 
 
    “Congratulations! Okay, next we have an Amazon Echo smart home speaker.” The ooh was even louder and longer this time. “Samantha?” She stirred her hand around and extracted another number. 
 
    “1-2-1-6.” 
 
    “That’s mine!” This time a red-headed boy leapt up, grabbed both Jesse and Samantha around the shoulders for the photo, and waved the box over his head like a tomahawk. 
 
    “Dost thou and I possess such numbers?” Daraxandriel asked me with a frown. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, sorry. Here you go.” I pulled out the stubs and glanced at the numbers to make sure I gave her the right one. One read 1227 and the other read 1228. “Wait a minute,” I said, feeling a queasy sensation in the pit of my stomach. “These aren’t the right numbers.” 
 
    “What is amiss?” 
 
    “These aren’t the right numbers! Oh my God, I bought these tickets on Monday,” I breathed. “I got them too early!” 
 
    “What does it matter when thou didst acquire them?” Daraxandriel frowned. “Is not one number equal to any other in a game of chance?” 
 
    “No! You had the winning number last time! These are worthless!” I tried to throw the stubs on the floor in disgust but she snatched them from my hand. 
 
    “Thou dost surrender the battlefield too quickly,” she sniffed. “I have not yet admitted defeat.” 
 
    “Now we have an Apple iPad Mini tablet up for grabs.” That elicited an aaahh this time as everyone figured out that the prizes were doubling in value each time. “Who’s the lucky winner this time, Samantha?” 
 
    “1-0-9-2.” She was really getting into her role as a game show hostess. Everyone held their breaths waiting to see who won the tablet but no one jumped up to claim it. Samantha frowned down at the ticket. “1-0-9-2,” she repeated carefully and everyone double-checked their numbers. 
 
    “1-0-9-2?” Jesse called, gazing over the sea of anxious faces in front of him. “Last chance! Going, going, gone! Too bad, you snooze, you lose. Samantha, draw another number.” 
 
    Samantha complied and cleared her throat. “1-0-7-6.” 
 
    A high-pitched squeal erupted from the middle of the crowd and another girl ran up on the stage, waving her hands wildly in the air. She barely stood still long enough for the picture before running off with her prize. 
 
    “We’re halfway there, kids, three more prizes to give away!” Jesse announced. “Now we have a Sony Playstation 4!” The collective gasp nearly sucked all of the air out of the room and just about everyone’s fists were balled up in anxious anticipation. “Samantha?” 
 
    She looked worried now, as if she was afraid she’d be blamed for disappointing everyone who didn’t win a prize. “1-1-4-4.” She bit her lip as the room fell silent for an anxious moment as everyone peered at their tickets. 
 
    “Mine! Mine, mine, mine!” The winner nearly knocked Samantha off her feet as he bounded onto the stage and snatched the box from Jesse’s hands. “Oh, man, I’ve been saving up for one of these forever! Thank you!” 
 
     “Well, we probably won’t see him again for a few weeks,” Jesse laughed and the onlookers joined in half-heartedly. “Next up, a brand new Apple iPhone!” The crowd had run out of appreciative sounds and just stared at Samantha as she reached into the box. 
 
    “1-2-2-8.” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel gasped. “Tell me mine eyes do not deceive me! Do I truly hold the match?” She shoved one of the stubs at my face and I had to lean back to focus on the number. 
 
    “1-2-2-8,” I read, just as Samantha repeated the number. “Oh my God, you actually won?” 
 
    “Then I needs must retrieve my prize! I shall return anon! Bide!” she called out, waving her ticket overhead as she carved a path through the crowd. “I come to claim that which is rightfully mine!” 
 
    “Let the young lady through,” Jesse smiled, waving her forward, and the onlookers clapped and whistled her up onto the stage. “Here you go, miss,” he said, presenting her with the box.  
 
    Daraxandriel drew in her breath like he was offering her a holy relic. “A cellphone?” she exclaimed in disbelief. “Is this truly mine, without let or hindrance?” 
 
    “Er, yes?” Jesse guessed with a doubtful expression. Daraxandriel took the box reverently, cradling it against her chest. “All right, let’s get a picture.” She put on the biggest, cheesiest grin imaginable and in that moment, she was the happiest girl on the planet. I shoved my self-recrimination aside as I joined in the applause. 
 
    Daraxandriel made her way back to me, still wearing the brightest smile this side of Christmas. “Behold, Peter Simon Collins!” she exclaimed joyfully. “I have a cellphone of mine own! Now we may exchange missives and portraits whilst we are apart!” 
 
    “That’s wonderful,” I said with a grin almost as big as hers. “I’m so happy for you.” 
 
    “I wish to dispatch a message to thee now, that we might commemorate this moment!” She turned the box around and around in her hands. “How does this open?” she grumbled, prying at the edges with her fingernails. “The artisan has fashioned the seams too snugly.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to take it down to the store tomorrow to get you a SIM card,” I told her wryly. She just looked at me blankly. “You can’t make calls or send messages without one.” 
 
    “Verily?” Her shoulders sagged like I just told her that her favorite puppy died. 
 
    “You can probably still take pictures, though,” I told her hastily and she perked right back up. 
 
    “Let us do so, then.” She shoved the box into my hands. “Show me how it is done.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to the table,” I suggested. She followed me eagerly as Jesse lifted his microphone again. 
 
    “All right, we’re down to the grand prize for the evening and then we’ll get right back to the music. Are you ready?” 
 
    “YES!”  
 
    “Are you READY?” 
 
    “YES!” 
 
    “Then let’s do it! The final drawing is for this Alienware 17-inch gaming laptop, valued at over $1700.” Jaws dropped throughout the ballroom. “Samantha, if you  please!” 
 
    She gulped and drew the last number. “1-2-5-” she paused and squinted at the torn scrap of paper. “5. 1-2-5-5.” She looked over the crowd but no one moved. “1-2-5-5?” 
 
    “That’s 1-2-5-5, folks,” said Jesse. “The clock is ticking.” 
 
    We just reached our table when something swept through me, leaving me blinking and feeling vaguely ill. At the same time, all of the lights flickered and dimmed before recovering and everyone looked around in alarm. 
 
    “Hold on, folks!” Jesse’s microphone wasn’t working and I barely heard him over the nervous hubbub. “Looks like we might have blown a fuse somewhere. Give me just a second.” He flipped a few switches on his soundboard and jabbed at a couple of buttons. A blast of feedback squealed through the speakers and everyone covered their ears before Jesse finally got things sorted out. “All right, sorry about that, everyone, looks like we’re back up again. So where were we? Oh, yes, the grand prize drawing! Samantha, what was that number again?” 
 
    Samantha eyed the microphone like it was a hissing snake. “1-2-5-5,” she read. 
 
    “Does anyone have 1-2-5-5? Anyone? No? All right, you had your chance. Samantha, pick another number.” 
 
    The crowd surged forward eagerly with their stubs clutched in their hands, the electrical glitch already forgotten, but Daraxandriel grabbed my arm in a painful grip. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” she whispered urgently. “We needs must flee! We are in grave peril!” 
 
    “It was just a power surge or something,” I assured her. “There’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Nay! Didst thou not sense it? A portal has opened nearby!” 
 
    “A ... portal? You mean like a demon portal?” I looked all around but no one was screaming in terror and no bat-winged horned creature loomed over us intent on mayhem and destruction. “Where?” 
 
    She lifted her fearful eyes to the ceiling and pointed up with a trembling finger. “Above,” she breathed. 
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    Teleportation has been a staple of science fiction since the late 1800’s but Star Trek brought the concept into the mainstream in 1965, leveraging the technology to ensure that Kirk and Spock always arrived in time to save the galaxy. What was unique about Star Trek’s take on teleportation was that the transporter was no big deal, just another tool available to the valiant crew of the U.S.S. Enterprise, like the warp drive and photon torpedoes. The fact that the writers latched onto the transporter solely as a way to eliminate the need to land the Enterprise on a new planet every week is irrelevant. Teleportation is here to stay in the public consciousness. 
 
    Unfortunately, physicists currently have no theories that would allow us to implement teleportation in real life. The challenge of scanning all seven billion billion billion atoms in your body, encoding that information, sending it to a designated location, and then reproducing your original form seems insurmountable. Things like Newton’s Laws, the speed of light, the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle, and a host of other issues all conspire to make teleportation impractical for the foreseeable future, if not outright impossible. 
 
    Then there are the metaphysical issues. Beaming down to a planet means that your molecules are first destroyed and then recreated elsewhere a few seconds later. In between, you don’t exist. Are you dead? Is your recreated form you or a copy of you? What happens to your soul? Maybe this is the real reason Dr. McCoy never liked using the transporter. Maybe he got tired of dying over and over again. After all, he’s a doctor, not a ghost. 
 
      
 
    I threw my backpack over my shoulder as I took Daraxandriel’s hand and hauled her out of the ballroom into the lobby. The clusters of students milling about there didn’t seem to think anything unusual was going on, although they did look at us askance as I tried to figure out what to do. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks is too far away, I thought worriedly, and Agent Prescott’s probably with her. Are there any other witches from the coven at the prom? Probably only the younger ones who wouldn’t be of much use. Wait a minute, Agent Morgan’s staying here, isn’t she? At least she did the first time she was here. I fumbled for my phone and punched her number, looking around anxiously while I listened to the ringing. 
 
    “This is Special Agent Fay Morgan –” 
 
    “This is Peter!” I blurted. “Did you feel that just now?” 
 
    “– I’m not available at the moment. Please leave your –” I hung up on her message, muttering a fervent epithet under my breath as I raked my fingers through my hair. I wondered if she left the hotel when the music started. I would have. My ears were still ringing. 
 
    “What are we to do, Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel looked small and frightened. 
 
    “I have to go see what’s going on.” I really didn’t want to but I didn’t have a choice. I have all of Dr. Bellowes’ demon-hunting spells, I told myself. I’ll be fine. “Go find Susie and Cameron and get them out of here. Figure out a way to everyone back home. I’ll meet you there when I’m done.” 
 
    “Nay!” she protested. “An thou wilt confront this threat, I shall remain at thy side.” Her voice shook a little and I squeezed her hand reassuringly. A demon isn’t likely to attack another demon, I rationalized, but the truth was, I was grateful for her company. 
 
    “Can you tell which floor it’s on?” I asked. She tilted her gaze up and turned around slowly and then shook her head. “Okay, let’s go up one floor at a time. Be ready to run if I tell you to.” She nodded jerkily and we crossed the lobby to the elevators. 
 
    One of them opened with a ding just as we reached it and I recoiled automatically, half-expecting a swarm of imps to pour out through the opening. The only passenger was a middle-aged woman, though, who eyed us doubtfully as she passed. We got in and I punched the buttons for 2, 3, and 4. 
 
    We rode up in tense silence and I pulled Daraxandriel over to the side as the display above the door changed to 2. The elevator dinged and stopped and the doors rumbled open. There was no one there in the hallway and I leaned out cautiously. “Is it here?” I asked quietly. Daraxandriel shook her head and I let the doors close. 
 
    We repeated the exercise on the third floor and again Daraxandriel shook her head, this time with a frown. “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “The portal is fading,” she reported. 
 
    “The demon left?” 
 
    “I cannot be certain,” she confessed. “It felt as though a demon lord stepped through and then departed moments after. All I sense now are the remnants of its portal.” 
 
    “Why would it do that? Did it get the coordinates wrong or something?” She spread her hands helplessly as the display changed to 4 and the doors slid open. “Let’s hope you’re right. Stay alert, though.” 
 
    I poked my head out and looked both ways down the hallway, but there was no one in sight, human or otherwise. I stepped out and beckoned Daraxandriel to join me. “Which way?” I asked softly. She pointed to the right and we tiptoed that way, listening intently. When we reached room 420, though, I hesitated. “It’s not here, is it?” That would be a very disturbing coincidence. 
 
    “Nay,” Daraxandriel assured me, “yet we are close.” Now she took the lead, continuing two doors down to room 416. “Here,” she whispered, almost but not quite touching the door. “The portal is within.” 
 
    I leaned in, listening carefully, but all I heard was our own breathing. “Should I knock?” I wondered uneasily. Would the demon answer or just blast us through the door? Daraxandriel just spread her hands, leaving the choice to me. “Let me try Agent Morgan one more time.” We needed all the firepower we could get, just in case Daraxandriel was wrong about the demon leaving. 
 
    Morgan’s phone rang again but this time I heard a faint echo. I looked around doubtfully and I realized it was coming from inside the room. “Oh my God! This is Agent Morgan’s room!” I knocked sharply on the door. “Agent Morgan! Are you in there?” I tried again. “Agent Morgan!” There was no response. “This isn’t good.” Daraxandriel didn’t say anything but her expression reflected the dread I felt. 
 
    I studied the door lock. There was no keyhole, just a slot below the handle for the magnetic card. I searched Dr. Bellowes’ memories but he didn’t have any spells to open electronic locks. He did, however, know ways to slip a bolt, which would do just as well. 
 
    I knelt in front of the door and placed my hand over the lock. “Keep an eye out,” I told Daraxandriel. Getting arrested for breaking and entering wouldn’t help anyone. I closed my eyes, trying to sense the latch. It was a bit more complicated than the one on Susie’s bedroom door and I wasn’t entirely certain I could shift it over. 
 
    Down the hall, the elevator dinged and I hastily scrambled to my feet, trying to look like I was just searching for our room. I dug out the little cardboard folder with the keys to our suite while sneaking a glance out of the corner of my eye to see if the newcomers bought my act. I couldn’t tell, because there was no one there. 
 
    I waited a few seconds more but the elevator doors closed without anyone stepping out. I let my breath out in a relieved whoosh. “Someone must have pushed the wrong button,” I said to Daraxandriel, who just nodded worriedly. “Okay, let’s get this open.” 
 
    I knelt down again and wrapped my spell around the latch, pulling it out of the door jamb. I heard a muted click and I pushed on the door, which opened silently. Nobody protested and nothing attacked us, so I stood, taking once last look around before I stepped inside. 
 
    Another wave of déjà vu hit me as I surveyed the interior. This is where I took Olivia after she turned into an angel, I recalled, and where I brought Agent Morgan’s bones after Amy incinerated her. My eyes strayed to the bedroom door. And that’s where we made the soul bond. I felt my ears warm when I remembered the aftermath of that particular spell. 
 
    “Agent Morgan?” I called out. “Are you in here?” Silence. “Can you still sense the portal?” 
 
    “Aye,” Daraxandriel nodded. “It is here.” She moved into the little sitting area, kneeling between the coffee table and the bar and sweeping her open hand above the carpet like a metal detector. A puzzled frown crossed her features and she shifted her hand back and forth between two spots. “There are two portals,” she reported worriedly, “superimposed upon each other.” 
 
    “Two? You mean there were two demons here?” 
 
    “Nay,” she said, shaking her head. “Most likely the demon opened a new portal upon his departure, to a location different from whence he came.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can you tell who opened the portals?” She shook her head. “Can you open them again?” 
 
    Now she looked up in alarm. “Hast thou taken leave of thy senses, Peter Simon Collins?” she exclaimed. “We do not know where these portals may take us. Mayhap direct to the Courts of Hell!” 
 
    “I doubt that. The Dread Lord has no reason to come after Agent Morgan. But what happened?” I asked worriedly. “Did a demon come here to grab her and then leave when he realized she wasn’t here?” 
 
    I looked around for any clues. A holstered gun and a gold FBI badge sat on the coffee table beside an expensive-looking laptop, not something Morgan would have left lying around. A cellphone lay face down on the floor nearby and I picked it up. The display lit up, showing my phone number as a missed call. 
 
    Something metallic clacked behind me and I turned around, startled. “Agent Morgan?” I called, but there was no one there. I shoved her phone into my pocket as I hurried to the door to check the hallway, but it was still deserted.  
 
    “Strange,” I murmured to myself. I went back into the room and the latch made the same clacking sound when I shut the door. “Huh. I guess we didn’t close it properly.” 
 
    I returned to the sitting area and poked at a bundle of clothes hanging over the edge of the loveseat. I picked the t-shirt, revealing the letters FBI blazoned across the front, and a white sports bra fell out onto the floor. The black track pants contained peach-colored silk panties and white ankle socks, as if Morgan had been sitting there wearing them and suddenly vanished into thin air, leaving everything behind. 
 
    I’ve seen something like this before, I thought uneasily. I turned to Daraxandriel to ask her if any of this reminded her of anything and suddenly a vision of her trapped within a fiery pentagram begging for mercy flashed across my mind. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I gasped. “Somebody hit her with a soul trap!” Daraxandriel looked up in alarm as I imagined the scene in my head. Morgan sitting on the loveseat, working on her laptop, maybe talking to someone on the phone. A demon portal opening without warning and someone – or something – stepping through. A soul trap capturing her essence before she can grab her gun or cast a spell. The intruder leaving with his prize. The good news was, Morgan was probably still alive. The bad news is, we had no idea where she was or who had taken her. 
 
    Or did we? Demons plus soul traps plus Morgan equals – “Dr. Bellowes,” I said grimly. “He must have found out Agent Morgan was investigating him. Except – does he know how to make portals?” 
 
    “He did not learn such from me,” Daraxandriel declared. “I do not possess the wherewithal to create portals.” 
 
    “There’s nothing in here about it either,” I said, tapping my temple. “He must have sent Metraxion.” Daraxandriel shivered and slowly backed away from the portals, eyeing it uneasily. “He won’t come back here,” I assured her. Unless they torture Agent Morgan and she tells them about us. I kept that disturbing possibility to myself. 
 
    “What are we to do, Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel asked, clutching her iPhone box to her chest like a protective talisman. “Dame Morgan is surely doomed.” 
 
    I shook my head. “They wouldn’t have bothered with a soul trap if they wanted to kill her. They need to find out what she knows but that won’t be easy. She has a Philosopher’s Stone, remember? Or does she?” I shook out her clothes and checked under the furniture but her silver bracelet was nowhere to be found. “Okay, she probably still has it. Can she use it to break out of a soul trap?” Daraxandriel shrugged her ignorance. “She might not even be conscious now. You weren’t while you were trapped, right?” 
 
    Daraxandriel hesitated. “I dimly sensed the passage of time, as in a dream, yet it seemed but moments ere thou didst free me from my prison.” 
 
    “Okay, so she’s not going to be able to get herself out. That means it’s up to us. Somehow,” I added with a sigh. I chewed on my lip as I eyed the floor. “Metraxion would have brought her back to Dr. Bellowes and he’s in England. That has to be where these portals go.” 
 
    “Art thou truly intent upon pursuing them?” she asked in alarm. “That is folly! Thou canst not withstand the might of the Bane of the Broken Plain!”  
 
    “Who else is going to do it? You said the portals are fading. How long are they going to last?” 
 
    She knelt and held her hand over the spot, closing her eyes. I used my Sight and two overlapping sets of concentric rings enscribed with ugly symbols appeared. The rings spun slowly in opposite directions, like some demonic clockwork. “Not long,” she admitted, but I already knew the answer. Even as I watched, the dull red glimmer of the markings faded noticeably. “Metraxion has withdrawn his will from these portals.” 
 
    “Can you open the portal for me without going through it yourself?” 
 
    She looked shocked and offended at the same time. “I shall not abandon thee on this quest, Peter Simon Collins, though my knees tremble and my gut churns with trepidation! I needs must cleave to thy side!” 
 
    “Okay, if you’re sure.” Secretly, I was relieved. Jumping into an enemy’s lair by yourself was a Really Bad Idea, not that two people doing the same thing was much better. “Can you tell which one was opened last? That’s the one we need.” 
 
    Dara shifting her hand back and forth between them. “I cannot be certain,” she said, shaking her head. “Mayhap this one?” She kept her hand over the rightmost portal. 
 
    “If Agent Morgan isn’t there, we’ll come back and try the other one.” Daraxandriel looked dubious about this plan but we didn’t have much of a choice. “Do whatever you need to do to get ready. I have to let Agent Prescott know what happened, just in case.” I didn’t bother naming off all the things that could go wrong. The list was just too long. 
 
    I didn’t actually have Prescott’s number but I had a pretty good idea who he was with and I knew her number. She answered on the second ring. 
 
    “Hello, this is Ariel Kendricks.” Her warm voice was just like I remembered it. 
 
    “This is Peter. Is Agent Prescott there?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, who is this?”  
 
    I looked at my phone incredulously until I remembered she only knew me now from our brief encounter at the library. “I’m Peter Collins,” I told her. “Susie’s brother.” 
 
    “Oh, Peter!” she gushed. “You’re the young man who brought Ryan and me together after all these years! I can’t thank you enough, you don’t know what this means –” 
 
    “I do, actually, but I really need to speak to Agent Prescott right now. It’s an emergency.” 
 
    “Oh, of course. Just a moment. Ryan,” her voice faded away, “it’s for you. Peter Collins.” 
 
    “Peter?” Prescott sounded puzzled and worried at the same time. 
 
    “Dr. Bellowes sent Metraxion through a portal to capture Agent Morgan in a soul trap. We think he brought her back to England. We’re going after her, but you need to get hold of the Council of Nine and tell them –” I wasn’t actually sure what they needed to know. “Just tell them to call me and we’ll link up somehow.” 
 
    “Wait, what? Fay’s gone?” 
 
    “I don’t have time to explain, the portal’s closing. Come to her room at the hotel, you’ll see what I’m talking about. I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.” 
 
    “Peter, wait!”  
 
    I hung up on him and looked at Daraxandriel. She was kneeling in the center of the rightmost portal, watching me with large, anxious eyes. “Are you ready?” I asked her.  
 
    She nodded and then moved to lay her hands flat on the floor, except she was still holding her prize. She looked a bit flustered as she searched for a place to stow it, but her prom dress didn’t have any pockets. I took the box from her and stuffed it into my backpack, positioning myself close by her side. 
 
    “Okay, let’s do this,” I said, with more confidence than I felt. I wondered if her heart was beating as fast as mine.  
 
    She gave no sign of it, though, as the crooked symbols began to light up one by one as she read them in a sibilant whisper. Shadows leaked up out of the floor and swirled around us, quickly forming a smoky column that reached up into the ceiling. I expected to feel the same dry, caustic wind that swept out of the last portal we opened, but the air within the circle was dank and close. Everything seemed to be happening much faster than before, maybe because this portal was new, until the world suddenly wrenched sideways and spun away from us without warning. 
 
    I stumbled and fell to my hands and knees, feeling something hard and cold and gritty under my palms. I kept my eyes closed until the wave of vertigo passed but opening them didn’t change anything. Calling it pitch black here badly understated how incredibly dark it was. 
 
    “Dara?” I whispered, reaching all around for her. 
 
    “I am here,” she answered, equally softly. Our hands touched and we locked our fingers together. 
 
    I listened intently but all I heard was the rapid thumping of my heart. “Where’s Metraxion?” 
 
    “I do not sense anyone nearby, demon or otherwise.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s good, I guess. Give me a second.” I conjured my witchlight and sent it aloft, adjusting it to cast a real light this time. It wasn’t all that bright but I still had to blink a few times before I could survey our surroundings. 
 
    We were in a narrow chamber of some sort, with rough-hewn walls and a worn stone floor. Half the room was blocked off with rusted iron bars all along its length, broken only by a small door standing ajar. “Are we in a dungeon?” I asked doubtfully. My voice echoed slightly. 
 
    “Mayhap.” We rose to our feet and looked around cautiously. A small flight of steps led up to a iron-bound wooden door on one end, but the room or hallway curved off into the shadows in the other direction. “Whence did – Peter Simon Collins!” she gasped, scampering backwards. “The portal opens anew!” 
 
    I hastily pulled her out of the way and dispelled the witchlight, plunging us back into darkness. My Sight showed the same counter-rotating circles as before, their angular symbols brightening in rapid succession. I summoned my starry pentagram and called up the strongest spell that came to mind, a force blow that could punch a hole in a brick wall, at least theoretically. I held my breath, scarcely daring to blink, as Daraxandriel clutched the back of my jacket and peered around my side. 
 
    The portal flashed once and faded away, leaving a slender figure standing in the middle of the floor. The newcomer looked around curiously before eyeing us both. 
 
    “So where’s the demon?” she asked and my jaw dropped to the floor. 
 
    “Susie?” I banished my pentagram and restored the witchlight. In its pale glow, she looked like an underfed ghost filled with shimmering stars. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “I felt the demon at the hotel and I saw you and Dara running off, so I followed you.” She surveyed the room, looking very unimpressed. “So where is it?” 
 
    “But how did you even get here? Who sent you through the portal?” 
 
    “I did.” She walked over to poke at the bars with her finger. 
 
    “Since when do you know how to open demon portals?”  
 
    “I just repeated what Dara said.” She ducked through the gate into the cell beyond. 
 
    “How?” I asked incredulously. “You weren’t even there!” I gasped in dismay as the answer struck me. “You were there! You used your invisibility glamour, didn’t you? The elevator and the door making noise, that was you! Then you used your concentration spell while Dara opened the portal!” 
 
    Susie didn’t bother confirming or denying my theory. “So where did the demon go?” she asked instead. “I came here to fight demons.” 
 
    “Oh, no, that’s not happening. Dara, open the portal again. We have to send her back.” 
 
    Susie crossed her arms stubbornly. “You can’t make me.” 
 
    “I think I can.” I took one step towards her and the iron gate slammed shut with a rattling clang! I tried to pull it open but it wouldn’t budge. “Susie! Come out of there!” 
 
    “Not until I get to fight a demon.” 
 
    “No! Don’t you realize how incredibly dangerous that is!” 
 
    “You’re doing it,” she pointed out. 
 
    “I have all of Dr. Bellowes’ spells! I know how to kill demons!” 
 
    “Give them to me and then I’ll know too.” 
 
    “No!” I searched through my spells for something that would bend, melt, shatter, or disintegrate a metal door and finally settled on the simplest approach, brute force. My hands and fingers made the appropriate gesture and my muscles suddenly felt like someone had replaced them with industrial hydraulics. I grasped two of the bars and pulled until they bent like putty and snapped clean off.   
 
    “Nice,” Susie nodded. “That might come in handy.” 
 
    The remaining pieces rang loudly on the floor as I ripped them off and cast them aside. I reached for Susie’s hand and realized at the last moment that I was about to tear her arm out of its socket. I banished the spell and stepped back, feeling weak and trembly. 
 
    “Get out,” I told her grimly. She studied me for a couple of seconds and then shrugged as she complied. “Stand there,” I ordered, pointing to where Daraxandriel knelt, watching us with wide, worried eyes. “Don’t move. When you get back to the hotel, find Cameron and have him bring you home. He’s probably worried sick wondering where you went.” 
 
    Susie shook her head. “I told him I was going home with you.” 
 
    “Just like that?” I asked in disbelief. “After all the trouble you went through to get him to ask you to prom in the first place?” 
 
    She thought that through. “I told him I had a good time.” 
 
    “Well, at least you were polite when you ditched him,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Call him and apologize for running off like that. And for God’s sake, don’t tell Mom and Dad where we are.” 
 
    “I don’t know where we are,” she pointed out. 
 
    “You know what I mean. Go ahead,” I said to Daraxandriel. “We still need to figure out where Agent Morgan is.” 
 
    “Who’s he?” Susie asked. 
 
    “She,” I corrected her, “and it’s none of your business. Go ahead.” Daraxandriel nodded and laid her eyes flat on the floor. The portal flickered faintly and the circles reappeared, but they turned with glacial slowness, like a wind-up clock that was about to run down. “What’s wrong?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “The portal is all but closed,” Daraxandriel said, squeezing her eyes tight in concentration. “It does not respond to my will. I fear that, in traversing it, the waif has drained the last dregs of its vitality.” Even as I watched, aghast, the circles stopped and faded from sight. “It is gone,” she reported quietly, sitting back on her heels. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I breathed. This was bad. 
 
    “So,” Susie asked blithely, as if we weren’t trapped in a underground dungeon where a demon lord might jump out of the shadows at any moment, “who’s this Agent Morgan person? And what are all those balls for?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The balls in the cage over there.” 
 
    I followed her pointing finger. Wooden shelves mounted against the back wall on the cell held spheres lined up in haphazard rows like someone’s softball collection. Several more spheres lay on the ground where one of the shelves had collapsed. Most of them seemed to be made of clay or mud, but a few were polished stone. 
 
    “What in the world –?” I murmured. I picked up one of the fallen orbs and turned it over in my hands. Its surface was rough and uneven, as if someone had shaped it entirely by hand, and it felt solid and eerily familiar. I looked up at Daraxandriel, who stared at the sphere with eyes wide in horror. I licked my lips nervously. “Vincula aperio.” 
 
    Dull red lines appeared on the surface of the sphere, drawn in short segments that didn’t quite align properly. Similar markings pulsed slowly on most of the other orbs, some brighter and more intricate than the others. “Oh, my God, these are soul traps.” 
 
    “What’s a soul trap?” Susie frowned. 
 
    “They’re used to trap demons,” I told her tersely. “There must be fifty of them here.” 
 
    “There’s a demon in here?” Susie plucked a polished marble sphere off one of the shelves, shaking it beside her ear as if she expected to hear something screaming inside.  
 
    “Don’t touch that!” I snatched it from her and carefully set both traps back on the shelf. Small indentations in the shelves kept them from rolling off. “Dr. Bellowes must be storing them here,” I guessed uneasily, “but why? Why wouldn’t he just kill them?” 
 
    “Mayhap he keeps them in reserve,” Daraxandriel hazarded quietly, “should he require a minion to do his bidding.” She hugged herself tightly, as if she was cold.  
 
    Or frightened, I thought, not that I can blame her.  
 
    “Who’s Dr. Bellowes?” Susie asked. 
 
    “A warlock who’s supposed to be killing demons, not collecting them. We need to show this place to the Council of Nine.” I checked my phone, wondering if Agent Prescott had managed to contact them yet. It was just after eleven o’clock, but there was absolutely no signal down here. 
 
    “Who’s the Council of Nine?” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead to dispel my urge to strangle her. “It doesn’t matter,” I told her wearily. “You’re not getting involved.” 
 
    “I’m already involved,” she retorted. “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “We don’t need your help.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Do you know which ball that Morgan person is in?” 
 
    “Which ball?” I echoed doubtfully. Susie gestured like a game show hostess at the rows of soul traps arrayed in the cell. “You think she’s here?” 
 
    “You said that demon captured her with a soul trap and then came here. Why wouldn’t he put her here with the rest?” 
 
    I looked from her to Daraxandriel to the four dozen spheres sitting there, their lines glowing sullenly. I hated to admit it but she was probably right. Morgan was here somewhere. “It has to be the newest one.” I didn’t hear a lot of certainty in my voice. 
 
    “And which one is that?” 
 
    I couldn’t tell. The marble one Susie had been looking at before looked brand new but there were several others made from polished stone that could easily have been put there more recently. “Do you know how to tell who’s inside a soul trap?” I asked Daraxandriel. She dashed that faint hope with a silent shake of her head. 
 
    “I know how to find out,” Susie declared. 
 
    “How?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Open them.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “And if there happens to be a demon lord inside?” 
 
    “Kill it.” She made a jabbing gesture with an invisible wand, or maybe a sword, neither of which we had.  
 
    “No,” I sighed. “We’re going to have to get help. Let’s find a way out of here.” 
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    One of the most common questions people ask is, “What time is it?” Knowing the time helps you determine what you should be doing right now. Back at the dawn of history, though, clocks were in short supply, so people had to rely on that big yellow thing in the sky. The problem was, the only consistent reading you can determine with the sun is noon, when it’s at its highest point. Dawn and dusk vary depending on your location and the season, and forget about using it to figure out when midnight is. It’s just too dark. 
 
    By the 1800’s, the availability of accurate clocks allowed people to finally divide up the day into twenty-four equal hours and plan their activities down to the minute. The only problem was, communities set their clocks to read 12:00 when it was noon at that location. If you took the train from London to Bristol, a distance of some 100 miles, your pocketwatch would be off by about 12 minutes when you arrived. If you took the train from Boston to Seattle, you’d be over 4 hours off. These discrepancies wreaked havoc with scheduling and sowed confusion everywhere. 
 
    The solution, of course, was time zones. The world was divided into twenty-four slices and everyone living inside each slice agreed to set their clocks to the same time, one hour off from their neighboring slices. The top of the hour was determined by noon in Greenwich, England, and everyone lived in peace and harmony from then on, except for places that decided to be half an hour off, for reasons that remain elusive. Throw in inconsistent rules for Daylight Savings Time and we’re pretty much in the same boat we were in two hundred years ago. Thank goodness we have computers, smartphones, and digital watches that can tell us what time it is, because we still can’t figure it out by ourselves anymore. 
 
      
 
    We tried to open the door at the top of the steps but it felt more like part of the wall than an actual door and it wouldn’t budge. I deferred the decision to rip it off its hinges until we explored the rest of the dungeon. My witchlight bobbed ahead of us as we walked around the curve of the hallway, searching for some other escape route. What we found instead was another cell, filled with more shelves and more soul traps. 
 
    “How many demons did he capture?” I asked incredulously. There had to be at least five dozen spheres in this new batch. 
 
    Susie continued along the corridor until the witchlight faded into shadow. “There’s more over here,” she reported. 
 
    I hurried over to join her. The shelves in the third cell were only half full, which was a small consolation. “Let’s keep going,” I said grimly. “Let’s see how far this goes.” 
 
    We found another cell with just a handful of traps, but my attention was on the blank wall that marked the far end of the dungeon. “Looks like that door is the only way out.” 
 
    “And if it cannot be opened?” Daraxandriel asked worriedly, clutching my hand in a painful grip. 
 
    Then we’re screwed. I doubted Dr. Bellowes had any spells that would let me tunnel through solid bedrock. “It’s just stuck,” I assured her. “Metraxion got out, remember?” 
 
    “Unless he meant for any pursuers who used that portal to remain here until the end of days,” she argued. “Mayhap I chose poorly and he departed with Dame Morgan through the other portal.” 
 
    I shook my head firmly. “Dr. Bellowes has to get in and out of here somehow. He can’t have Metraxion opening portals for him all the time, it’s too risky. Let’s try the door first before we start panicking.” 
 
    We returned to the door and I studied it, trying to decide what to do. There were no openings other than a large keyhole with nothing but darkness beyond. The hinges were on this side, which meant it was a Pull instead of a Push, but there was nothing to hold onto to do the pulling. 
 
    What I wouldn’t give to have Teleportal back, I thought sourly. The Lorecraft spells I used to have would have been ideal for this situation, but I had to work with what I had. So how does Dr. Bellowes get in here without hitching a ride with Metraxion? On a hunch, I looked around with my Sight. The entire door lit up and I felt a faint tugging, as if it was trying to pull me closer. “Guys, I think this might be another portal.” 
 
    “I cannot sense such a thing,” Daraxandriel frowned. 
 
    “Not a demon portal, a different kind. Can you see it, Susie?” 
 
    Susie’s eyes did something weird as she leaned closer. “I see it.” 
 
    “Do you know how to make it work?” 
 
    “No,” she admitted grudgingly. 
 
    “Okay, give me a minute.” I closed my eyes and dug through the Encyclopedia Arcanum again, this time searching for anything that might relate to opening or activating portals. I discovered a couple of spells for disrupting demon portals but there didn’t seem to be anything about doors that acted like portals or portals that looked like doors.  
 
    Dr. Bellowes doesn’t know how to create demon portals, I thought, chewing my lip as I studied the door again, and he can’t use them, but Metraxion can. Did Metraxion make this for him?  
 
    I dove back into my borrowed memories, this time looking for spells associated with the demon lord himself. There were quite a few of those, including one to invoke something called a planar shift.  
 
    “I think I got it.” I stood on the steps and held my right hand just above the surface of the door. Angular symbols appeared in a circle under my palm and I touched my thumb, forefinger, and ring finger to the pattern, stretching painfully to reach the correct symbols. Dr. Bellowes apparently had longer fingers than I did.  
 
    “You better hang on to me,” I warned the girls. “I’m not sure how long this will stay open.” Daraxandriel told hold of my free hand and Susie rested her hand on my shoulder. “Here we go.”  
 
    I twisted my hand, rotating the symbols counter-clockwise, and the portal opened and pulled us through, spitting us out again on the other side. I stumbled over something and nearly fell, and Susie’s hand slipped off my shoulder.  
 
    “Susie!” I spun around with my heart in my throat, but she was standing right there, looking around in mild curiosity.  
 
    Beyond her, a wall of worn reddish-brown bricks rose high above her head and spread out to either side. The remains of large, ornate windows pierced the wall, making it look like the ruins of some abandoned cathedral. We were standing on a neatly-manicured lawn and other fragments of buildings rose up all around us, although it was hard to see any details beyond the glow of my witchlight. The sky was dark and overcast, with just a faint haze of light off to one side. 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked, not really expecting an answer. There were no doorways in the wall we apparently just came through, but I perceived the glowing rectangle of the planar shift against the bricks. We’d be able to return to the dungeon once we figured out how to identify Agent Morgan’s soul trap. 
 
    My pocket suddenly started pinging like a pinball machine and I hastily pulled out my phone. A dozen notifications filled the lock screen and the time abruptly switched to 5:12 AM as I watched. My other pocket gave a few more chirps as well and I realized I still had Agent Morgan’s phone. She had quite a few messages and missed calls too but I just tucked it away. She could deal with those after we rescued her. 
 
    I skimmed through my texts and winced at the increasingly worried messages from Agent Prescott, wondering what happened to us and urging me to call him back ASAP. There were several missed calls from Mom as well, along with a voice message.  
 
    “Peter, why aren’t you answering your phone?” her recording chided me when I played it back. “Mrs. Jacoby called and said that Susie decided to come home with you, but I thought you and Dara were staying overnight at the hotel. Please call me back and let me know that everything’s all right. I love you. Hope you took lots of pictures at prom!” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “What are we going to tell her?” 
 
    “Tell her we’re hunting demons in an abandoned castle,” Susie suggested. 
 
    “I can’t tell her that!” 
 
    “You always tell me I shouldn’t lie,” she complained. “Why is this different?” 
 
    “Because she doesn’t believe in demons!” 
 
    “I don’t see what difference that makes,” she grumbled. “She doesn’t believe I’m a witch either.” 
 
    “Just be quiet for a minute.” I took a deep breath and tapped Mom’s number. There was a strange double ring pattern I’d never heard before and I wondered if going through multiple interdimensional jumps messed up my phone somehow. Ring-ring, ring-ring. 
 
    “Peter!” Mom sounded anxious when she answered. “Where are you? Is everything okay? Where’s Susie?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine, Mom,” I assured her. “Susie just wanted to spend the night at the hotel, that’s all, so we’re letting her stay with us.” 
 
    “In your room?” she asked doubtfully. “Aren’t you and Dara planning to, um, you know –” 
 
    “It’s all right,” I told her, “it’s a two-bedroom suite. We won’t, uh, bother her.” I cleared my throat awkwardly, feeling my ears warm despite the cool air. 
 
    “Well, if you’re sure. You should have told me earlier. I had to find out from Mrs. Jacoby.” 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry, we just got busy.” 
 
    “Okay, then, as long as everyone’s all right. Did you and Dara have a good time at prom?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was great.” I glanced at Daraxandriel, who was looking around with a pensive frown. Her white gown practically glowed under the witchlight. 
 
    “I can’t wait to hear all about it! How was the music? Did you do much dancing? Dara was worried she wouldn’t –” 
 
    “Mom,” I jumped in, “we’ll tell you everything when we get home tomorrow but it’s late and we’re really tired. We’ll, um, probably sleep in, so don’t call and wake us up, okay?” 
 
    “All right,” she said doubtfully. “Take care. Give Dara and Susie a hug for me.” 
 
    “I will, Mom. Good night.” 
 
    “Good night, Peter. Sleep tight.” 
 
    I hung up and let my breath out with a whoosh. “Okay, we’re off the hook for a few hours. Let’s find Agent Morgan and get back home.” I tapped Prescott’s number. It barely had time to start ringing before he answered. 
 
    “Peter!” he demanded breathlessly. “Where are you? Why weren’t you answering your phone? Did you find Fay? How is she?” 
 
    “Sorry, the portal dumped us in a dungeon filled with soul traps. We can’t figure out which one Agent Morgan is in. Did you get hold of the Council?” 
 
    “Evelyn said she tried to reach you. Didn’t you get her call?” 
 
    “We were underground until just now. Hang on.” I checked my missed call log and saw two calls from a strange-looking number that had too many digits in it. “Is it this number that starts with 44?” 
 
    “That’s her. 44 is the country code for England. Call her back and arrange to meet up with her. We can decide what to do after that.” Prescott hesitated. “You are in England, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I ... don’t know, actually,” I admitted. “We’re in the middle of some ruins, maybe a church or something. I don’t see any signs.” 
 
    “You have GPS on your phone, don’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, right. Give me a second.” I opened Google Maps and let it display my current location. I squinted at the screen, trying to read the name of the nearest town. “We’re in ... Kenilworth, Warwickshire? Does that sound right?” 
 
    “Kenilworth?” Daraxandriel echoed in surprise. “Verily?” 
 
    “Warwickshire’s in England,” Prescott confirmed, “so that’s good. Call Evelyn and then call me back as soon as she gets there. We need to move fast on this.” 
 
    “I know. I’ll call you as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Peter, what you did was incredibly brave, and incredibly foolish. Let the Council handle this. Tell them where to find Fay and then come home. You don’t know what you’re dealing with.” 
 
    I actually do, I though grimly, but all I said was, “Yes, sir. I’ll talk to you soon.” 
 
    “Thanks, Peter. I’ll be waiting. Good luck.” 
 
    I hung up with another sigh. “Okay, let’s call in the troops.” I tapped the 44 number and listened to the ring-ring repeat itself several times. 
 
    “This is Evelyn Harwood.” The woman on the other end had the sort of accent I always associated with British royalty. “Who is this?” 
 
    “This is Peter Collins, ma’am.” I wasn’t sure that was the proper address but she sounded quite a bit older than me.  
 
    “It’s about time you called, Mr. Collins,” she told me sternly. “Your Mr. Prescott has been quite frantic with worry.” 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. We were stuck underground and we just got out.” 
 
    “Underground?” She sounded like she didn’t believe me. 
 
    “Yes, in a dungeon filled with soul traps. You know what those are, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” Judging from her tone, I might as well have asked her if she knew what trees were. “Where are you now?” 
 
    “We’re in Kenilworth. Can you come meet us here?” 
 
    “Kenilworth? What in the world are you doing there?” 
 
    “That’s where the portal took us.” 
 
    “The demon portal Mr. Prescott mentioned, I presume.” 
 
    “Yes, that one. How soon can you get here?” 
 
    “It’s five o’clock in the morning, Mr. Collins, and I’ve been up most of the night dealing with far too many people clamoring for my help. I’ll send someone to fetch you and we’ll discuss your situation in a more civilized setting.” 
 
    “We can’t afford to waste any more time! We have to find Agent Morgan!” 
 
    “I assure you, I’m as concerned about her well-being as you are. I was actually speaking to her when she suddenly cut off in the middle of a sentence. If what Mr. Prescott claims is true, she was taken by a demon lord and we cannot hope to rescue her unharmed with just the two of us running around blindly. We need help, we need information, and we need a plan.” 
 
    “But she’s right here, a hundred feet from where I’m standing!” I protested, waving at the closest wall. At least, I assumed she was still close by. It wouldn’t make any sense for the planar shift to take us to a completely different set of ruins. 
 
    “Is she in immediate danger?” 
 
    “Well, no, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Is the dungeon going to suddenly disappear?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then we have time to consider our course of action.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “You said the dungeon was filled with soul traps, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And the operative word in the phrase soul trap is –?” 
 
    “Trap?” I guessed. 
 
    “Exactly. To rush in without forethought is to risk everyone’s life.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “How old are you, Mr. Collins?” she interjected pointedly. 
 
    “Um, eighteen,” I admitted. 
 
    “Eighteen? Goddess grant me strength,” she murmured to herself. “I’ve been hunting demons for much, much longer than you’ve been alive. If you intend to survive long enough to make the same claim to your grandchildren, you would do well to heed my advice.” 
 
    I wanted to argue with her but I knew she was right. “All right, but we need to hurry. Every minute counts.” 
 
    “Fay is my friend, too, Mr. Collins. I’ll do everything in my power to return her to you safe and sound. Your ride should be there within the hour.” She hung up before I could express my dismay at the delay. 
 
    “So can we go hunting demons now?” Susie asked impatiently. 
 
    “We’re not doing anything until Miss – Mrs. – Ms. Harwood gets here, or whoever she’s sending, anyway.” 
 
    “Who’s Ms. Harwood?” 
 
    “She’s with the Council of Nine.” 
 
    “What’s the –?” 
 
    “Can we just stop with the questions?” I snapped. “There’s a lot going on here and I’m a little distracted right now.” 
 
    “If you answered my questions, I wouldn’t have to ask them,” she groused. I didn’t even try to counter her logic. 
 
    Daraxandriel stood a short distance away, hugging herself as she studied the ruins. “Are you cold?” I asked her. It felt a bit chilly to me and my arms and legs were covered up.  
 
    “It does not trouble me,” she said, although she rubbed her arms absently. “Do we truly stand within the remains of Kenilworth?” 
 
    “That’s what Google says. Do you know it?” 
 
    “Once upon a time,” she nodded sadly, “when the Earl of Leicester held this seat. I accompanied Her Majesty the Queen on her progress through the kingdom and we stayed here for a time. That,” she nodded to the arched walls, “is – or was – the Oriel tower and over there,” she turned to point to a tall, blocky tower, “is the great keep. We stand upon the inner court, where lords and ladies of the court would meet and mingle when the weather was fair. And there,” she nodded to a spot not far from where we escaped the dungeon, “was where I first laid eyes upon Parathraxas.” 
 
    “Here?” I gaped at her. “You met him here?” 
 
    “Aye,” she nodded sadly. “He came to solicit an appointment from the Queen as her royal astrologer and alchemist. I saw in him an ambitious man of meager skills, ripe for the taking and eager to sign my contract. Would that our paths had never crossed,” she declared bitterly. 
 
    “Who’s Parathraxas?” Susie asked. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I murmured. “I guess that explains why Dr. Bellowes is using this place as a storage facility. He probably knew about the dungeon from his visit here and came back after it all fell to ruins.” 
 
    “Aye,” she agreed, shivering. I doffed my jacket and slipped it around her shoulders and she held it closed by the lapels with a nod of thanks. Susie seemed immune to the cold, even though she had significantly less meat on her bones. 
 
    “So are we just going to stand here and wait for the demon to come back?” she complained. “I’m bored.” 
 
    “We’re waiting for someone to come pick us up. It’s going to be a while.” 
 
    “I’m not waiting.” She started off across the courtyard, in the general direction of the lights in the distance. 
 
    “Wait! You can’t leave!” 
 
    “What do you call what I’m doing, then?” She kept on going. 
 
    “Susie! God damn it.” I grabbed Daraxandriel’s hand and hurried after my recalcitrant sister. “You can’t just wander around in a strange place in the middle of the night!” 
 
    “Nobody’s going to be lurking around an old dump like this,” she argued, “and those lights mean there are real buildings over there and one of them might be a store. Dungeons make me thirsty.” 
 
    “They do not. When were you ever in a dungeon before?” 
 
    “That dungeon made me thirsty. And hungry. Those snacks at prom weren’t vegan.” 
 
    She led us around the tower and down a small grassy slope leading towards a handful of buildings that seemed to be just as old but in somewhat better shape than the ruins behind us. Further away, a row of modern-ish buildings lined the far side of a road that ran past the grounds, with a few lights dotted here and there to provide a modicum of illumination. None of them looked like stores but that didn’t matter, because none of them were open. 
 
    I almost suggested we head back to where we started but whoever was coming to get us would have to follow the road, so I figured we might as well wait here and save a bit of time. A low stone wall surrounded most of the property but there were a few gaps ahead and we found ourselves in a small parking lot devoid of cars. Across the street, a long, two-story building made of red brick bore the words Queen & Castle above its wooden door. I presumed it was a pub, but all the windows were dark and the nearby streets were deserted. 
 
    “Well, I guess we just wait here, then,” I sighed. I looked around for a place to sit but there were no benches and the grassy verge was a bit damp. Instead, I just leaned against the split-rail fence bordering the parking lot and crossed my arms resignedly. Daraxandriel and Susie joined me on either side. 
 
    The silence was a bit unnerving. Even in a town as small as Hellburn, there were always one or two cars on the streets at all hours of the night. Here, the world was deathly still. As if a demon lord swept through the town and killed everyone in their sleep, I thought uneasily. I shook off that uneasy vision and dug into my jacket pocket for my phone. Prescott answered immediately. 
 
    “Peter!” He sounded completely stressed out now. “What’s happening? Did you get hold of Evelyn? Where’s Fay?” 
 
    “I called Ms. Harwood, she’s sending someone to pick us up. We think we know where Agent Morgan but there’s a problem.” I described the dungeon and its collection of soul traps. “Hopefully we’ll be able to figure out which one is hers and release her without, well –” 
 
    “Without unleashing a horde of angry demons,” Prescott finished for me. “Damn it. I wish I could be there.” 
 
    “Can you use the portal in her room?” 
 
    “I can sense it, barely, but it’s just about gone. Even if it was still usable, I don’t know how to activate it. How did you do it, by the way? I’ve never heard of any witch who could use a demon portal.” 
 
    Uh-oh, I thought, casting a sideways glance at Daraxandriel. Witch and demon powers were so similar, it never occurred to me that witches couldn’t use the portals. “That’s not true,” I argued. “Agent Shelby knows that portal spell, doesn’t she?” 
 
    “That’s a linking orb, it’s a different thing entirely. And how do you know about Shelby anyway?” he asked suspiciously. 
 
    “The same way I knew about you. She taught that spell to Susie to rescue Dara and me when we got lost in Hell.” 
 
    “I don’t remember that happening,” Susie frowned. “What spell are you talking about?” 
 
    “This is all so incredible,” Prescott sighed. “If Fay weren’t missing, I don’t know that I’d believe what you’re telling me.” 
 
    “You and me both,” I admitted ruefully. “Is there any way you can get over here?” 
 
    “It would take hours. Days,” he corrected himself. “My passport’s back in Philadelphia.” 
 
    “Is there anyone else from the team available? I’d feel a lot better if we had more firepower on our side.” 
 
    “I’ll check but I doubt it. By the time they got there, this will all be over.” One way or the other, he didn’t say. 
 
    “All right,” I sighed. “I just hope the Council of Nine has access to more than nine witches. We’re going to need them.” 
 
    “Hang in there, Peter,” he told me. “If you hadn’t been here, we would never have known what happened to Fay.” 
 
    “If I hadn’t brought you there,” I reminded him quietly, “she wouldn’t have been taken in the first place.” The long silence that followed was damning. 
 
    “Good luck,” Prescott said finally. “Call me as soon as you know anything, day or night. I doubt I’ll be getting much sleep.” 
 
    “You and me both,” I said with a humorless smile. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Peter.” He hung up and I slipped my phone into my pants pocket. 
 
    “Well,” I said, leaning back against the fence, “anyone know any good jokes?” Daraxandriel and Susie just looked at me blankly. “I didn’t think so,” I sighed. 
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    We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal. The preamble to the American Declaration of Independence is one of the most powerful statements in the history of civilization, laying out the foundation upon which the United States was built. One of the consequences of these assertions is that titles of nobility disappeared at the stroke of a quill. If all men are created equal, then you can’t have some people being noble and others being common. 
 
    The Founding Fathers went even further, explicitly forbidding the granting of titles to American citizens in the Constitution, since such honors would make them beholden to foreign governments. Even the President is addressed simply as Mr. President, as mundane an address as you can possibly imagine. As awesome as it would be to be the Count of Chicago or the Duke of Texas, it’s just not going to happen. 
 
    Of course, all men (and women) are not equal, in terms of status and wealth and influence. The difference is, the very wealthy and the very powerful in the US got that way through their own efforts, not because their great-great-grandparents were best buds with the King. Okay, sure, many wealthy and powerful people got that way simply because they were born into wealthy and powerful families, but somebody had to do the heavy lifting somewhere along the way. With enough hard work and a whole lot of luck, you could join their ranks, at least in theory. 
 
    Interestingly, Americans actually do give each other titles, although most people don’t recognize them as such. The word Mister is a corruption of the French Monsieur, which literally means My Lord. So the next time someone addresses you as Mr. Jones, feel free to look down your nose at them and reply, “Begone, peasant!” I’m sure they’ll appreciate it the irony. 
 
      
 
    A flash of headlights and the rumble of an engine brought my head up and I waited eagerly for the vehicle to round the corner. When it did, I slumped back against the fence with a disappointed sigh. It was just a delivery truck, trundling past on the wrong side of the road. In less than a minute, it was out of sight, leaving us alone and shivering in the dark. 
 
    I glanced at my watch, wondering if I should call Evelyn Harwood again and make sure someone was actually on the way, but the promised hour still had another ten minutes to go. Daraxandriel huddled on the grass beside me, wrapped up in my jacket and leaning against my leg with her head resting on her arms atop her knees, still enough to be asleep. Susie perched precariously on the top rail, idly swinging her feet as she gazed off at nothing that I could discern, looking thoughtful. A bored Susie was a dangerous Susie, but at least she wasn’t hiking off to London all on her own. 
 
    A small sedan suddenly came into view from behind the Queen & Castle and I lifted my hand in a hopeful wave, but the driver either didn’t see us or ignored us as he continued on his way. People are finally waking up, I mused. The sky behind the castle ruins was just beginning to brighten and pretty soon we were going to be surrounded by the natives of Kenilworth, Warwickshire. And then they’ll arrest us for trespassing, I predicted sourly. It was starting to look like that kind of day. 
 
    Another vehicle sped by and I expected to see its taillights disappear into the distance, but it surprised me by turning into the parking lot, blinding us with its headlights. It turned aside a short distance away and the window closest to us rolled down, although I couldn’t see the driver’s face through the spots dancing in front of my eyes. 
 
    “Is your name Peter?” Judging from her voice, the driver was young, British, skeptical, and tired. 
 
    “Yes, that’s me.” I helped Daraxandriel to her feet as Susie jumped down off the fence and straightened her dress. 
 
    “Peter Collins, right?” 
 
    “Still me.” I approached the car, a large and expensive-looking SUV. “Did Ms. Harwood send you?” 
 
    “Lady Harwood,” she corrected me sternly, as if my mistake was a personal affront. “Yes, she dragged me out of bed to be your chauffeur. She only mentioned your name, however.” 
 
    “We’re all together,” I informed her. “Is that going to be a problem?” 
 
    “There’s plenty of room,” she said resignedly. “Get in, we’ve a ways to go.” 
 
    Susie immediately claimed the front passenger seat and climbed in. When the interior lights came on, I finally got a good look at our driver. She was, in a word, gorgeous. 
 
    Her face was flawless, an oval of creamy skin with a suggestion of freckles across her pert nose. Her eyes were dark blue, almost purple, and the rose-tinted bow of her lips was full and luscious, despite being pressed into a line of annoyance. Her hair cascaded around her long neck and bare shoulders in curls of pale gold, although her dark brows and lashes hinted that this might not have been her natural color. She wore tiny amethyst studs in her earlobes and several silver rings on her fingers, while a simple gold medallion dangled from a braided chain. A polished black stone gleamed in its center, possibly onyx or obsidian. 
 
    I must have been staring at her for longer than I thought, as one of those eyebrows lifted sardonically. “Are you getting in or not?” she asked pointedly. 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” I opened the rear door for Daraxandriel, helping her into the seat behind our driver, and then I hurried around to the other side, setting my backpack on the seat between us. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Kingsbury.” Her unspoken duh reminded me uncomfortably of Susie. She pulled out of the parking lot before I even got my seatbelt on and accelerated down the road. “So what’s all this ruckus about?” 
 
    “Ruckus?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen Nana this wound up in ages. She even had me going through a bunch of old records for her, which was not my idea of a fun weekend.” 
 
    “Nana?” 
 
    Her blue eyes frowned at me in the rearview mirror. “My grandmother. Lady Harwood.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re her granddaughter!” She didn’t match the mental image I had of her at all. “You’re, um –” Morgan had mentioned her name but I couldn’t remember what it was. 
 
    “Angelica,” she supplied, in a tone that strongly implied that I should have known. “Angelica Spencer.” 
 
    “Not Harwood?” 
 
    “My mother was a Harwood,” she explained curtly, “my father was a Spencer. And you’re Peter Collins, but who are these two?” 
 
    Susie didn’t seem to be paying any attention to the conversation so I answered for her. “That’s Susie,” I said, “my sister.” 
 
    Angelica eyed her doubtfully. “She doesn’t look like you in the slightest.” 
 
    “She’s still my sister. This is Dara.” 
 
    Despite the narrow, winding road we were on, Angelica leaned around to inspect Daraxandriel, who shrank back in her seat. “She doesn’t look like you either.” 
 
    “We’re not related. She’s just ... a friend.”  
 
    “Hmm.” Angelica sat back and peered at Susie in a way that made me think she was doing a witchcraft thing. “So you’re a witch, sort of.” Susie sniffed but didn’t bother to respond. “And you’re a warlock. What is she? I can’t tell anything at all about her.” There was a subtle threat in her voice. 
 
    “Don’t worry about her. We’ll explain everything when we meet with the Council.” Everything except the truth about Daraxandriel. “Are they going to be there at – where are we going? Kingsbury?” 
 
    “We’ll probably beat them there, but, yes, they’re on the way.” She drove on through the darkness in silence, the headlights showing nothing but the road ahead and unkempt hedgerows on either side. “You still haven’t told me what all this is about,” she said after a while. 
 
    “Didn’t your grandmother explain what happened?” I asked carefully. I didn’t want to give away too much until I figured out who could be trusted. I inspected her quickly with my Sight and she glowed like a ghost, even brighter than Susie. Her rings lit up as well but, to my surprise, her medallion remained inert. I supposed it was just regular jewelry. 
 
    “Nana’s not in the habit of explaining herself,” Angelica noted wryly. “She gives orders and expects others to follow them.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed that.” I didn’t mean for her to hear that, but her eyes wrinkled in amusement in the mirror. 
 
    “I gather she and Fay Morgan were digging into something to do with the victims of recent demon incursions,” she went on. “That’s what Nana had me looking up for her yesterday.” 
 
    “Did you find anything?” 
 
    “Nothing that made any sense to me,” she shrugged. “Do you know what they were looking for?” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s not important now. Agent Morgan is missing.” 
 
    “Missing?” 
 
    “A demon lord captured her in a soul trap and brought her back to England. We followed the trail and ended up in Kenilworth.” 
 
    Angelica turned to give me an incredulous look. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I wish I wasn’t,” I told her grimly. 
 
    “You’re saying there’s a demon lord in Kenilworth?” she frowned. “I didn’t sense anything.” 
 
    “He’s not there anymore. There’s a dungeon hidden under the ruins filled with soul traps. We think Agent Morgan’s is there but we can’t tell which one it is. That’s why we need the Council’s help.” 
 
    Angelica’s expression switched back and forth between doubtful and worried several times as we sped along the road. Off to the right, the sun was just thinking about crawling above the horizon, casting a hazy light over the fields, and a handful of cars passed us in the other direction before she finally shook her head. “This is bad,” she said, half to herself. I couldn’t disagree with her conclusion. 
 
    We continued on at a speed that seemed way too high for the road we were on, although I doubted there were any radar traps out here in the middle of English nowhere. We passed through a couple of tiny villages before I even noticed they were there, but otherwise this area of the country seemed to be nothing but farmland. It actually reminded me a lot of North Texas, except greener. 
 
    Angelica finally slowed down as a proper town came into sight up ahead, but she turned off before we reached it, looping through a roundabout and zigzagging along a confusing series of unmarked dirt lanes until we reached a tall iron gate spanning the road ahead. She touched a button above the windshield and the gates parted slowly. She zipped through the opening as soon as it was wide enough and continued along the driveway. Dense trees overlapped in a leafy canopy over our heads and I glimpsed water on either side through gaps in the undergrowth. 
 
    Another gate loomed ahead but this one was open and we pulled into a large courtyard surrounded by stone walls that had to be at least twenty feet high. The cobbled driveway made a circle around a central garden and multi-tiered fountain, but I barely noticed it. Instead, I gaped up at the house we stopped in front of, although calling it a house didn’t do it justice at all. 
 
    The central portion was obviously old, a round four-story tower constructed of worn stone and topped with angular crenellations. The massive wooden doorway facing us wouldn’t have looked out of place in a medieval castle and I could easily imagine archers lurking behind the narrow windows above it, ready to rain death upon the enemy. 
 
    The wings angling off to either side were more modern, but only in the sense that they were just hundreds of years old instead of a thousand. I didn’t know enough about architecture to tell if they were Elizabethan or Victorian or something else entirely, but the windows laid out in three evenly-spaced rows were much larger and the steeply-pitched roofs were covered with slate tiles and dotted with brick chimneys. The entire thing exuded an inanimate dignity, as if it had been standing there for centuries and intended to remain there for many more. 
 
    “Welcome to Kingsbury,” Angelica announced with a smug twist to her lips, shutting off the car and opening her door. “Let’s find Nana. And breakfast. I’m starving.” She got out and I grabbed my backpack and followed suit as she walked around the car towards the door, giving me my first look at the rest of her.  
 
    She was tall and slender, striding with a fluid grace that wouldn’t have been out of place on a fashion show runway. Her outfit was a flirty off-the-shoulder floral thing that looked more like a nightgown than an actual dress, barely coming down to mid-thigh and showing off her feminine assets and toned legs to maximum advantage. Her stiletto heels brought her up to eye level on me but I couldn’t help but worry that they’d get caught between the cobbles and turn her ankle. She made it to the broad steps leading up to the door without incident, though, just as a youngish man in a white shirt, red vest, and black slacks came out. 
 
    “Don’t scratch the paint, Freddie,” she told him, tossing him the keys as she passed him. He caught them easily and nodded. 
 
    “Of course, Lady Angelica.” He waited by the car until Susie and Daraxandriel disembarked and then climbed in and started it up. He drove off and disappeared around the far end of the mansion, no doubt to a garage elsewhere on the property. 
 
    “Well, come on,” Angelica told us impatiently. She waited long enough for us to reach the bottom of the steps before striding into the house. Susie followed her in but Daraxandriel looked up at the tower looming over us and shivered despite my jacket. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked her worriedly. 
 
    “This place is infused with ancient magic,” she said quietly. “Its walls stand as a bulwark against those of mine ilk.” 
 
    “Can you even go in?” I knew that exposing her to the Council would be risky but it never occurred to me that just entering the building might cause her problems. 
 
    “Thy talisman should sufficient to divert the wards set within the stones,” she said, closing her hand around her cross. She didn’t sound as confident as I would have liked but we couldn’t just leave her standing all alone in the courtyard. We had to hope that Dr. Bellowes’ spell was strong enough to protect her from the house and the Council. 
 
    I took her hand and we mounted the steps. The oak beams of the door were at least four inches thick and bound with iron straps and it didn’t budge at all when I pushed against it curiously. I wondered how the residents managed to open it. 
 
    Maybe it’s magic, I thought doubtfully as I guided Daraxandriel through the opening. It might have just been my imagination but I thought I felt a brief tingle as we stepped over the threshold. If Daraxandriel felt it as well, she didn’t mention it. 
 
    We found ourselves in a large entryway that reminded me of the foyer of the Hellburn library, although the Great Seal of Texas was missing from the marble floor. The ceiling soared above us and an iron chandelier larger than some cars hung from the rafters from a thick chain. Pedestals stood at intervals along the walls, each holding either a bust of some stern-looking man or a vase overflowing with fresh flowers. 
 
    A man stood in the center of the room, obviously waiting for us. He looked to be about sixty, judging from his receding hairline and the gray at his temples, although his trim mustache was still jet black. He wore a tailored suit with razor-sharp creases and a carefully-knotted red silk tie. 
 
    “If you’ll follow me,” he said in a voice as elegant as his attire, inclining his head in the slightest of bows, “Lady Harwood is waiting.” 
 
    He turned on his heel without waiting for a response and led us to the right through another set of doors. The hallway beyond seemed to stretch out forever, with windows on the right and closed doors on the left, interspersed with portraits and paintings in gilded frames. A patterned carpet muffled our footsteps as we continued to a door about halfway down, which our guide held open for us. 
 
    “Mr. Collins and companion,” he announced to whomever was within, stepping aside to let us pass. Daraxandriel and I exchanged a nervous look and then I took her hand and led her inside. 
 
    This room was a dining room of sorts, dominated by a long table with eight carved chairs arranged around its perimeter. The place settings were all china and silver and crystal and candelabras stood at either end, although the candles weren’t lit. Mirrors on the walls made the room look much wider than it really was and multiplied the number of people within, although there were really only four other occupants. 
 
    Susie sat at the nearest corner, ignoring us as she poked at a plate of fruit and toast, while Angelica inspected the silver dishes lined up along a low cupboard on one side of the room. On the other, several tea pots and coffee pots alternated with cups and saucers, along with a vast assortment of pastries. 
 
    The two strangers in the room paused their conversation to look at us in frank curiosity. One was a middle-aged man wearing a tweed jacket over his button-down shirt and trousers, while the woman, who might have been in her thirties, was dressed even more casually in a plain blouse, blue slacks, and white sneakers. She looked oddly familiar and I realized that she had the same nose and eyes as Angelica, although her hair was darker and much shorter. This can’t be Angelica’s mother, I thought, she’s way too young. She must be her aunt or older sister or something. 
 
    “Here at last, Mr. Collins,” said the woman, as if it was my fault we showed up when we did. I scarcely noticed, though, since I recognized her voice.  
 
    “Lady Harwood?” I gasped. This is Angelica’s grandmother? How is that even possible? I looked from one to the other and both of them gave me the same smirk. 
 
    “It may be best if you hold your questions until the rest of the Council arrives, Mr. Collins,” Lady Harwood suggested dryly. “We have a lot to discuss and I’d rather not repeat myself.” She looked at Daraxandriel expectantly and it took me a moment to realize what she was waiting for. 
 
    “Oh, sorry! Lady Harwood, this is Dara. Um, Dara Alexander. Dara, Lady Harwood.” 
 
    Daraxandriel bobbed in a perfect curtsey. “I am pleased to make thine –” 
 
    “Your,” I interjected quickly. 
 
    “– your acquaintance, my lady.” 
 
    “Welcome to Kingsbury, Miss Alexander,” Lady Harwood said with the faintest of frowns. “This is Sir James Ridley, a member of the Council and a dear family friend.” 
 
    “Miss Alexander,” Sir James nodded pleasantly. He had a smooth, cultured voice. “Mr. Collins.” 
 
    “Please, help yourselves to some breakfast,” Lady Harwood said, gesturing to the sideboard. “We have a rather busy day ahead of us.” 
 
    That’s the understatement of the year, I thought, but I nudged Daraxandriel towards the serving dishes. She silently doffed my jacket and handed it back to me before picking up a plate and peering into the first dish, which contained a mound of poached eggs. She passed on those and continued down the line as I set my backpack down in the corner of the room and shrugged my jacket back on.  
 
    “So did you two just get married or something?” Angelica asked me with a crooked smile. At my puzzled look, she indicated my suit and Daraxandriel’s white dress with a flick of her finger. 
 
    “Oh, no, we were at prom when things, ah, started happening. We didn’t have time to change.” 
 
    “I see. That explains her, then.” She angled her head in Susie’s direction. “I thought maybe she was a bridesmaid.” 
 
    “No, she’s just my sister. She’s not actually supposed to be here.” 
 
    “And how exactly did you get here?” she asked pointedly. “You just hopped a flight across the Atlantic dressed like that and then took a cab up to Kenilworth?” 
 
    “Um.” I really didn’t want to admit we came through a demon portal, at least not until we figured out a way to explain it without revealing who – and what – Daraxandriel really was. “Your grandmother wants us to wait until the rest of the Council shows up.” 
 
    “All right, fine,” she sighed irritably, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “So, she really is your grandmother, right? Your mother’s mother?” 
 
    Angelica snorted. “Hard to believe, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, but how? It’s not a glamour, is it?” 
 
    “She wears a glamour when she leaves the grounds,” she admitted, “to make herself look older. She doesn’t bother with it when she’s here.” 
 
    “But –” Angelica just tapped the stone on her medallion, cocking an eyebrow at me as she tilted her head towards her grandmother. I followed her gaze, not understanding what she was getting at. Lady Harwood and Sir James were deep in their own conversation, but she seemed to sense my attention and turned to look at me. The motion shifted the collar of her blouse and I saw she was wearing a silver necklace not unlike Angelica’s, except hers bore a red gemstone that pulsed with a faint light. “Oh my God,” I breathed. “She has a Philosopher’s Stone!” 
 
    “Nana’s much older than she looks,” Angelica confided quietly. “Much older. She’s had to fake her own death a few times when people start getting suspicious.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I said again. “But you don’t have one.” Her stone remained black and inert, hovering just above her cleavage. I found it hard to look away. 
 
    “No, this is just a rock,” she shrugged. “I’d love to have a Stone of my own, though. Fay has one, right? What happened to it after she was captured?” She sounded very eager to hear my answer. 
 
    “It’s still with her, inside the soul trap.” 
 
    “Oh.” She slumped in disappointment. “That’s too bad. We could have used it to free her.” 
 
    “Not while it’s still bound to her,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Ah, right, of course. Well, eat up. You’re going to need your strength.” Her smile had an odd edge to it, as if she knew something I didn’t. Since that was almost a certainty, I put that thought aside and quickly assembled a breakfast of eggs, potatoes, and ham for myself. 
 
    I sat between Susie and Daraxandriel and set about inhaling my food. My watch told me it was almost 6 AM but my body insisted it was closer to midnight. I was going to need a lot of fuel if I was going to stay awake while we tried to talk the Council into helping us rescue Agent Morgan and defeat Dr. Bellowes.  
 
    Angelica sat across from us and methodically worked her way through a meal more suited to Olympic athletes. I wondered how she maintained her figure. Maybe she’s wearing a glamour, I thought. Nobody looks that incredible in real life. No, I checked her in the car. This is really her. I forced my gaze back down to my plate, all too aware of Daraxandriel sitting beside me. I love Dara, I reminded myself. Angelica’s just eye candy. Sweet, tantalizing candy. 
 
    An unobtrusive door in the back of the room opened and a young woman in the same uniform as the guy who parked Angelica’s car stepped in, carrying a teapot. She swapped out one of the pots on the side table and then checked the other containers before exiting the same way. No one else seemed to register her presence and I wondered whether I just imagined her or the servants just projected some sort of I’m not here aura that allowed them to do their jobs with minimum disruption. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Daraxandriel pushing her food around her plate, scarcely eating anything. “Are you okay?” I asked her quietly. “Do you not like the food?” 
 
    “Nay. No,” she corrected herself, shooting a glance at Angelica. “The food is fine. I am just very tired.” She looked tired. She could barely hold her head up and there were dark circles under her eyes I hadn’t noticed before. Between prom and opening the portal and maintaining her human form and staying up all night and whatever the house was doing to her, it was a miracle she hadn’t already passed out from exhaustion. 
 
    “You need to lie down.” I pushed my chair back and helped her to her feet.  
 
    “Is everything all right, Miss Alexander?” Lady Harwood asked, frowning at us as we moved towards the door. “You look quite pale.” 
 
    “She just tired,” I explained. “We’ve been up all night. Is there a place she can take a nap?” 
 
    “Of course. My apologies, I should have realized.” She touched a finger to her Stone and said, “Dobbs, come escort Miss Alexander to one of the spare rooms.” The words echoed slightly in my head and Susie looked up with interest. Lady Harwood lowered her hand and nodded to us. “Dobbs will meet you outside and see to your needs. We’ll send someone to fetch you when we’re ready to convene the Council.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I told her gratefully. I guided Daraxandriel to the door, grabbing my backpack as we passed. It was a nuisance having to cart it around everywhere but I couldn’t trust Susie to keep an eye on it while we were gone. 
 
    The door opened just as we reached it and the same man who led us here earlier stood there. “Miss Alexander,” Dobbs said gravely, inclining his head to her. “Please follow me.” 
 
    He turned and walked down the hallway towards the entrance hall at a pace perfectly matched to ours. We passed through into the other wing and Dobbs stopped at another door that looked like all the rest, except it didn’t have a doorknob. Instead, he tapped a button mounted on the wall beside it and the door slid open, revealing an elevator. He motioned us in and then stepped in after us, pressing the button labeled 1 on the console beside the opening. I thought he made a mistake but the door slid shut and the elevator rose with barely any sound or vibration. 
 
    The elevator let us out on the second floor – or maybe it was the first floor – and Dobbs led us to a room three doors down. He opened the door and then stepped back to let us enter. “I trust this will suffice,” he said. 
 
    I would have answered him but I was too busy gaping at the room. It was larger than most apartments, dominated by an ornately-carved canopy bed in the center of the floor. Matching dressers and tables and cabinets lined the walls and a pair of padded highback chairs created a sitting area in the corner by the windows. Plush rugs covered the hardware floors and textured wallpaper covered the walls, dotted with brass lighting fixtures. Another door led off somewhere, probably to a bathroom. The room was tasteful and light and airy and far better than any five-star hotel room. 
 
    “Please make yourselves comfortable,” Dobbs told us. “If you need anything, just lift the receiver and someone from the staff will see to your needs.” He gestured to the small table positioned beside the bed, where an old-fashioned rotary dial telephone sat. Dobbs closed the door before I could stammer out a thanks, leaving us alone. 
 
    “Wow,” I said finally.  
 
    “Even Her Majesty the Queen did not have bedchambers this fine,” Daraxandriel murmured, tilting her head back to peruse the ceiling, where painted cherubs frolicked among the clouds. “This is most generous of Lady Harwood.” 
 
    “I would have settled for a cot in the back room,” I confessed, “but this is nice. Come on, let’s get you settled.” 
 
    I dropped my backpack on a padded bench at the foot of the bed and pulled back the bedcovers for her, exposing smooth white sheets as Daraxandriel removed her shoes. She attempted to sit on the bed but her dress, combined with the height of the mattress, conspired against her. 
 
    “You’d better take that off,” I told her. “You’re not going to be able to sleep in it anyway.” 
 
    She nodded and reached over her shoulder to unzip it, or tried to, anyway. She hadn’t yet developed the double-jointed shoulders necessary for such an operation, so I turned her around and drew the zipper down, hesitating for just a moment when a white strap came into view. 
 
    She’s wearing a bra? I realized, startled. How did Mom talk her into that? I’d never seen her in one before and suddenly an image of her standing there in just her undergarments flashed across my mind, leaving my mouth dry and my fingers a little shaky. This is ridiculous, I told myself sternly. I’ve seen her naked. Seeing her in her underwear isn’t going to make a difference. I had to take a deep breath before I continued, though, exposing more of her smooth, unblemished skin until the zipper reached the end. 
 
    “I thank thee, Peter Simon Collins,” she said, oblivious to the primitive thoughts scampering through my brain. She stepped out of the dress and held it against her chest as she looked around with a frown. “I do not wish to leave this lying about. Dame Collins will be unhappy if it is damaged or dirtied.” 
 
    “I’ll, uh, I’ll, uh –” I cleared my throat and tried again. “I’ll hang it up for you.” 
 
    She handed it to me with a grateful smile and I just stood there gawping at her. In her strapless bra and silk panties, she looked so incredibly sexy and innocent at the same time and I was thankful for all of the petticoats hiding Little Peter’s reaction from view. After a moment, she raised a questioning eyebrow and I remembered I was supposed to be doing something right now. 
 
    There weren’t any closets that I could see but a tall armoire stood in the corner. I opened it cautiously, unsure what I’d find inside, but it proved to be empty other than a few hangers dangling from the rail. It took me a while to figure out how to hang up a strapless dress – it actually had thin ribbons hidden inside for just this purpose, as it turned out – and when I closed the door and looked back, Daraxandriel was already under the sheets, practically swallowed up by the covers. All I saw of her were her big brown eyes and spiky red hair. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay here?” I asked her. 
 
    “I shall,” she assured me with a sleepy smile. “Already this bed draws me down into blissful slumber.” 
 
    “Let me close the curtains for you.” I released the ties holding the drapes back and tugged them together over the windows. After a brief search, I found the light switches and shut them off as well. The only light in the room was the pale morning sunlight leaking around the edge of the curtains, just bright enough for me to navigate safely. I returned to Daraxandriel’s side. “How’s that?” Her only answer was her slow and gentle breathing. 
 
    I just stood there for a while, watching her sleep. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be, I thought. You were supposed to go to prom with me and win that laptop. You’re supposed to be sleeping in my arms at the Hellburn Hilton, not lying in a strange house surrounding by the most powerful witches in England. You’re supposed to be falling in love with me, not searching through dungeons halfway around the world trying to save Agent Morgan from Metraxion and Dr. Bellowes. I shook my head with a sigh. Maybe it just isn’t meant to be. 
 
    Gravity seemed particularly strong all of a sudden and I eyed the wide expanse of bed beside Daraxandriel yearningly. I should get some sleep too, I told myself. No, the rest of the Council will be here soon. We need to get back to that dungeon and get Agent Morgan out of there. She can take things from there. 
 
    It took a definite effort of will to turn away. I shed my jacket and tie and dug through my backpack for my other clothes. If I couldn’t sleep, at least I could be more comfortable. I quickly changed into a white polo shirt, jeans, and sneakers and transferred my wallet, keys, and phone before hanging my formal clothes in the armoire beside Daraxandriel’s dress.  
 
    I remembered Morgan’s phone as I was shutting the door and dug it out of my jacket pocket, stowing it in my backpack before I returned to Daraxandriel’s side. She hadn’t moved a hair’s breadth and just standing there looking at her peaceful features was dragging my eyelids down. I patted my cheek to wake myself up and let myself out of the room, carefully easing the door closed so as not to wake her. 
 
    The hallway outside was deserted and I retraced our steps to the elevator, riding it down to the ground floor. Dobbs was back at his post in the entrance hall and I wondered if all he did was guide lost souls from one room to the next. 
 
    “Mr. Collins,” he greeted me. “Lady Harwood wished me to inform you that the remaining members of the Council have arrived.” 
 
    “That’s great! Thanks.” I tried to walk past him, heading for the dining room, but he held up his hand to stop me. 
 
    “That way, Mr. Collins.” He gestured to his right, where a stone staircase spiraled up into the ceiling. “They’re waiting for you in the Upper Chamber.”  
 
    I eyed the steps uneasily. They looked unusually steep and narrow and the iron banister didn’t look strong enough to hold my weight if I lost my balance. “How far up is the Upper Chamber?” I asked. 
 
    Dobbs didn’t exactly smile but he definitely exuded an aura of amusement. “All the way, sir,” he replied, “to the very top. You can’t miss it.” 
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    Rituals abound in every society. From religious ceremonies to greeting someone for the first time to arranging the cutlery on a table, rituals tell us what to do and how to behave. Without them, everyday activities quickly descend into chaos, with you trying to shake someone’s hand while they’re bowing. When everyone acts the right way at the right time, conflict and embarrassment are avoided. 
 
    That said, rituals are actually kind of pointless in the grand scheme of things. Does it really matter whether the salad fork is closer to the plate than the soup spoon? Will God’s wrath really descend upon His people if they forget to genuflect at the appropriate time? Has anyone really suffered after failing to toss salt over their shoulder when the shaker tips over? Rituals make us feel comfortable and in control of our lives, but they’re arbitrary. Is there something inherently better about shaking someone’s hand when you meet them, as opposed to, say, patting your head and rubbing your stomach? 
 
    It would be an interesting social experiment to go through an entire day without engaging in your normal rituals. That’s not to say you should completely abandon civilized behavior. You still need to bathe and dress in the morning and obey the traffic laws on your way into work, but see if you can make home again without getting punched, yelled at, or fired. I suspect most of us would fail miserably. Rituals are ingrained in us, even when we know they’re meaningless. When the apocalypse comes and society collapses, we’ll still be shaking hands with one another. We might not know where our next meal is coming from, but at least we’ll know how to greet a stranger. 
 
      
 
    I kept my hand on the wall as I ascended, staying as far away from the edge as I could. The steps were as old as the tower itself, worn down by so many feet over the ages that they dipped in the middle. They were also a little higher than I was used to and my thighs were starting to complain by the time I reached the next floor and stopped to get my bearings. 
 
    The room I found myself in was a library of sorts, with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lining the walls and forming a broad cylinder in the center. Clusters of tables and chairs in between provided comfortable seating for readers but there was no one else in sight. This clearly wasn’t the Upper Chamber Dobbs mentioned but I wasn’t sure where to go from here. The steps behind me stopped here and I didn’t see any other exits. 
 
    I started around the curve of the room, wondering if Lady Harwood was testing me for some reason. Maybe I had to solve a magical puzzle or locate an invisible door to prove – what? That I was really a warlock? What difference would that make? 
 
    I glanced at the books as I passed, curious as to what sort of subjects Lady Harwood was interested in, but most of the titles were in languages I didn’t know or missing entirely. The sheer number of books rivaled the collection in the Hellburn Municipal Library, but every one of them looked old, their pages bound in worn leather or tied into bundles with ribbons or string. The air smelled of parchment and leather. 
 
    The bookcases had to be fifteen feet high and wooden ladders rolled on brass railings to provide access to the out-of-reach shelves. I wasn’t superstitious but I walked around them just the same. You never knew, especially in a place like this. 
 
    When I reached the quarter mark in my circumnavigation, I spotted another set of steps on the opposite side of the room, leading upwards to, hopefully, the Upper Chamber. I also saw something I didn’t expect to find here: a computer. 
 
    It sat on a large desk of oak and brass situated near the steps, looking completely out of place, the only piece of technology in sight other than the electric lights spaced around the room. I supposed it was part of Lady Harwood’s digitization project, although I couldn’t imagine the effort it was going to take to scan and catalog all of these books. She was going to need every extra day of life her Philosopher’s Stone gave her, along with a horde of willing helpers. 
 
    The steps were more important at the moment, though, and I quickened my pace. The wooden floor was solid under my feet and thick rugs covered most of its surface, so my progress was all but silent. I nearly reached the computer desk before I realized there was someone else in the room. 
 
    A man stood by the central column with his head bowed over a small volume the size of a school notebook. He had his back to me so I couldn’t see his face, but his full head of hair and beard were as white as snow. He wore a loose gray cardigan that made him look like someone’s grandfather. Maybe he’s Angelica’s grandfather, I thought. Maybe this is Lord Harwood. He was quite a bit older than Lady Harwood appeared, but he probably didn’t have a Philosopher’s Stone of his own. 
 
    He was too absorbed in whatever he was reading to notice me and I wondered if I should introduce myself or just slip out of the room without saying anything. Before I could flip a coin, though, he closed the book and turned to replace it on the shelf. He caught sight of me and paused, lifting a curious eyebrow, and my heart froze in my chest. 
 
    My starry pentagram snapped into existence around my feet and I summoned a ball of force, drawing my hand back to launch it at him, hopefully before he could raise a shield or counter-attack. His only reaction, however, was to raise his other eyebrow. 
 
    “Very impressive,” he said mildly. I recognized his voice, although we’d only exchanged a few sentences the last time we met. “It usually takes many years of study and practice to conjure that much power so quickly.” He didn’t seem to be in the least bit concerned for his safety. 
 
    I just blinked at him. Why isn’t he attacking me? Doesn’t he know how much damage I can do with this? It’s his spell.  The truth dawned on me a moment later. He doesn’t know who I am. We’ve never met in this timeline. 
 
    “I’m William Bellowes,” he went on. “You must be Peter Collins. Lady Harwood tells me you need our help.” 
 
    “Um.” I didn’t know what to say. Dr. Bellowes – Daraxandriel’s mortal enemy – is standing right in front of me. I can catch him by surprise, take him out right now, and she’ll be safe. All those innocent souls will be avenged. Metraxion will be free to return to Hell, although that’s not ideal. All I had to do was release the force slowly building up in my hand. 
 
    Two things stopped me. First, I couldn’t be certain I’d succeed. I knew a dozen ways to block or cancel a force blow, which meant that Dr. Bellowes knew them too. Second, I wasn’t a cold-blooded killer Despite everything he’d done, even though I believed he deserved to die, I couldn’t do it myself.  
 
    I cleared my throat. “Sorry,” I said. “You startled me.” His eyes, the color of a rain cloud, shifted from my face to my hand and I hastily canceled the spell and banished my pentagram. “Sorry.” 
 
    “No harm done,” he assured me, as if random teenagers threatening magical mayhem was an everyday occurrence for him. “We’d best get upstairs. The others are waiting.” He gestured for me to precede him up the stairs. I hesitated and then complied, although my spine tingled in anxious anticipation all the way up. 
 
    The next floor was the same and shape as the library, but it was completely devoid of any furnishings or decorations. The wooden floor was worn smooth by the tread of countless feet and the dull gray surface of the stone walls was broken only by a few narrow windows sealed with leaded glass. Plain oak beams, dark with age, held up the ceiling and another set of narrow steps on the far side continued upwards. Our footsteps were curiously muffled as we crossed the floor and I couldn’t tell where the light was coming from. 
 
    “What –?” I started to ask, before I remembered who I was with. I couldn’t imagine why this room was left empty or what it might be used for but I couldn’t bring myself to ask my mortal enemy. 
 
    “This is the Ritual Chamber,” Dr. Bellowes explained anyway. “The Council performs certain workings here when we need to be closely shielded and undisturbed.” He gestured and suddenly a pattern lit up on the floor, nearly spanning the entire room. It was the largest pentagram I’d ever seen, an ornate construct of concentric shapes outlined in flickering silver fire. The inner rings slowly orbited in opposition, reminding me uneasily of Metraxion’s portal. “We haven’t used it in quite some time,” he added offhandedly.  
 
    He gestured again and the pattern faded away as he walked straight through its center. I hurried around the edge of the room, taking care to avoid walking on the faint lines on the floor. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Dr. Bellowes. Well, it was exactly that, actually. Dr. Bellowes waited for me at the foot of the stairs without commenting on my circuitous path and led the way upstairs. 
 
    The Upper Chamber was identical to the Ritual Chamber, except for the immense circular table standing in its center. It looked like it had been carved from a single block of stone and the nine straight-backed chairs arranged around it looked more like thrones. Three of them were occupied, with Susie on one side by herself facing Angelica and Sir James. Lady Harwood stood a short distance away, deep in another conversation with a heavy-set middle-aged woman, but she looked up when I came into view. 
 
    “There you are, Mr. Collins,” she said, once again sounding like she blamed me for holding things up. “Please take a seat. We have much to talk about.” 
 
    I rounded the table and sat beside Susie. The chair was padded with dark red leather on the seat, back, and armrests but I was pretty sure I’d be sore if I stayed there for any length of time. I wondered if that was by design, to encourage the Council members to wrap up their business quickly. 
 
    Susie used one hand to prop up her head while the other traced the symbols engraved into the top of the table. They looked like Viking runes to me, although some of them reminded me of demonic script. “Can you read that?” I asked her quietly. 
 
    “No,” she said disinterestedly. Like the room below, the Upper Chamber was well lit by some unseen source and the glitter on her fingernails sparkled as she moved her finger. It’s almost as if a coven of witches lives here, I reminded myself. 
 
    Lady Harwood seated herself beside her granddaughter, Dr. Bellowes sat on her other side, and the older woman took the chair beside Sir James, favoring us with a dimpled smile. Lady Harwood pursed her lips as she glanced around the table, noting the two empty spaces. 
 
    “Is Miss Alexander feeling better, Mr. Collins?” she asked. 
 
    “She’s sleeping,” I said. “She’ll be fine when she wakes up.” 
 
    “Do we need to wait for her?” 
 
    I very carefully didn’t look in Dr. Bellowes’ direction. “We can start without her.” 
 
    “Very well.” She placed her hands palm-down on the surface of the table and all the other Council members followed suit. “I call the Council of Nine to order,” Lady Harwood intoned. “May the Goddess bless us and guide us. Simus lux in tenebris.” 
 
    Suddenly, the symbols in the stone began to glow in a soft, pale light, casting shadows on the wall that didn’t have anything to do with the people sitting around the table. The light waxed and waned for a few seconds and then faded until all that was left was a faint silvery tracery. I kept my hands well away from it but Susie leaned closer, poking at the gleaming symbols with her finger. 
 
    “Let’s keep our introductions brief,” Lady Harwood declared, sitting back. “This is Mr. Peter Collins, an ... associate of Fay Morgan.” That elicited looks of renewed interest from the newcomers, including Dr. Bellowes. I avoided his appraising gaze. “Miss Susie Collins is his sister.” Her tone implied that Susie’s presence continued to be a mystery to her. 
 
    “Mr. Collins, you’ve already met Angelica and Sir James. This is Mrs. Gwendolyn Berry.” She was round where Sir James was lean, with wavy brown locks framing her ruddy cheeks. Her merry eyes were hazel like mine and her smile looked like a permanent fixture on her face. 
 
    “Welcome to England, Mr. Collins!” Mrs. Berry proclaimed heartily. “Is this your first time here?” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “Marvelous. I hope you enjoy your time with us.” 
 
    “Ah, thanks,” I said doubtfully. We’re hunting demons. That’s not my idea of fun. 
 
    “And this,” Lady Harwood went on, gesturing to her right, “is Dr. William Bellowes.” 
 
    “We’ve met,” I told her flatly. At her surprised look, I added quickly, “Downstairs, just now.” 
 
    “Ah. Did that have anything to do with that surge of power I sensed?”  
 
    “Just a misunderstanding,” Dr. Bellowes assured her coolly. “Mr. Collins is quite a skilled warlock, for someone so young.” I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from retorting to his backhanded compliment. 
 
    “Very well, let’s get down to business. I was – Yes, Mr. Collins? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Well –”  
 
    “Yes?” she prompted me impatiently. 
 
    “Where are the others?” 
 
    “The others?” 
 
    “The other Council members.” She frowned at me as if she didn’t understand what I was talking about. “There’s only five of you.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say, Mr. Collins?” 
 
    I looked around all their faces, trying to shake the feeling that someone was playing some sort of prank on me. “There are nine chairs here. You’re the Council of Nine. Why aren’t there nine of you?” 
 
    Lady Harwood sat back in her chair, taken aback at my question. She exchanged glances with the other Council members and then recovered her frown. “The Council of Nine was formed nearly seven hundred years ago, Mr. Collins,” she informed me, “a group of skilled witches who sought to defend the people of England from demons and rogue practitioners alike. The Council of Nine is renowned within magical circles as a bastion of light against the unrelenting darkness that threatens us.” 
 
    “Over time, members have come and gone,” Sir James explained, “but the Council still remains. We prefer to have a full complement of nine, of course, but it’s not easy to find witches who are skilled enough and dedicated enough to qualify, and changing our name every time someone joins or leaves our ranks is impractical.”  
 
    “Can I join?” Susie asked suddenly. Everyone looked at her with varying degrees of astonishment and bemusement. 
 
    “Susie!” I exclaimed. “You can’t join!” 
 
    “Why not?” She had that stubborn set to her jaw again. “I want to fight demons.” 
 
    “You’re not even supposed to be here!” 
 
    “So? I’m here now.” 
 
    “You hardly know any spells!” 
 
    “I’m a fast learner.” 
 
    “You’re not even English!” 
 
    “Does that matter?” she frowned. 
 
    Sir James coughed discretely behind his hand. “Well, it helps tremendously if you reside in England, Miss Collins. We have to respond quickly when danger threatens.” 
 
    “I can move,” she insisted. “I can stay here, right? There’s lots of rooms.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” I rubbed my temples with my fingertips. “Mom and Dad aren’t going to let you move to England to fight demons. And what about Cameron? He can’t come with you.” 
 
    Susie opened her mouth to argue with me and then shut it again as she considered the ramifications of her plan. She sat back in her chair, crossing her arms as she glared at the table. 
 
    “If we can table Miss Collins’ application for the moment,” Lady Harwood declared firmly, “we’d best get to the matter at hand. Mr. Collins, perhaps you can explain the circumstances that brought the two of you here. The three of you,” she corrected herself. “I don’t mean to exclude Miss Alexander.” 
 
    All five of them focused their attention on me and I cleared my throat, keeping my hands in my lap under the table so they wouldn’t see how nervous I was. I couldn’t just blurt out that Dr. Bellowes was a murderer, not with him sitting right there, and I absolutely couldn’t reveal that Daraxandriel was a succubus. She’d be dead before I finished the sentence. 
 
    “What did Agent Morgan tell you?” I stalled.  
 
    Lady Harwood looked irked that I immediately lobbed the ball back to her but she answered anyway. “Fay contacted me early yesterday morning, asking about recent demon attacks. She wanted to know if we’d noticed unusual numbers of young women dying unexpectedly. She was especially interested in victims who had no apparent contact with the demon before it was vanquished.” 
 
    “This is the first I’ve heard of this, Evelyn,” Sir James protested. 
 
    “It wasn’t a matter for the full Council,” Lady Harwood responded. “Fay noticed a suspicious pattern in recent incursions in the States and merely asked if the same was happening here in England.” 
 
    “So it’s spread to America now?” Sir James asked worriedly. “That doesn’t bode well.” 
 
    “It’s not proven that she’s seeing the same thing we did. Angelica and I spent the day going through the records.” She either didn’t notice or chose to ignore her granddaughter’s eyeroll. “A fairly tedious task, as you might imagine, until we get everything computerized.” 
 
    “Did you find anything useful?” he prompted. 
 
    “Nothing we didn’t see when we looked into these deaths before, but also nothing to dismiss Fay’s observation out of hand.” The other members of the Council digested this news with somber expressions, except for Dr. Bellowes. I studied him surreptitiously for any sign of guilt or nervousness but he merely nodded thoughtfully. “However, when I called William last night to get his opinion, he convinced me that we may have a serious problem on our hands.” 
 
    “Do you know what’s happening, William?” Mrs. Berry asked uneasily. Her smile was still there but definitely muted now. 
 
    Dr. Bellowes spread his hands somberly. “I keep my own reports of incursions I’m involved in, rather more detailed than what we record in the archives. I review them periodically to study what tactics worked and what didn’t so that we’re better prepared the next time.” That drew nods of understanding all around the table. “Recently, I’ve noticed that the unusual deaths that Fay is apparently encountering have been happening more frequently here. The trend is disturbing but clear. Whenever there’s a major demon incursion, a nearby innocent will likely die unaccountably.” 
 
    “How horrible,” Mrs. Berry murmured. 
 
    “When Evelyn contacted me last night and told me about Fay’s concerns,” Dr. Bellowes went on, “I realized that something very sinister must be going on.” 
 
    “I asked William to come up to Kingsbury to help us get to the bottom of this,” Lady Harwood continued. “We’ve been up all night trying to sort out what might be happening. We contacted Fay a couple of hours ago to brief her and get her input but we were cut off suddenly. Shortly afterwards, I received a very frantic call from her colleague, Ryan Prescott, saying Fay had been taken by a demon and urging me to contact Mr. Collins, who was attempting to rescue her.” Her gaze rested on me, steady and unreadable. “And now perhaps you can explain what’s going on.” 
 
     “Wait a minute,” I demanded incredulously, staring at Dr. Bellowes. “You admit that girls are being killed after demon attacks?” 
 
    He arched a white eyebrow at me. “Why wouldn’t I? If this is true and not some bizarre statistical anomaly, we have a serious situation on our hands.” 
 
    “Are you saying there’s another demon using these incursions as cover?” Sir James asked uneasily. “An incubus, maybe?” 
 
    “An incubus doesn’t kill its prey,” Mrs. Berry said, shaking her head, “at least not directly, and someone would have sensed a demon on the loose sooner or later. You’re talking about black magic, aren’t you, Evelyn? A rogue witch?” 
 
    “That’s my fear,” Lady Harwood nodded somberly, “especially in light of what happened to Fay. Someone – perhaps several someones – may be controlling demons for whatever dark purpose. The souls of the innocent are a powerful tool in demonic hands.” She turned her hard eyes on me. “Is that what Fay believed, Mr. Collins? Do we have a rogue on our hands?” 
 
    Yes! I wanted to shout. He’s sitting right beside you! He found out we were on to him and came forward with the same story to throw you off his track! But I couldn’t say that. It would be my word against his and my word was worthless here. We had to get Agent Morgan back. 
 
    “Yes,” I said carefully. I kept my eyes fixed on her Philosopher’s Stone. If I looked at Dr. Bellowes, I couldn’t guarantee I’d keep my emotions in check. “She thinks someone is using souls as payment in exchange for a demon lord’s powers.” 
 
    “That’s playing with fire,” Sir James murmured in dismay. “Hellfire, literally.” 
 
    “Does she know who it might be?” Lady Harwood pressed. “More than one person, presumably. Even we just can’t pop back and forth across the Atlantic willy-nilly.” 
 
    “She didn’t tell me a name,” I told her. “I’m not part of her team, I just met her when she and Agent Prescott arrived in town. I happened to be nearby when she was captured.” All of that was true. I hoped it would be enough to convince Dr. Bellowes that I was a just minor player in all of this. 
 
    “And you followed the demon’s trail to Kenilworth and discovered a room full of soul traps.” I couldn’t tell if that doubtful undercurrent to her statement was really there or just a figment of my imagination. 
 
    “Yes,” I said firmly. “Agent Morgan has to be in there. We need to get her out before something happens to her.” Before Dr. Bellowes can order Metraxion to kill her. 
 
    “What do you think, William?” Lady Harwood asked. “You’re our expert on soul traps.” 
 
    “You flatter me, Evelyn,” he replied wryly. “It’s hard to make any educated guesses without seeing Mr. Collins’ dungeon. We don’t know what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    It’s not my dungeon, you bastard, I seethed silently. I gripped my hands tightly under the table, trying to keep my face from betraying my thoughts. “We need to go back to Kenilworth,” I insisted. 
 
    “I agree,” Dr. Bellowes nodded, to my surprise. “If Mr. Collins can lead me to this place, I can discover who’s been trapping those demons.” 
 
    “How?” Mrs. Berry frowned. 
 
    Dr. Bellowes’ face creased with amusement. “By letting one of them out.” 
 
    “That’s what I said!” Susie protested. 
 
    “You can’t be serious, William,” Sir James protested. “What if it’s a demon lord?” 
 
    “I think I can handle a single demon,” Dr. Bellowes said dryly, “especially one foolish enough to allow itself to be trapped. Mr. Collins and I should have an answer within the hour.” 
 
    “What?” I blurted, aghast. There was no way I was going anywhere with him alone. 
 
    “You’re the only one who knows how to find this dungeon,” he pointed out. He was such a good liar, I couldn’t tell he was lying and I knew he was lying.  
 
    “I know where it is,” Susie interjected. 
 
    “You said it yourself, William, we don’t know what we’re dealing with here,” Lady Harwood chided him. “We’d best go en masse, if only to see for ourselves what’s going on. If someone is stockpiling demons under our noses, we need to put an end to it immediately.” 
 
    “Of course,” Dr. Bellowes nodded, as if it didn’t matter to him one way or the other. He barely spared me a glance but he had to be thinking furiously behind those mild gray eyes, plotting to get me alone somewhere and eliminate me. 
 
    “Very well, it’s decided.” If Lady Harwood had a gavel, she would have rapped it on the table. “The six of us will reconvene at Kenilworth and –” 
 
    “Seven!” Susie insisted. 
 
    “No!” I told her in no uncertain terms. “You’re not going.” 
 
    “I’m going to join the Council of Nine,” she informed me. “I need to be with them.” She placed her hands flat on the table and uttered something I couldn’t quite catch. The symbols under her palms lit up and spread sideways around the edge of the table for a couple of feet before fading out. I hadn’t seen so many wide eyes and raised eyebrows around a table since, well, ever. 
 
    “That is ... remarkable,” Lady Harwood finally said in a faint voice. “The binding circle ritual is a closely-guarded secret. Who taught you that?” 
 
    “You did.” Lady Harwood just blinked at her. “A few minutes ago, when you all did it.” 
 
    “And you picked it up just from watching us?” Angelica asked incredulously. “That’s impossible!” 
 
    “There’s more to you than meets the eye, Miss Collins,” Lady Harwood observed grudgingly, “and I for one would feel better if you stayed close by until we get this other matter sorted out. Is that all right, Mr. Collins? I assure you, she’ll be quite safe with us.” 
 
    I shook my head in resignation. “Yeah, fine, whatever,” I sighed. I can’t leave her by herself and Dr. Bellowes won’t try anything with the entire Council there. Susie didn’t exactly smile in triumph but she was definitely smug. 
 
    “Excellent. We’ll meet outside in five minutes. I’ll have Dobbs bring two of the cars around.” Lady Harwood rested her hands on the table and closed her eyes again as the rest of the Council – and Susie – followed suit. “May the Goddess grant us the strength to preserve the balance.” 
 
    “Simus lux in tenebris,” everyone else intoned. The symbols flared and vanished again and Susie sat back in her chair, looking very satisfied. I, on the other hand, had a knot of worry tightening in my stomach. 
 
    The five members of the Council of Nine rose to their feet but I grabbed Susie’s arm before she could join them. “You shouldn’t be going on this trip,” I hissed at her. “It’s too dangerous!” 
 
    “It’s dangerous for you too,” she argued, yanking her arm free from my grasp. “Besides, Lady Harwood asked me to go.” 
 
    “That’s just because you tricked her with that table, er, trick. You used that concentration spell, didn’t you? All you did was copy what they did.” 
 
    “So?” she shrugged. “I know the spell now. What difference does it make how I learned it?” 
 
    “The difference is that you don’t know what the spell actually does! It’s like knowing how to light a match without realizing that fire burns! Think of all the damage you could do without meaning to. No, on second thought, don’t think about that. Just don’t do it at all.” 
 
    “We’re fighting demons, Peter. If you won’t give me your spells, I’ll have to get them somewhere else.” With that, Susie flounced off to the stairs, leaving me alone in the Upper Chamber raking my fingers through my hair in frustration. Susie’s magical abilities were expanding quickly but she had absolutely no sense of personal danger. In Hellburn, that wasn’t much of an issue. Here, it could be fatal. 
 
    The entire Council is going on this mission, I reminded myself. They’re the most powerful witches in England. Even with Dr. Bellowes there, Kenilworth will be the safest place on the planet. I tried very hard to convince myself, but a niggling worry stayed in the back of my mind. 
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    Revenge, as the old saying goes, is a dish best served cold. This sentiment asserts that punishing someone who wronged you in some way is more satisfying if you obsess about it for years, plot out your retribution in agonizing detail, and spring it upon your target when he least expects it. I’m not entirely convinced this is true. First off, dedicating a good portion of your life to ruining someone else’s can’t be good for your mental health. Second, if you wait too long, the other person may completely forget about what happened. For you to achieve proper closure, the culprit has to react with callous defiance or sniveling fear, not blank confusion. 
 
    Needless to say, you should leave justice in the hands of law enforcement. However, if they fail to mete out the appropriate punishment and you feel compelled to take matters into your own hands, time your revenge to coincide with the moment the perpetrator starts to believe he’s gotten away with it. Watching him tumble from the pinnacle of relief into the pit of despair, knowing that you were the architect of his downfall, is what revenge is all about. Oh, yeah, and the righteous hand of justice, an eye for an eye, and all that stuff too. 
 
    Revenge served hot is just mindless reaction. Revenge served cold is just mindless obsession. The true Goldilocks moment is revenge served lukewarm, long enough after the original deed to make it deliberate and soon enough to make it meaningful. 
 
      
 
    By the time I finally descended to the Ritual Chamber, there was no one else in sight. I carefully circumnavigated the still-inert pentagram and continued down to the library, where I found Dr. Bellowes and Mrs. Berry having a murmured discussion and Angelica hovering near the stairs on the far side. I deliberately kept my distance from Dr. Bellowes as I circled the room but I couldn’t help but notice his eyes following me. I kept my gaze averted and quickened my step. The less time I spent near him, the better, at least until we freed Agent Morgan. 
 
    Angelica seemed to be waiting for the other two but she arched an eyebrow at me as I approached. “Your sister is quite the character,” she observed. 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” I grumbled. “Do you know where she went?” 
 
    “She and Nana went on ahead with the others. I was waiting for William but it looks like they’re going to be a while.” 
 
    I glanced back over my shoulder. Both Dr. Bellowes and Mrs. Berry were looking in our direction and I suppressed an uneasy shiver. “I need to let Dara know what’s happening,” I said tersely. “Excuse me.” 
 
    I started down the stairs, once again keeping my hand on the wall for balance, and Angelica followed me. The combination of the uneven steps and her high heels made me nervous and I almost stepped aside to let her squeeze ahead of me, but there really wasn’t enough room for that. I continued down, steeling myself to catch her if she tripped, but we reached the entrance hall without incident. 
 
    Dobbs was absent from his post but the front door stood open, revealing Freddie standing guard by Angelica’s car and another liveried employee just emerging from an expensive-looking sedan. Lady Harwood stood nearby, pointing out something on the tower to Susie, and I almost ran over there to separate them. Susie doesn’t know what Dara is, I reminded myself, and she doesn’t know what’s going on with Dr. Bellowes. She can’t give anything away. So why are there butterflies in my stomach? 
 
    I turned aside reluctantly and crossed the hall to the bedroom wing. I actually had no idea what it was really called, but since the only room I’d seen in it was a bedroom, that’s what it was now. I touched the elevator call button and discovered that Angelica was still right behind me. “Um –” 
 
    “Don’t mind me,” she smiled. “I just need to change into something more appropriate for traipsing through dungeons.” She looked down at herself ruefully, plucking at her short hem. “I was so groggy when Nana called me, I just threw on the first thing I found.” 
 
    “You live here?” I frowned. From the way she spoke when she picked us up, I figured she lived quite some distance away. The elevator door opened silently and I hesitated, wondering if I should be chivalrous and let her enter first. Since I was standing in the way, though, that seemed pointless, so I stepped in and she followed close behind. I touched the button for the first floor, which was the second floor as far as I was concerned. 
 
    “I’m actually down in Oxford until the semester ends,” she explained. She made no move towards the buttons as the door closed again. “I’ll move back here for the summer.”  
 
    “Oxford? You’re going to college there?” 
 
    “I’m taking PPE at Christ Church,” she stated with a hint of pride in her voice. My blank look eroded her smile. “Philosophy, Politics, and Economics at Christ Church College. It’s a very prestigious program. It’s very hard to qualify.” Now she sounded defensive. 
 
    “I’m sure it is.” The elevator stopped and disgorged us on the second floor and I strode down the hallway, counting off the doors. Angelica’s long legs had no trouble keeping up with me. 
 
    “So what college are you in, Peter?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m, uh, still in high school,” I admitted awkwardly. “I still have another year to go.” 
 
    That flummoxed her and she looked me over doubtfully. “How old are you again?” 
 
    “Eighteen.” Her eyebrow went up and I cleared my throat. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “I see.” She clearly didn’t but I really didn’t want to have this discussion with her. We stared at each other for a long moment and then she turned on her smile again. “Well, I’ll see you downstairs, then.” 
 
    Watching her strut off down the hallway was no hardship whatsoever but I managed to drag my eyes away, recounted the doors, and carefully eased this one open. “Dara?” I called softly. 
 
    The swath of light from the hallway cast my shadow across the bed where Daraxandriel still lay huddled under the covers. I closed the door quietly and made my way to her side. I stood there while my eyes adjusted to the dim light, reluctant to wake her, but I couldn’t leave her wondering what happened to me if she woke up before we got back. I reached over to nudge her bare shoulder. 
 
    “Dara.” She muttered something inaudible and pulled the blankets up higher. “Dara, wake up.” It occurred to me that her skin was warmer than usual and I worried that she was coming down with something. “Dara, are you feeling okay?” 
 
    “Leave me be,” she mumbled, trying to pull the covers over her head. “Sleepy.” 
 
    “No, I need to tell you something.” We had a brief wrestling match over the blankets and I finally managed to drag them down to her waist. She rolled over onto her back with a pout. Her bra was missing but what seized my heart inside my chest were the two knobby horns curving back from her forehead. “Dara! You’re a demon!” 
 
    “Was always a demon,” she grumbled. The end of her tail snaked out from under the covers and she hugged it like it was her favorite teddy bear. 
 
    “You have to look human!” I whispered urgently, glancing back over my shoulder to make sure the door was still closed. “You can’t let anyone see you like this!” 
 
    “Too tired.” She rolled over again and fumbled for the blankets. “G‘way.” 
 
    “No, you have to change back into a human!” I reached for her shoulders to shake her awake but her tail had other ideas about that. I backed away hastily. “Dara, wake up!” 
 
    Daraxandriel make an irritated noise but her eyelids finally cracked open. The ruddy glow of her eyes shone like twin nightlights in the darkness. “What is it that so vexes thee?” she demanded. 
 
    “You lost your glamour or whatever it is. Anyone looking in on you will know you’re a demon!” 
 
    She held up her hands to inspect them and then ran her fingertips along the ridges of her horns. “I am whole once more,” she said with obvious relief and her tail nuzzled her cheek. “And thou art with me again,” she smiled fondly, skritching its head with her nails. 
 
    “That’s great, but you can’t stay like this. You have to turn human again.” Both Daraxandriel and her tail glared at me. “I know you don’t like it but you can’t let yourself be seen like this. I’m going back to the castle with the Council to look at those soul traps so I won’t be here to protect you if someone sees you.” 
 
    “Thou art departing? I needs must accompany thee!” She tried to shove the blankets aside but I pushed her back down. 
 
    “No, it’s better if you stay here and rest up. We’ll be back in a couple of hours, hopefully with Agent Morgan’s trap. Then we can figure out what to do next.” Assuming Dr. Bellowes doesn’t summon Metraxion to kill us all and leave our smoldering remains in the dungeon for all eternity. There was no need for Daraxandriel to worry about that, though. I was perfectly capable of worrying about it all on my own. “I just wanted you to know where I was going. Go back to sleep and don’t let anyone see you like this.” 
 
    “An thou dost wish it so,” she agreed glumly, “yet my human guise is most wearisome. May I not slumber as myself, for a time at least?” 
 
    “Well –” I looked around the room. We were up on the second floor and the curtains were drawn, so no one could look in from outside. “Okay, I’ll lock the door when I leave. Hopefully the maids will leave you alone, but if anyone tries to come in, change before they see you, okay?”  
 
    She nodded earnestly, like a little demon child promising to behave. “I shall mind thy words, but thou needs must be cautious as well. Parathraxas still lurks in the shadows, biding his time.” 
 
    I knew she was speaking metaphorically but I couldn’t help glancing around the room anyway, just in case. “We’ll take care of him as soon as we get Agent Morgan back,” I promised. I didn’t tell her that Dr. Bellowes was downstairs waiting for me. She needed her sleep. “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “I shall count the moments until thy return,” she said somberly. “Would that I possessed a – What didst thou call it? A sin card? – that we might apprise each other of our circumstances whilst we remain apart.” 
 
    “A SIM card,” I corrected her wryly. “Yeah, that would be great, but I don’t think our cellular company operates in England. Agent Morgan’s phone is in my backpack, you’re welcome to give that a try.” Neither Daraxandriel nor Susie seemed to have any trouble getting past my passwords, so maybe she’d be able to guess Morgan’s lock code. 
 
    Daraxandriel just nodded, looking up at me with her wide, worried eyes glowing softly. She was so incredibly beautiful, lying there in bed with the covers pulled down to her waist, and I almost forgot to breathe. I wanted nothing more than to get into bed with her and hold her in my arms for the rest of the day, but that would be difficult to explain to Lady Harwood when she came looking for me, and possibly fatal if Dr. Bellowes found us first. 
 
    I impulsively leaned over to press my lips to her forehead, scraping my cheek against her horns. She looked up cross-eyed when I straightened like she was trying to see if I left a mark. I couldn’t tell from her frown whether she was wondering why I did that or disappointed that I hadn’t aimed lower. A smile quickly smoothed her features, though. 
 
    “Fare thee well, Peter Simon Collins,” she told me gently. “May thy Goddess return thee swiftly to me.” 
 
    “She’s not a taxi service,” I informed her with my own smile. “I’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
    I headed for the door before my willpower eroded any further and peeked out into the hall to make sure no one was lurking outside. I set the latch and tested it and then stepped out, pausing to look back through the opening. Daraxandriel raised her hand and I nodded to her before shutting the door firmly. 
 
    “I thought you’d be downstairs already.” I managed not to jump straight up but it was a close thing. I turned and saw Angelica walking towards me. “Is everything all right?” she asked.  
 
    She’d swapped her babydoll dress for a midriff-baring purple sweater and blue jeans, but her pants looked painted on and the way things bobbled under the thin fabric of her top, it wasn’t clear if she was wearing anything underneath. The three tiny buttons holding the front of her sweater together were barely up to the task, revealing a fair bit of cleavage along with her onyx medallion.  
 
    It took me a few moments to remember that she asked me a question. “She’s fine,” I said, heading for the elevator so she wouldn’t be tempted to peek into the room. “She should be up by the time we get back.” 
 
    “That’s good. How are you holding up? You’ve gone through the same thing she did, right?” 
 
    “I’m a little worn out,” I admitted as I tapped the call button. The elevator opened immediately. This time I let Angelica step in first. “I’ll sleep when this is over.” 
 
    “Just be careful,” she warned. “Yawning in the middle of a demon fight could get you killed.” She leaned past me to push the button for the ground floor. Her perfume tickled my nose and I rubbed it to keep from sneezing. 
 
    “Have you fought a lot of demons?” I asked. 
 
    “More than I care to count,” she answered ruefully. “I killed my first one when I was nine.” 
 
    “Nine? You’re kidding!” 
 
    “Cross my heart,” she smiled, matching deed to word. “How about you? How many kills have you totted up?” 
 
    “Oh, um, I’m not sure.” The elevator ended its brief journey and I followed Angelica out as I ran through the list. I killed Bellaxragor – no, he killed me, Melissa killed him. Sadraximbril – no, she escaped. Uxbranidorn – no, that was Olivia. Who else was there? Orixnador? Melissa again. Metraxion killed Lilixandriel and Nyx killed Metraxion. Did I kill any imps? That was mostly Susie. We never managed to kill Amy, though not for want of trying. Son of a bitch, I’ve never actually killed a demon. Oh, wait! I killed that hellhound Lilixandriel sent after me. Does that count as a demon? I suppose it doesn’t really matter. None of that happened in this timeline.  
 
    “Zero,” I confessed with a sigh. I finally noticed we’d stopped walking and Angelica was looking at me with a bemused expression. “What?” 
 
    “I would pay good money to know what you were just thinking,” she teased. “Your face was all over the place.” She waved off my stammering apology and strode out through the front door. “Come on, everyone’s waiting for us.” 
 
    The sedan pulled away as I came down the stairs, circling the garden before passing through the gate. I couldn’t see who was inside but the only people in sight were Lady Harwood, Susie, Angelica, and Freddie, who handed Angelica the keys to her car before excusing himself with a bow. 
 
    “Finally,” Lady Harwood groused, although it wasn’t clear whether she was peeved with Angelica or me this time. She wore a light jacket over her outfit and carried a wide-brimmed straw hat. “William, Sir James, and Mrs. Berry are already on their way.” 
 
    “We’ll catch up,” Angelica assured her, getting in behind the wheel. Lady Harwood claimed the front passenger seat, leaving Susie and me to climb into the back. Angelica started up her SUV and rounded the garden quickly enough to throw me against the door. The other car was already well down the road, barely visible through the haze of dust left by its passage. 
 
    “How is Miss Alexander doing, Mr. Collins?” Lady Harwood asked over her shoulder. “I didn’t want to say anything earlier, but she really did look poorly.” 
 
    “She’s fine,” I told her. “It’s still the middle of the night for us.” 
 
    “You came here directly from Texas, is that right?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Er, my lady.” Angelica snorted quietly and then tried to cover it up by clearing her throat. 
 
    “Ma’am or Mrs. Harwood will do, Mr. Collins,” her grandmother told me. “You Americans seem to have trouble with titles.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said, clearing my own throat. 
 
    “Your sister was telling me what happened before you arrived on our doorstep. It seems incredible. Did you actually come through a demon portal?” 
 
    I shot an irritated look at Susie, but she wasn’t paying any attention to me. The last thing we needed was the Council questioning our bona fides. Unfortunately, there was no other way to explain how we suddenly appeared in England just minutes after Agent Morgan was kidnapped. “Yes,” I admitted grudgingly. “We figured out how to make them work.” 
 
    “Not that I have cause to doubt you, Mr. Collins, but that’s a secret we’ve been trying to unravel for centuries. It’s one of the few advantages demonkind has over us. If we can learn how to follow them –” 
 
    “It’s incredibly dangerous, Lady – Mrs. Harwood,” I said, shaking my head. “There’s no way to tell where a portal goes. We were lucky we just ended up in a dungeon.” 
 
    “Hmm, I suppose so. But still ...” She let her voice trail off thoughtfully. “So tell me, Miss Collins, why do you really want to join the Council?” 
 
    Susie kept watching the trees speed past her window. “I want to fight demons,” she said. 
 
    “But why?” Lady Harwood pressed her. “Have demons been a problem where you live?” 
 
    “No,” she grumbled. “It’s boring there.” 
 
    “Most people consider a lack of demons to be a good thing.” Susie dismissed that observation with a sniff. “Demon hunting isn’t glamorous, Miss Collins. It’s dangerous and frightening and exhausting. No sane person would want to do this.” 
 
    “So why do you?” I asked. 
 
    “Because we can,” she said somberly, “and others cannot. As much as I yearn to set aside this terrible responsibility, I can’t. Too many innocent lives would be lost and I do not want that burden on my soul.” 
 
    Susie finally turned to face her. “If I was on the Council,” she pointed out, “you wouldn’t have to work so hard.” 
 
    That prompted a gentle snort. “We could become the Council of Ninety and we would still be busy. Demon incursions are the biggest single threat we face, but most of our efforts are spent dealing with our own kind, witches and warlocks who abuse their powers for their own gain. To steal a quote from the cinema, with great power comes great responsibility and, sadly, great temptation.” 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks says we’re not allowed to hurt other people,” Susie frowned. 
 
    “Who is Mrs. Kendricks?” 
 
    “She’s the High Priestess of the local coven,” I informed her, earning me a suspicious scowl from Susie. I realized belatedly that I wasn’t supposed to know that. 
 
    “Well, she’s quite correct,” Lady Harwood nodded, “but there’s a vast difference between shouldn’t and can’t. We have to keep a careful watch on ourselves, both for the good of the populace and to protect ourselves, should the world at large realize who we are and what we can do.” 
 
    “So you’re like the magic police?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Not in the way you’re thinking,” she said, shaking her head. “There’s no central authority witches are beholden to, no book of rules we’re required to follow. When the Council steps in to deal with a situation, it’s because we’re trying to preserve the well-being of the entire community, not because some mystical law was broken.” 
 
    “So why do the other witches let you interfere with whatever they’re doing?” 
 
    I couldn’t see Lady Harwood’s face but I could hear the wry smile in her voice. “Because someone has to and the members of the Council are among the most skilled practitioners throughout the United Kingdom.” 
 
    “So they let you do it because they can’t stop you anyway.” 
 
    “That’s a rather cynical observation, Mr. Collins, but you’re not entirely incorrect,” she admitted. “That’s why it’s been such a challenge to fill the vacant seats on the Council. Our members must possess the skills to overcome any threat and the moral character to know when those skills should be used, and, more importantly, when they shouldn’t.” 
 
    So much for Susie joining, then, I mused. Dr. Bellowes didn’t meet her criteria either and I wondered if I could somehow get Lady Harwood to start questioning his character. “So how long have you and the other members been doing this?” 
 
    “The Council as a whole has been active for several hundred years, as I said. I joined just before the end of the Great War.” 
 
    That caught me by surprise. “I – but – what? That was seventy years ago!” 
 
    “Closer to seventy-five,” Angelica smirked. “I told you she was older than she looked.” 
 
    “Angelica,” Lady Harwood chided her. “Don’t be rude.” 
 
    “You don’t, um, look that old,” I stammered by way of apology. 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied dryly. “I have a special advantage in that regard but some practitioners can extend their lives beyond what most people consider normal.” 
 
    “Like Dr. Bellowes?” This might be the way to get my toe in the door. 
 
    Lady Harwood twisted around to study me. “Why would he be the first to come to mind? Most people would ask about Sir James or Mrs. Berry, who are still in their primes.” 
 
    “He just seemed to, um, have a lot more experience than anyone else,” I said carefully. Lady Harwood might be old but she was still very sharp. “I mean, it takes a long time to become as good as he is at hunting demons, right?” 
 
    “Very true,” she agreed with a dubious frown. “William is our longest-serving member. He actually recommended me to the Council.” 
 
    “So how old is he, exactly?” I asked, hoping it came across as nothing more than polite curiosity. 
 
    “I have no idea,” she confessed. “He doesn’t look any different from when I first met him, so he’s at least one hundred and fifty, I would imagine.” 
 
    More like four hundred and fifty, I thought sourly. Would that make any difference with her, though? I have to get her doubting his methods, not his age. 
 
    “I’ll be sixteen in October,” Susie interjected before I could follow up. Since she rarely volunteered information about herself, she must have thought that would be a point in her favor on her Council application. 
 
    “Miss Collins,” Lady Harwood sighed, “I appreciate your enthusiasm for joining the Council, but it’s really not feasible. Our members need to have the appropriate –” she searched for the right wording, “– experience and maturity in order to be effective.” 
 
    “What about her, then?” Susie indicated Angelica with the jut of her chin. “She’s not old.” 
 
    “Angelica is a special case,” she explained soberly. “She took her mother’s seat after she passed.” 
 
    Something about the way Lady Harwood said that sent a shiver down my spine. “What happened?” I asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    “That’s not important,” she said firmly, but Angelica shook her head. 
 
    “They need to know what they’re getting into, Nana.” Her eyes bored into mine in the rearview mirror. “Mama was torn to pieces in front of me by the demon lord she was trying to banish,” she stated flatly. “I was a little younger than Susie when it happened.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “How horrible.” 
 
    “So what happened to the demon?” Susie asked. “Did you  kill it?” 
 
    “Susie!” I protested, aghast. 
 
    “William did,” Angelica said, her mouth set in a tight line. “I wasn’t strong enough. But afterwards, I swore I would do whatever it took so that no one else would have to go through what I did. I’ve been working for the Council ever since.” 
 
    “Angelica is our fiercest warrior,” Lady Harwood added quietly. “I don’t doubt she’ll be William’s equal before long.” 
 
    No, she won’t, I thought despondently, because Dr. Bellowes is using demons to power his spells. If Angelica ever finds out, she’ll try to stop him and she’ll die just like her mother did. I abandoned my attempt to cast doubt on Dr. Bellowes and we continued our journey to Kenilworth Castle in silence. 
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    Something strange happens when you stand among the weather-worn remnants of some ancient ruin. The weight of centuries pushes away the noise and bustle of the modern world and everything becomes solemn and still. Peace enfolds you, as if to say, “Don’t worry. Whatever troubles you have today will be gone tomorrow, and I will still be here.” 
 
    This phenomenon only occurs in structures that no longer serve their original function, where the roof is gone and the walls have fallen, leaving only fragments behind to be slowly reclaimed by nature. There are many buildings out there built centuries ago that are still in use, and they don’t feel the same way. They may be beautiful and historically significant, but they’re far too busy to grant peace to anyone. The spirit of a ruin only thrives under an open sky. 
 
    Egypt has the Great Pyramids and China has the Great Wall, but Europe is home to the most soul-stirring ruins, especially in the United Kingdom and Ireland. The widespread construction of stone fortifications, castles, and churches hundreds of years ago in some of the most scenic locations on Earth has created an abundance of spectacular ruins, each with its own story to tell.  
 
    It’s hard to imagine anything similar happening in the United States. We don’t have very many castles to begin with and walking around an abandoned Wal-Mart near the Interstate is just depressing. People want to imagine themselves as kings and princesses and knights in shining armor, not stock clerks and cashiers. 
 
      
 
    Sir James and Mrs. Berry were waiting for us when we pulled into the parking lot outside the Kenilworth grounds, standing almost exactly where Daraxandriel, Susie, and I had waited for Angelica earlier this morning. Sir James had a pensive look on his face as we joined them. 
 
    “We’ve encountered a minor setback,” he said, inclining his head towards the gate blocking the entrance to the ruins. “They don’t open until ten.” 
 
    “A simple glamour should get us past the employees,” Lady Harwood said, “although I don’t fancy having to climb over that wall.” 
 
    “It doesn’t go all the way around,” I informed them. “There’s a gap by that tower over there.” I pointed to the remnants of a round building visible beyond the shrubs edging the road. 
 
    “Excellent,” Lady Harwood nodded. “If you would do the honors, Gwen? Where is William?” 
 
    “He took his own car,” Sir James explained. “Since we don’t know what to expect here, he wanted to make sure he had his paraphernalia close at hand. He left before us, though,” he added with a frown. “I wonder if he got lost.” 
 
    “He’s not here?” I asked incredulously. Did he sneak in another way? Is he trying to clear out the dungeon before we see it? Is he setting a trap for us? Is he making a run for it because he thinks we’re about to unmask him? 
 
    “He probably just took a different route,” Lady Harwood predicted irritably. “Someone call him and ask him how long he expects to be.” 
 
    Sir James nodded and reached inside his jacket just as a dark green sedan rounded the corner and turned into the parking lot. Dr. Bellowes emerged and walked around to the trunk, removing a worn leather satchel. My throat constricted as I realized it was the same one he brought to Hellburn in my original timeline, filled with the equipment he needed to trap Daraxandriel. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” he said as he approached us, although he offered no explanation for his delay. “Are we ready?” 
 
    “We’ll need to go around under a glamour to enter the grounds,” Lady Harwood told him. “Mr. Collins will lead the way.” Dr. Bellowes acknowledged that with a nod, barely glancing in my direction. “Gwen, if you please.” 
 
    We gathered in a loose circle, facing Mrs. Berry. She closed her eyes and took a long, deep breath, letting it out slowly before tracing a complicated symbol in the air with both hands. 
 
    “Oculi omnium declinant,” she murmured and something swept across my vision, leaving me a bit dizzy. Everyone looked a bit hazy around the edges and I wondered if there was something wrong with my eyes. Mrs. Berry seemed satisfied with the results of her spell, though, and she nodded to Lady Harwood. 
 
    “Very good,” Lady Harwood declared briskly. “Mr. Collins?” 
 
    “Um.” I checked my hands but they were still visible, if slightly out of focus. “I can still see us.” 
 
    “We do need to be able to follow you, Mr. Collins,” Mrs. Berry chuckled. “This glamour merely convinces onlookers that we’re of no importance whatsoever. They’ll see us but think nothing of it.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, I guess that’ll work.” I let my breath out with a sigh and walked along the rail fence, leading the others away from the gate and along the road. When we reached the end of the fence, we pushed through the bushes and crossed a swath of ankle-high grass and a rutted dirt lane. I didn’t see anyone else in the area and I wondered if the workers hadn’t arrived yet. No, I reminded myself, there are other cars in the parking lot. They’re here somewhere. 
 
    We passed the tower, just a broken cylinder of stone now, and struck out across the open field towards the castle ruins. I set a quick pace, anxious to get this over with, but the older members of the Council were in no great hurry, speaking quietly amongst themselves as they lagged behind. Susie kept up with me, though, as did Angelica. 
 
    A lawnmower engine suddenly started up somewhere ahead and I stopped in alarm, looking around for the source, but Angelica kept on going. 
 
    “Relax, Peter,” she told me over her shoulder. “They’re not going to notice us.” 
 
    I hurried to catch up to her. “What if they’re witches?” I asked uneasily. “They’ll be able to see through Mrs. Berry’s glamour.” 
 
    “A witch strong enough to do that wouldn’t be employed as a groundskeeper,” she noted sardonically. “What’s made you so jumpy?” 
 
    “We’re about to enter a dungeon full of demons!” I reminded her. “What if they get loose?” 
 
    “Then we’ll kill them.” The flat tone of her voice was jarring and she shook her head. “Sorry, I ... get a bit wound up myself sometimes.” 
 
    We climbed the gentle slope leading to the inner courtyard in somber silence and paused by the corner of the great keep. Up ahead, an older man in gray coveralls trudged behind his lawnmower, methodically scalping the grass in the courtyard into uniformity.  
 
    “I’m sorry about your mother,” I said quietly. Angelica avoided my gaze as she nodded. 
 
    “I wish I could have saved her,” she said, half to herself. “I wasn’t strong enough then, but I am now.” A faint replica of her smile teased her lips. “Don’t worry about the demons, Peter. I’ll protect you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I told her wryly. “I need all the help I can get.” 
 
    The rest of the Council finally caught up with us, looking around curiously. Lady Harwood did the glamour-piercing thing with her eyes, surveying the area, and then shook her head. “So, Mr. Collins,” she said briskly, “where is this dungeon of yours?” 
 
    Why don’t you ask Dr. Bellowes? I thought sourly. It’s his dungeon. I wasn’t ready to make that accusation just yet, so I turned and scanned the ruins. They looked very different in the daylight and I couldn’t quite recall where we’d come out. I used my Sight, keeping everyone else behind me, but I couldn’t spot the gleaming rectangle of the portal. “It’s over there somewhere,” I pointed, trying to keep the doubt out of my voice, “by the Oriel tower.” 
 
    “You seem very familiar with Kenilworth, Mr. Collins,” Dr. Bellowes observed blandly, “for someone who just arrived on our shores a few hours ago.” 
 
    “Dara’s the expert, not me,” I retorted. I immediately regretted bringing up her name, but Dr. Bellowes accepted my explanation with a nod. “Come on, let’s do this.” 
 
    I hurried across the courtyard, keeping an eye on the groundskeeper, but he seemed completely oblivious to our presence. I had to pause to let him pass and then I peered at the foundations of the tower, trying to find the entrance to the dungeon. There was absolutely no sign of the portal, or any other magic in the area for that matter. 
 
    “It was right here,” I said helplessly. I pushed on the wall, hoping that would trigger something, but all I felt was stone and mortar worn smooth by centuries of English weather. 
 
    “It was here,” Susie corrected me, pointing to a section a few feet to my right, “but it’s gone now.” I moved over and pressed my hands against the wall, turning my Sight up to maximum. I was almost certain there was something there, just the faintest hint of a glimmer in the stone, but it could just as easily been wishful thinking. 
 
    “Someone removed it,” I said, stepping back in frustration. And I know who, I thought grimly. I glowered at Dr. Bellowes out of the corner of my eye. He was studying the wall with a thoughtful look and I had no doubt he was assessing his handiwork to make sure no one else could sense where the portal had been. No, I realized, he was at Kingsbury with Lady Harwood all this time. He must have ordered Metraxion to remove the portal after he heard we knew where it was. That hardly mattered, though. Regardless of who actually did the deed, we were locked out of the dungeon. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” Angelica asked doubtfully. 
 
    “That’s an excellent question.” Lady Harwood had to raise her voice over the lawnmower as the groundkeeper made another pass. “Can you get us inside, Mr. Collins?” 
 
    “No,” I gritted through my teeth. It took every ounce of willpower I had not to punch the wall in impotent rage. 
 
    “I can.” All of us turned to look at Susie in various combinations of doubt, bemusement, and surprise. 
 
    “How?” I demanded incredulously. 
 
    “By using the demon portal,” she said, rolling her eyes to emphasize her silent duh.  
 
    “How?” I asked again. “The other end is back in the hotel, assuming it’s even active now.” 
 
    “I’ll just make a new one here,” she shrugged. 
 
    I just blinked at her as my mouth made a series of different shapes, although no sounds came out. “How?”  
 
    “I remember the words,” she insisted. “I just need to cast the spell on the ground.” She studied the grass at the base of the wall. “I think.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. “Susie, this is no time to be fooling around. You might know how to open a portal but that’s not the same as making one.” 
 
    “Unless you have some other means to get us inside, Mr. Collins,” Dr. Bellowes looked amused, “I suggest we let her try. What harm can it do?” 
 
    “Other than her accidentally opening a doorway into Hell?” I retorted. 
 
    “That won’t happen,” Susie stated confidently. “I don’t know the incantation for that.” Her unspoken yet hung in the air as she turned to Lady Harwood. “If I get us into the dungeon, can I join the Council?” 
 
    Lady Harwood blinked at her and then snorted. “My dear, if you can accomplish what the Council has utterly failed to do after seven centuries of trying, I will sponsor you myself.” 
 
    “Good. I need a wand.” She held out her hand imperiously and everyone looked at everyone else. 
 
    “I didn’t bring one,” Angelica admitted. 
 
    “I rarely require one,” Lady Harwood added. “William, do you have one with you?” 
 
    “Of course,” he scoffed lightly. “I try to be prepared for any contingency.” He set his satchel down on the ground and opened it. I couldn’t see what was inside as he reached inside but he pulled out a tapered dowel of pale reddish-brown wood a few moments later. “Will this do?” 
 
    Susie took it and turned it over in her hands with a pensive frown. “What is this made from?” 
 
    “It’s hickory, procured from one of the oldest stands in America, as it happens.” 
 
    “Ebony would be better.” 
 
    Now Dr. Bellowes rolled his eyes. “My apologies for not having a larger selection on hand for you.” 
 
    “It’ll have to do,” Susie grumbled. She walked around in a small circle and then knelt on the grass. She balanced the wand on the sides of her forefingers, closing her eyes as her pentagram flashed into being around her, sketched in flickering strokes of white fire. Behind us, the growl of the lawnmower stuttered into silence and I turned to see the groundskeeper gaping at us, or maybe at the pentagram. 
 
    “James! Gwen!” Lady Harwood ordered instantly. “We could use some privacy here.” 
 
    Sir James nodded and gestured to Mrs. Berry. They shifted positions to stand on opposite sides of us like they’d practiced the maneuver a thousand times before, facing outwards and gesturing in unison. Suddenly, the outside world rippled into shades of gray, like we were looking at it through a window on a rainy day, while the area centered around Susie remained bright and colorful. I watched the groundskeeper anxiously, holding my breath as he peered directly at us, rubbed his eyes, looked again, and then shook his head before restarting the lawnmower and continuing his labors. 
 
    Susie seemed completely oblivious to everything going on around her. She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly before gripping her borrowed wand in one hand. “Goddess, instill me with the power of earth,” she murmured, before jabbing the wand into the turf, leaving only a few inches sticking above the ground. Dr. Bellowes uttered a quiet oath. Whatever he expected her to do with his wand, this clearly wasn’t it. 
 
    Angelica sidled closer to me. “What in the world is she doing?” she whispered, but not quietly enough. 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks taught us how to draw energy from the elements,” Susie answered absently. She leaned forward and placed her hands on either side of the wand. “I’m going to need a lot of it to open the portal.” 
 
    “Oh,” Angelica nodded to herself. “That’s why she wanted ebony. It amplifies power.” 
 
    “What’s hickory for, then?” I asked her. 
 
    “Protection,” she said. “Willpower, control, things like that.” 
 
    Things you’d need to capture demons, I thought. I risked a glance at Dr, Bellowes. His attention was fixed on Susie and I couldn’t tell what was going on behind those gray eyes. 
 
    Susie began to speak, her words scraping across my eardrums like sandpaper. I watched her closely, ready to jump in and stop her at the first sign of trouble, but for the longest time, nothing seemed to happen. Then the grass around the wand began to wilt and wither, turning yellow blade by blade as if all the moisture was being sucked out of it. The spot expanded steadily outwards as Susie continued to rasp out the portal incantation, completely surrounding her in just a few seconds. I took a step forward to pull her out of the growing circle of decay but Angelica grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Don’t,” she whispered. “She’s pulling the life force from the grass and the earth underneath to feed her spell.” 
 
    I squeezed my hands into fists as I forced myself to stay where I was. The only thing that showed in my Sight was a faint suggestion of something swirling towards the wand, like water circling a drain. Then a hint of a circle enscribed with angular symbols appeared around Susie, followed by another and then another. They began to turn slowly in opposite directions and the markings lit up in time with her cadence. 
 
    “Remarkable,” Lady Harwood breathed, leaning closer. “I’ve never seen the like.” 
 
    The portal was smaller and dimmer than the one I remembered in Morgan’s hotel room and I wondered if this one was going to work at all. The area of dead grass continued to expand, forcing Sir James and Mrs. Berry to move further away to keep it hidden. Shadows started swirling around Susie, quickly gathering into a twisting column, and I caught a whiff of stone and damp. 
 
    “You have to get closer.” Susie rasped, sounding like she had a pack-a-day smoking habit. “I can’t make it any bigger.” 
 
    I hurried to her side, kneeling beside her, and Angelica, Lady Harwood, and Dr. Bellowes stepped into the roiling shadows, all of them looking uneasy. “James, Gwen, keep the barrier up,” Lady Harwood ordered. “We shouldn’t be long. Proceed, Miss Collins.” 
 
    “We’re ready,” I told Susie. “Be careful, please.” 
 
    Susie nodded, still keeping her eyes shut, and then she spoke the final words. The world spun away with a lurch and the light flicked off like someone had thrown a switch, shrouding us in smothering darkness. Susie slumped against me and I grabbed her to keep her from faceplanting. “Are you okay?” I asked her anxiously. 
 
    “’M fine,” she mumbled, trying to push herself upright. “Did it work?” 
 
    “I hope so.” I lifted my hand to conjure my witchlight but Lady Harwood beat me to it. Her wisp was brighter than an incandescent bulb as it rose to the ceiling, casting dark shadows all around us. We were back in the dungeon in the same spot we appeared before. 
 
    “Goddess bless us,” Lady Harwood murmured, turning around in a circle. “You actually did it. You opened a demon portal.” 
 
    “So ‘m Council member now?” Susie tried to sit up but she had all the muscle strength of an overcooked noodle. I propped her up against me, holding her waist to keep her upright. 
 
    “Just save your strength while we take care of business first. William? What are you looking at?” 
 
    Dr. Bellows knelt on the floor a short distance away, frowning at the twisted scrap of metal he held in his hand. “Someone – or something – tore that door apart.” He nodded to the remnants of the cell door dangling from its hinges. 
 
    “A demon, do you think?” Lady Harwood asked, glancing around as if she expected one to leap out of the shadows. 
 
    “Perhaps,” he said, but his gaze flitted to Susie and me. “Well, let’s see what we have in here.” He let the ruined bar fall to the floor with an echoing clatter and rose to his feet, stepping into the cell itself. “My goodness, this is quite the collection, Mr. Collins.” 
 
    “It’s not mine,” I retorted angrily. 
 
    “Great Goddess, there are dozens of traps in here!” Lady Harwood exclaimed, leaning in through the doorway. 
 
    “There’s more in the other cells,” I told her, jerking my thumb to the impenetrable shadows beyond her witchlight. Angelica lit up her own wisp and walked a short distance along the hallway. 
 
    “A lot more,” she reported. Her voice was very tight, as if she was struggling to control herself. I really, really hoped she wouldn’t start smashing the orbs. That would be bad with a capital B. 
 
    “It must have taken decades to gather all of these,” Lady Harwood guessed uneasily. “Do all of them have demons inside?” 
 
    “Let’s find out.” Dr. Bellowes gestured and intoned, “Vincula aperio.” The markings reappeared on most of the spheres, glowing with a dull red light. 
 
    “Some of them are inert,” she noted. 
 
    “They’re either unused or the demon within has expired.” There was no emotion whatsoever in his voice, as if he was talking about a blown-out candle. 
 
    “Can you tell what’s inside them?” 
 
    “The stronger the trap, the stronger the demon within.” He lifted one of the marble spheres from the shelf, the same one I inspected earlier, and weighed it in his palm. “Other than that, there’s no way to know what sort of creature is inside.”  
 
    He said that without any hesitation but he had to be lying. There was no point in keeping all these demons in storage unless he intended to use them but he didn’t live to be four hundred and fifty years old by guessing what was behind Door Number One. He had to know what each one contained. Maybe the one in his hand was Agent Morgan’s. 
 
    “What do you suggest, then?” Lady Harwood asked as Angelica rejoined us. 
 
    “Well, we don’t have the wherewithal to take all these traps with us and I certainly don’t suggest opening them here,” Dr. Bellowes said with a wry smile. “These demons aren’t going anywhere. It’s more important that we find whoever’s responsible for Fay’s disappearance. We’ll take one of these traps with us and question the creature within. It should be able to identify the person who captured it. Once we have him – or her – in our custody, we should be able to find out what happened to Fay.” 
 
    “Very well,” she nodded. “Which one, then?” She eyed the collection with distaste. 
 
    “A weaker demon will be easier to contain.” Dr. Bellowes replaced the marble sphere on the shelf and took one of the clay orbs instead. “I suggest we return to Kingsbury and use the Ritual Chamber.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Lady Harwood followed Dr. Bellowes out of the cell and stood over him as he knelt beside his satchel. He set the sphere on the ground while he unlatched the case and Susie picked it up, turning it over in her hands. 
 
    “Have you seen a soul trap before, Miss Collins?” he asked with a smile. 
 
    “I bought one on eBay,” she replied, tracing the glowing markings with her finger. “It didn’t have these lines, though. Can you turn them off?” 
 
    “Of course. Vincula celare.” The markings faded away, leaving her holding a ball of dull gray stone. “I wasn’t aware you could order soul traps online.” 
 
    “It was just a geode,” I interjected quickly. “There wasn’t anything special about it.” 
 
    “The crystals were tainted, Peter,” she argued tartly. “There was a demon inside.” 
 
    “Did you see a demon inside?” I mentally crossed my fingers, hoping that Daraxandriel’s trick of making herself seem normal to other people was still working. 
 
    “Well, no,” Susie admitted grudgingly, “but there must have been one before. Vincula aperio,” she said, and the orb lit up. “Vincula celare.” It dimmed into ordinary clay once again. 
 
    “You’re a very quick learner, Miss Collins,” Dr. Bellowes observed. “It’s a pity you’ll have to return to the States after all this is over. It would have been a pleasure to teach you what I know.” 
 
    “Really?” Susie perked up instantly. “Peter won’t teach me anything. When can we start?” 
 
    “No,” I told her in no uncertain terms. “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “Your brother’s right, of course,” Dr. Bellowes agreed mildly. “You’re still a minor, after all, and you need to return home when all this is over.” 
 
    “What about when I’m older then?” she pressed. 
 
    “A lot can happen between now and then,” he said noncommittally. “In the meantime, let’s finish what we came here to do.” He held out his hand and Susie reluctantly dropped the soul trap into it. He tucked it into his satchel and latched it. “Are you ready to take us out of here?” 
 
    “Yes.” Despite her confidence, Susie still couldn’t stand on her own. She got on her knees and placed her hands flat on the stone floor in the center of the demon portal. The rings sped up slightly as she squeezed her eyes shut but they were still barely moving. I waited anxiously but nothing else seemed to happen. 
 
    “Is it working?” Susie didn’t respond, other than to take a deep breath and press down harder. “What’s wrong?” I tried not to let the knot of panic tingling in my gut get loose. If Susie couldn’t open the portal again, we were royally screwed. 
 
    “Nothing,” she snapped irritably. “I’m just tired. Do you have another wand?” she asked Dr. Bellowes. 
 
    “Even if I did,” he said mildly, “I doubt it would do you much good. There’s very little life force down here. Other than us, of course,” he added. 
 
    “Perhaps I can help.” Lady Harwood knelt beside Susie and placed one hand on her shoulder and the other on her chest above her heart. Red light flared under her blouse and Susie’s eyes snapped open as she sucked in a shocked breath. 
 
    “What did you do?” she gasped, sitting up to stare at her palms. They didn’t look any different to me but every vestige of fatigue had vanished from her face. 
 
    “I can share the power of the Philosopher’s Stone to anyone close by,” she explained. “Hopefully it’ll be enough for you to reopen the portal.” 
 
    “A Philosopher’s Stone?” Susie asked eagerly. “What’s that? Can I get one?” 
 
    “I’ll be glad to show you,” Lady Harwood chuckled gently, “once we’re back in Kingsbury. First things first.” She nodded to the portal and Susie made an impatient noise before replacing her hands on the floor. 
 
    This time, the rings sped up noticeably and the symbols gleamed brightly as she named them. The wisps sprang up almost immediately, quickly forming a shadowy whirlwind, and Dr. Bellowes and Angelica crowded in close. Susie’s voice sounded like it was about to give out but she spoke the final syllables and the world shifted again, replacing the cold rough stone of the dungeon with dead grass. I had to close my eyes to ward off another wave of vertigo but I heard the others moving around nearby. 
 
    “Is everything all right, Evelyn?” Sir James asked anxiously. “Were you successful?” 
 
    “That depends on how you define successful,” Lady Harwood told him. “Mr. Collins’ description of the dungeon was accurate but we’ll need to decide what we’re going to do about it. We won’t be able to rely on Miss Collins to get us back in.” 
 
    “I could if I had a Philosopher’s Stone,” Susie croaked quickly. 
 
    “I’m sure you could,” she said wryly, “but Stones are exceedingly rare. I only know of three in the world: mine, Fay’s, and one belonging to a sorcerer in China.” 
 
    I pried an eye open. The world seemed to be content to stand still now. “A sorcerer? Not a warlock?” 
 
    “He doesn’t follow the Goddess so what he does can’t really be called witchcraft. I refer to practitioners of other forms of magic as sorcerers, others call them enchanters or shamans or a hundred different terms. But we digress. Let’s deal with our immediate problem first. We’ll reconvene in the Ritual Chamber.” 
 
    Sir James nodded and lowered his hands. Mrs. Berry followed suit and the glamour faded away, allowing the color to rush back into the rest of the world. Dr. Bellowes reached down and plucked his wand from the ground, using a handkerchief to wipe off the dirt before slipping it back into his satchel. 
 
    “What are we going to do about this?” Angelica asked, kicking at the ruined turf with the toe of her boot. The decayed area was an almost perfect circle twenty feet across right at the base of the Oriel tower. 
 
    “There’s not much we can do, unfortunately,” Lady Harwood sighed. “I feel sorry for the poor groundskeeper who’s going to be blamed for it.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should make a donation to English Heritage,” Mrs. Berry suggested. “That would help defray the cost of repairs.” 
 
    “Excellent idea. All right, then, let’s be off.” I almost expected her to clap her hands to get us to line up, like a teacher shepherding her students on a field trip. 
 
    Lady Harwood started off across the courtyard, pulling the rest of us in her wake. Susie jogged to catch up with her, looking completely out of place in her shimmering gold prom dress, while I cast a last look at the ruins behind us. Hang in there, Agent Morgan, I thought grimly. We’ll be back for you. 
 
    When I turned away to follow the others, I was surprised to find Dr. Bellowes waiting for me. He fell in step beside me and we walked in silence, slowly falling behind the others. When they were well out of earshot, he cleared his throat. 
 
    “Have we met before, Mr. Collins?” he asked. 
 
    Not in this timeline. “No,” I said tersely. 
 
    “Have I done something to offend you?” 
 
    I was startled into looking at him. “I – what?” 
 
    “Your body language tells me you’re angry with me, even though we only met an hour ago. Something is clearly bothering you.” 
 
    I lengthened my stride to get away from him but he kept pace with me. “Nothing’s bothering me,” I insisted. You tried to kill Susie! 
 
    Dr. Bellowes was silent for about ten steps. “I know you must be worried about Fay.” 
 
    “We hardly know each other.” You kidnapped her and stuffed her into a soul trap! 
 
    “If you say so,” he shrugged. “Regardless, we’ll do our best to get her back safely.” 
 
    Liar! I didn’t trust myself to speak all the way back to the cars. 
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    Secret organizations, both good and evil, abound in history and literature, from the Illuminati to SHIELD. Their members lurk in the shadows, waiting to unleash their plans for world domination, or to stop others’ plans, as the case may be. Their faces are hidden, their numbers are unknown, their influence is unfathomable. All we know about them are their names, except ... why do we know their names? In fact, why do they have names at all? 
 
    The one thing all these secret cabals, councils, and companies have in common is that they’re secret. In other words, no one is supposed to know about them. They can’t go about their business of infiltrating governments or defending civilians if someone outside the group is aware of them. That’s counter-productive. But knowing a secret society’s name means we know that secret society exists. Once that happens, it doesn’t take long for someone to start wondering why it exists and who belongs to it and what their goals are. Keeping secrets in this day and age is virtually impossible. 
 
    So why have a name in the first place? Why would a collection of like-minded individuals bother giving themselves a label? Do they get together at the beginning and say, “Hey, we’re going to conquer the world but first we have to come up with a name that’s a synonym for a group of people. Oh, and maybe a cool logo.” If you’re actually serious about the secret part, having a name is pretty pointless, since the only people you can mention it to are also part of the same organization. The only truly secret societies are the nameless ones. 
 
      
 
    I stood against the wall of the Ritual Chamber, trying very hard to resist the urge to pace as I watched the Council of Nine prepare to open the soul trap. Dr. Bellowes consulted the same worn notebook I remembered from before even though he must have performed this exact ritual thousands of times already, directing the others to their places behind the white candles set at the points of the innermost pentagram inscribed on the floor. The soul trap sat in the exact center of the room, looking utterly harmless and ordinary. 
 
    Beside me, Susie watched the proceedings intently. “Can you actually learn a spell by watching someone do it?” I asked her quietly. “How is that even possible?” 
 
    “I just have to concentrate,” she shrugged. “I can see the flow and shape of the magic. I just need to figure out how to reproduce it.” She wiggled her fingers, far more gracefully than I ever could. “Can’t you?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted. It never occurred to me that such a thing was possible, frankly. “What happens if you make a mistake?” 
 
    Her sniff dismissed that as an impossibility. “Then the spell doesn’t work. Or it blows up or summons a demon or something.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I feel so much better now.” 
 
    “Quiet, please.” Dr. Bellowes’ voice filled the room with mild reproof as he tucked his journal back into his satchel and raised his hickory wand like a baton. “Are we ready?” The other four Council members nodded and brandished their own wands, each one as different as the person holding it. “This soul trap likely contains an imp but stay alert, just in case.” He closed his eyes and took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly before gesturing with his wand.  
 
    “Fiat lux,” he said. “Primus.” A white flame tinged with purple appeared above the candle at his feet, although the wick didn’t actually seem to be burning. “Secundus.” A fiery line of the same hue followed the outline of the inner star to Lady Harwood’s candle, igniting its flame. “Tertius.” The fire continued on to Angelica. “Quartus.” Sir James’ candle lit up. “Quintus.” Mrs. Berry’s candle joined the pattern. “Finis.” The line returned to Dr. Bellowes and then swept around the enclosing circle, filling the room with a harsh, flickering light. 
 
    Dr. Bellowes studied the results of his incantation and then nodded to himself, apparently satisfied with his handiwork. This spell is more involved than the one he used to capture Daraxandriel, I thought anxiously, chewing on my lip. Why? Is whatever’s inside that trap worse than a succubus? I was tempted to summon my own pentagram, just in case.  
 
    “Attollo clypeus.” All five of them raised their wands in unison and the lines of light bowed up from the floor, still anchored to the candles, until they formed a dome taller than Sir James. Once again, Dr. Bellowes looked it over and nodded. “Vincula aperio.” The soul trap’s marking glowed red and Susie leaned forward, peering closely at the orb. 
 
    “Vincula recludo.” The lines on the soul trap grew steadily brighter, shading from red to orange to yellow into white, and it rocked like an egg about to hatch. I lifted my hands to my ears, expecting the same shrill keening sound Daraxandriel’s soul trap had emitted before it released her, but this one remained silent. I held my breath, squinting into the actinic glare, and then suddenly the light vanished, revealing the demon. 
 
    It crouched beside the now-inert sphere, its pointed ears flicking nervously as it looked around with big yellow eyes, sweeping its stubby tail back and forth. Its black fur almost made it look like a shadow on the floor. Susie leaned closer to me, still keeping her eyes fixed on the creature. 
 
    “Peter,” she asked, “why is there a cat there?” 
 
    “It’s an imp,” I told her. “They disguise themselves as black cats so they can sneak around without anyone noticing.” 
 
    “Oh.” She mulled that over for a few seconds. “So Mrs. Mullins’ cat –?” 
 
    “That’s a real cat. Leave it alone.” 
 
    “How can you tell the difference?” 
 
    “Use your Sight.” I followed my own suggestion. The Ritual Chamber faded into gray and the image of a cat washed away, replaced by something that looked like a hunchbacked monkey with scaly hide, huge bat ears, and a horny beak in place of its snout. I blinked back to normal vision and watched as Dr. Bellowes raised his left hand, drawing the imp’s attention. 
 
    “Tell me your name,” Dr. Bellowes ordered sternly. The imp watched him warily, still in its cat disguise. I wondered if it was trying to pretend it was a real cat, even though it wasn’t fooling anyone with the Sight, which was everyone present.  
 
    “Tell me your name.” This time Dr. Bellowes’ voice held a menacing edge. The imp eyed the glowing tracery overhead, no doubt searching for a weakness in the magical cage. 
 
    “Tell me your name.” The imp hissed exactly like an angry cat and Dr. Bellowes made a brief gesture with his free hand. Something sparked under the imp’s feet and it jumped straight up in the air, landing with all four paws spread. “I will not ask again.” 
 
    “Raxixor, curse you all,” the imp snarled. Hearing a voice, even a demonic one, uttered by a cat was a strange experience. 
 
    “You are in our power and subject to our will,” Dr. Bellowes informed it. “Answer our questions truthfully and we will banish you back to Hell. Lie and you will die where you stand. Remain silent and you will suffer.” 
 
    “I know of thee, Hunter,” retorted the imp. “Thy conquests are legendary among those of mine ilk. What assurance have I that thou wilt keep to thy bargain and refrain from my slaughter after thou hast gained what knowledge I possess?” 
 
    “None. Answer or die.” 
 
    Raxixor laughed, a sound remarkably like a cat coughing up a hairball. “Thou art honest at the least, Hunter. Ask and I shall answer thee.” 
 
    “How long ago were you captured in that soul trap?” 
 
    The imp eyed the sphere and bared its teeth. “It seemed but moments ago. I do not know how many days have passed.” 
 
    “Where were you when you were captured?” 
 
    Raxixor studied the witches surrounding it. “To the very south and west of this land, within sight of the ancient castle above the sea.” 
 
    The Council members exchanged frowns. “Does it mean Tintagel in Cornwall?” Sir James wondered.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Lady Harwood replied impatiently. “Get to the point, William.” 
 
    Dr. Bellowes nodded. “Who captured you? Who imprisoned you in the soul trap?” 
 
    I straightened, holding my breath. There was no way Dr. Bellowes would let the imp answer that. As soon as it identified him, everyone would know that he was the one enslaving demons and killing innocents. He had to kill the imp before it gave him away, The only question was how he would do it without raising everyone’s suspicions. 
 
    The imp bared its teeth again in an approximation of a smile. “He did not deign to give me his name.” 
 
    “But he was a man?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Describe him.” 
 
    What is he doing? I wondered incredulously. Is he trying to get himself arrested? Dr. Bellowes betrayed no hesitation or nervousness whatsoever. He has to have a trick up his sleeve. 
 
    “He was long and lean, like this one,” Raxixor inclined its head to Sir James, “but bent like a tree buffeted by ceaseless winds. There was dark hair upon his head and face, as unkempt as weeds, and his eyes were fierce, the color of storm clouds. His voice was as deep as the sea and hard as the mountains and his power trembled the earth beneath his feet. He was thine equal, Hunter, and more.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open. That’s not Dr. Bellowes, I thought in dismay. That’s someone else entirely! How is that possible? 
 
    “Does this man sound familiar to anyone?” Lady Harwood frowned. “I can almost picture him in my mind but I can’t quite place him.” 
 
    “I haven’t been down that way in some time,” Dr. Bellowes replied. “I don’t know any of the local warlocks there. James?” 
 
    Sir James shook his head. “No, sorry, that doesn’t ring a bell at all.” 
 
    “Angelica?” She just pursed her lips and shook her head as well. “Gwen?” 
 
    Mrs. Berry tilted her head, studying the imp with a puzzled expression. “I remember meeting a warlock down in Cornwall a few years ago, a very powerful practitioner but a bit of a recluse. It could be him, perhaps.” 
 
    “What was his name?” Lady Harwood pressed. 
 
    “Oh, it’s just on the tip of my tongue. We barely spoke, he was anxious to get away. It was ... Sean? Seamus? No. Sherwood, maybe?” 
 
    “Sherrod?” Lady Harwood suggested in surprise. “Sherrod Davies?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s him! Do you know him?” 
 
    “Carter proposed Sherrod as his replacement on the Council when he retired. I remember it took forever to track him down and he barely let me get a sentence out before he closed his door in my face. I’d completely forgotten about him until just now.” She looked around the circle with worried eyes. “Gwen’s right, he’s a very strong warlock, very skilled in glamours and charms. If he really is drawing power from demons and killing young women as payment, it will be very difficult to stop him.” 
 
    I looked on in complete disbelief. Dr. Bellowes wasn’t responsible for all those soul traps in the dungeon? But I know he’s keeping Metraxion captive and feeding him innocent souls. How can there possibly be two warlocks doing the exact same thing? 
 
    If Dr. Bellowes sensed my confusion from across the room, he gave no sign of it. “Do we have any other questions for the imp?” Four other heads shook silently. 
 
    “Thou didst swear to release me an I spoke truth to thee,” Raxixor growled. “Let me set thee and thy world at my back.” 
 
    “I swore no such thing,” Dr. Bellowes reminded it coldly. The imp recoiled as if it had been struck and then looked around at the other Council members. If it expected to find a sympathetic face, it was going to be very disappointed. “Ready, everyone. Inclino –” 
 
    The imp whirled around and leapt into the air, faster and higher than any normal cat could possibly move, straight at Mrs. Berry’s head. She ducked aside and her foot struck her candle, knocking it over and extinguishing its flame. The pentagram flickered out and the imp landed behind her, bounding across the floor for the closest exit, the stairs right beside where Susie and I were standing. 
 
    A whole lot of voices shouted orders, filling the room with sound and trampling all over each other. I pushed Susie behind me, calling up my force punch, but Angelica was faster. She shook one step forward, gripped her hand into a fist, and spat a word. Lightning arced down out of nowhere, striking Raxixor in mid-leap. It exploded with a loud pop, scattering a noxious residue across the floor. The seven of us stood there in startled silence, until Susie leaned around me. 
 
    “Can I have one of your rings?” she asked. “I want to be able to do that.” Angelica just gave her a dubious look as she flexed her fingers, rubbing them as if they ached. 
 
    “I am so sorry,” Mrs. Berry exclaimed. “I didn’t expect it to jump at me like that.” 
 
    “It’s all right, Gwen,” Lady Harwood sighed. “We would have disposed of it anyway.” She touched her fingers to her Philosopher’s Stone. “Dobbs,” she said in that echoing voice, “send someone up to the Ritual Chamber with a mop. And bleach,” she added distastefully. The slimy smear that used to be Raxixor the imp was already evaporating, leaving the sharp odor of brimstone hanging in the air.  
 
    “Perhaps we should relocate to the Upper Chamber and decide our next course of action,” Sir James suggested grimly. “This matter of Sherrod Davies is more pressing than the state of the floor.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Lady Harwood crossed over to the stairs leading upwards, looking pensive, and Mrs. Berry and Sir James followed close behind. Dr. Bellowes gathered up the candles and carefully tucked them away into his satchel before picking up the soul trap. He looked it over with a frown and then suddenly threw it down onto the floor. It shattered with a sharp pock, scattering fragments of clay and quartz all over. He dusted off his hands and retrieved his satchel. 
 
    “Angelica?” he asked as if nothing untoward had happened. “The full Council should be present for this.” 
 
    Angelica nodded jerkily and quickly joined him. She looked very uneasy and I couldn’t blame her. The Council was about to go hunting for one of their own. 
 
    The two of them started up the steps but I hesitated, wondering if I should join them. Sherrod Davies has nothing to do with me, I reasoned. They don’t need me there. No, wait a minute, something’s not right here. The portal from Agent Morgan’s room brought us straight into that dungeon and that’s where Raxixor’s trap came from. Sherrod must have ordered his demon to capture her, but why? I never even heard of this guy until just now. I couldn’t make any sense of it but I had to know what was going on, if only to make sure the Council didn’t forget about rescuing Morgan. 
 
    “Come on,” I told Susie, hurrying across the room. I made it all the way to the steps before I realized she wasn’t with me. Instead, she knelt in the center of the extinguished pentagram, holding up a fragment of the broken soul trap. “Susie! We don’t have time to be fooling around with that!” 
 
    “Vincula aperio,” she murmured, but nothing happened. She let the shard drop from her fingers and stood with a puzzled expression. “Why were the lines different?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The lines on the ball. They were different this time.” 
 
    “Every soul trap is different,” I told her impatiently. That little tidbit came out of the Encyclopedia Arcanum, courtesy of Dr. Bellowes. “The pattern is designed for a specific target and it has to be drawn by hand.” 
 
    “But this one was different from before,” she insisted. 
 
    “What do you mean, from before?” 
 
    She huffed in frustration, adding an eyeroll for good measure. “From when we saw it in the dungeon.” 
 
    It took a few seconds for her words to finally make sense. “You mean the pattern on that trap changed?” She nodded. “How could you possibly tell?” That earned me a lifted eyebrow but I already figured it out. “The concentration spell! You remembered what it looked like before and it didn’t match what we saw here.” I sucked in my breath with a feeling of dread. “Oh my God. This wasn’t the same trap we took out of the dungeon. Dr. Bellowes must have switched them. He carries traps in his bag, it would have been easy.” 
 
    I moved away from the stairs, suddenly afraid my voice would carry up the steps. “That must be why he was late getting to the castle. Raxixor must have been in a different trap. He let it out, ordered it to lie about who captured it, probably promised to release it afterwards, and then stuck it back in. He swapped the traps when we got back here and then smashed it so no one could ever figure out what happened.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” Susie scowled. 
 
    “He knew we found his stash of traps and he knew we’d find out who put them there. He tried to keep us out by closing the planar shift but he hedged his bets just in case. When you got us in there through the demon portal, he had to go to Plan B. He set up Sherrod Davies to take the fall for him. Shit!”  
 
    I paced around in a small circle, trying to figure out what to do. I couldn’t just barge upstairs and tell the Council what I knew. The only proof I had was Susie’s memory of the trap pattern and they’d never believe anyone could tell the difference from a glance. My only hope was to find incontrovertible proof that Dr. Bellowes was capturing demons and that proof was in a warded room in his house. The only problem was, I had no idea where he lived and no way to get there. I also didn’t have much time. The Council was going to confront Sherrod Davies and accuse him of killing innocent girls for their souls. That wasn’t going to end well for anyone. 
 
    “Come on.” I grabbed Susie’s wrist and towed her towards the stairs leading down. She tried to resist but the floor was worn smooth and I outweighed her by about sixty pounds. 
 
    “Peter!” she protested, trying to pry my fingers off. “You’re going the wrong way!” 
 
    “They don’t need us. We have to figure out how to expose Dr. Bellowes before they find Sherrod Davies.” 
 
    “But I’m a member of the Council now. I’m supposed to be with them!” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” She dug in her heels and our progress slowed to a crawl. “Susie!” 
 
    “Lady Harwood said she’d sponsor me if I got us into that dungeon and I did.” The set of her jaw reflected her resolve. 
 
    “Being sponsored isn’t the same thing as being an official member,” I argued. “You still have to go through interviews and tests and get testimonials and all that.” I had no idea what joining the Council really entailed but it had to be more than a hello and a handshake. 
 
    “I don’t want to do all that stuff,” she complained. “I just want to kill demons.” 
 
    “Well, Dr. Bellowes is tricking the rest of the Council into killing an innocent man. Is that what you want to do?” 
 
    “No,” she grumbled. “Are you going to kill demons?” 
 
    “I’m going to have to,” I admitted reluctantly. Dr. Bellowes wasn’t going to go down without a fight and that meant facing Metraxion. 
 
    “Fine, then I’m coming with you.” She suddenly stopped resisting and I nearly fell on my butt before I caught my balance. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “First, we need to wake Dara up.” I hurried towards the stairs and Susie trotted after me. 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I sighed, “but I’ll let you know as soon as I figure it out.”  
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    Does the end justify the means? Do the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the one? Is it possible to do good by doing evil? Most people, especially those living in democratic societies, would say no, you can’t justify harming someone just because it helps someone else. And yet it’s easy to come up with exceptions to that rule that these same people won’t dispute. Hurting someone when it’s the only way to keep them from hurting someone else, for example. Taking money from citizens to pay for essential services that benefit everyone. Throwing virgins into a volcano to appease the fire god. Sure, there are a few folks who might quibble about the outcomes, but by and large, people agree that these acts are, in the long run, both necessary and good. 
 
    Unfortunately, this makes defining “good” a bit problematic. How can someone be considered good if someone else gets hurt as a consequence? Does being good only apply to your interactions with other human beings, or does it include animals as well? How about plants, or the planet as a whole? Can an organism that is unaware of the consequences of its actions be considered good, since it has no intent to hurt anyone? We talk about good and bad bacteria, for example, but that’s not a moral judgment, just a statement about their benefits to us personally. 
 
    How many villagers would you have to save from the fire god to justify pushing one virgin into the lava pit, if you’re the one doing the pushing? Ten? A hundred? A thousand? The larger the number, the “gooder” you are, in theory. However, the longer you resist making that sacrifice, the more people you put at risk. If you hold fast to your convictions and state, “I will never hurt another human being no matter what,” aren’t you dooming everyone to a horrible death at the hands of the fire god? Aren’t you, in fact, evil? 
 
      
 
    We hurried through the library and down the steps into the entrance hall, squeezing past another liveried servant on his way upstairs with a bucket and mop. Dobbs was off doing butler things somewhere, which was just as well. I didn’t need him reporting our movements to Lady Harwood or Dr. Bellowes. 
 
    The elevator wasn’t waiting for us this time and it took forever for the doors to finally open. There was no one inside and I jumped in, jabbing the 1 button repeatedly before Susie even crossed the threshold. I silently urged the elevator to move faster but it ignored me, finally depositing us on the second – or first – floor. I ran down to Dara’s room and twisted the door knob, nearly colliding with the door when it didn’t open. I had to blink at it a couple of times before I remembered I’d locked it. 
 
    My unlocking spell made short work of this obstacle and I reached for the knob again. Then I paused and looked at Susie. “Wait here,” I told her. “We’ll be out in a minute.” 
 
    “Why can’t I come in?” 
 
    “Because ... because Dara might not be presentable.” Susie just frowned at me. “She might not have any clothes on,” I translated for her. 
 
    “So? I’ve seen her skyclad before.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean she wants you to see her that way. Just wait here.” 
 
    Susie made a pointed survey of the corridor. The only things in sight were more portraits, busts, and vases. “There’s nothing to do out here.” 
 
    “It’ll just be a minute. Stay.” I pointed to the floor between us like she was an unruly puppy. Before she could raise another objection, I slipped into the room and locked the door behind me. 
 
    I had to let my eyes adjust to the dim light leaking under the curtains but nothing seemed to have changed since I left two hours ago. Daraxandriel was still fast asleep in the bed, curled up on her side, although she’d kicked the covers off at some point. She was still in demonic form and she hugged her tail between her breasts. 
 
    I stood at the side of the bed and just watched her breathe for a while. A tiny smile played on her lips and I wondered if she was dreaming. What do demons dream about? I mused. Tormenting souls with pitchforks? Dancing to the screams of the damned as they burn in the eternal flames? I realized I didn’t actually want to know the answer. 
 
    “Why does she look different now?” 
 
    “Gah!” The sudden voice at my side nearly gave me heart failure right then and there. “Jesus Christ, Susie! I told you to stay outside!” 
 
    “I got bored. Did she have horns before?” Susie looked unsettled, as if she was having trouble reconciling her memories. 
 
    “No!” I gulped, thinking quickly. “She – she’s wearing a glamour, that’s all. In case any demons come after her while she’s sleeping.” 
 
    Susie’s eyes did the Sight thing. “It doesn’t look like a glamour to me,” she said suspiciously. 
 
    “It’s just a different kind, that’s all. I’ll wake her up and get her to remove it. Dara!” I shook her shoulder. “Dara, wake up!” She shook her head with an inarticulate noise and curled up tighter. “Dara! It’s time to get up and go back to being human.” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s eyes fluttered open and her smile spread when they focused on me. “Peter Simon Collins!” she exclaimed sleepily. “Thou hast returned to me!” 
 
    She reached out and grabbed my shirt and then rolled onto her back, pulling me down on top of her. I ended up with her arms wrapped around my head and my face pressed into her bosom, which wouldn’t ordinarily have been a problem, except Susie was standing right there. That, and the fact that I couldn’t breathe. 
 
    “Let go!” I mumbled into her boobs. I wriggled my way out of her grasp, sucking in a few lungfuls of oxygen. Even that brief encounter with her overheated body left me lightheaded. “Okay, you can change back to human now.” 
 
    “Whyfor?” she pouted. “My bones are still weary from our recent labors.” 
 
    “Because Susie’s standing right here and she’s wondering why you look like a demon.” 
 
    Daraxandriel shifted over to look behind me. “Waif,” she said frostily. 
 
    “Dara,” Susie replied with equal disdain. “Does looking like a demon really keep demons from attacking you?”  
 
    Daraxandriel blinked at her in confusion and I hastened to explain. “I told her that you’re wearing a special glamour to fool other demons into thinking you’re one of them.” I nodded at her vigorously, hoping she’d pick up the hint. 
 
    “Aye,” she said slowly, looking at me doubtfully. “Demons hesitate to assault others of their kind without cause.” 
 
    “Really?” Susie frowned. “Why didn’t Mrs. Kendricks teach us how to disguise ourselves as demons, then?” She touched her forehead and drew her hand back over her head. A pair of recurved horns appeared, smoother than Daraxandriel’s. “How do I look?” 
 
    “Demonic,” I assured her. With her long, pale hair, she resembled an adolescent version of Nyx, which was a very disturbing thought. “Now back to being human, both of you, before anyone else sees you.” 
 
    The two of them eyed each other, as if they were both waiting for the other to go first. Finally, though, Daraxandriel yanked the covers over her head and I heard a faint whispering in the distance. When she pulled the covers back down a few seconds later, Dara Alexander lay there in her naked, virginal glory, making my heart skip a few beats. Susie’s head was back to normal as well. 
 
    “Great,” I told them. “Now get dressed. As soon as the others leave, we need to figure out where Dr. Bellowes lives and get over there ASAP.” I dug into my backpack and started tossing Daraxandriel’s spare clothes at her. 
 
    “Is aught amiss?” Daraxandriel mumbled through her shirt as she wiggled it over her head in the most distracting way possible. “Are we now to confront Parathraxas ourselves without the aid of the Council?” 
 
    “Peter’s mad at him for tricking us with the ball,” Susie explained, “so we’re breaking into his house to steal his books. And something about going to Sherwood Forest,” she added. 
 
    “That’s not what happened!” I protested. “And it’s Sherrod Davies, not Sherwood Forest! What happened to your perfect memory?” 
 
    “I stopped listening to you after a while,” she shrugged. 
 
    I let my breath out in an exasperated sigh. “Dr. Bellowes tricked the Council into thinking another warlock named Sherrod Davies is the one taking innocent souls. The Council’s going to try to capture him. While they’re gone, we’re going to find Dr. Bellowes’ journals and prove that he’s actually responsible.” 
 
    “Parathraxas’ perfidy is boundless,” Daraxandriel fumed. She slipped off the bed and shimmied her skirt up over her hips. That was something I could watch over and over again, but we were a bit pressed for time. She slipped on the sandals I handed her, settled everything into place, and looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “Um, what about your underwear?” I asked. She blinked at me like she didn’t know what the word meant. “The bra and panties you were wearing before?”  
 
    She looked down at herself and then at the floor around her feet and then at the bed. I rooted around under the pillows and covers for her, mostly because I was in a hurry but also because I didn’t want the maids coming across them after we were gone and getting the wrong idea about us. I finally snagged both articles and held them up. Daraxandriel just looked at me and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Okay, then.” I stuffed them into the backpack and dug out my phone. “Let’s see if we can find Dr. Bellowes’ address.” 
 
    My hopes that searching for Doctor William Bellowes England address would return a single hit detailing the location of his house along with directions for getting there were quickly dashed. The information that Google did deign to share with me was pretty meager, mostly touching on his job as a history professor at Oxford University. I remembered Agent Morgan complaining about his lack of an online presence but I didn’t think it would be this skimpy. 
 
    “This is going to take forever,” I grumbled. “Start searching,” I told Susie. “Look for anything that might give us a clue where he lives.” 
 
    “I don’t have a computer,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Use your phone.” 
 
    “I don’t have it.” 
 
    I looked at her. Her hands were empty and her dress had no pockets. I knew girls sometimes tucked their phones into their bras but that wasn’t a option with Susie. “Where is it?” 
 
    “In my purse.” 
 
    “Where’s your purse?” 
 
    “On the table at prom. Maybe.” 
 
    I felt the beginnings of another headache coming on. Breathe in through your nose, breathe out through your mouth. “Well, let’s hope Cameron noticed it and brought it home with him.” I rummaged through the backpack and found Morgan’s phone. “Here, see if you can unlock this. I don’t suppose you remember where he lived?” I asked Daraxandriel. 
 
    “When he first consented to my contract, his rooms were above his workshop, which stood upon Whitechapel Road in London,” she said, wrinkling her nose, “a most unpleasant venue. I feared for my safety whenever I ventured there.” 
 
    “But you’re a suc–” I shot a glance at Susie, who was scrolling through something on Morgan’s phone. “You can do magic and you’re a lot stronger than regular people. Thieves and muggers couldn’t do anything to you, could they?” 
 
    “Nay,” she admitted, “yet it was still a troublesome journey from the palace.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine it’s still there after four hundred and thirty years. Hopefully his new place is in a better neighborhood. Did you find anything?” I asked Susie. 
 
    “The FBI thinks one of the state senators in California is an incubus.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “And a pastor in Alabama was attacked by a hellhound right in the middle of his sermon.” 
 
    “Give me that!” I grabbed the phone from her hands. “You’re supposed to be looking for Dr. Bellowes’ address, not peeking at Agent Morgan’s email! Here, you try finding it.” I thrust the phone into Daraxandriel’s hands. She juggled it for a moment but managed not to drop it. “This is serious, people,” I reminded them sternly. “We don’t have time to –” 
 
    Mr. Collins, if you could join us out front, we would be most obliged. Lady Harwood’s voice echoed all around me and I wondered if the room had an intercom system, although I couldn’t see any speakers. 
 
    “We don’t have time to what?” Susie asked with a sulky scowl. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear that?” 
 
    “Hear what?” 
 
    “Lady Harwood. She just asked me to go downstairs.” Both girls shook their heads in unison. “Oh, it must have been that thing she does with her Philosopher’s Stone. That’s a neat trick.” I wondered what her range was and if other people could contact her the same way. That might come in handy. “I’d better go see what she wants. Stay here,” I ordered, “by which I mean, stay here.” I looked Susie right in the eye when I said that. She shrugged indifferently. “Make sure she doesn’t leave the room,” I told Daraxandriel, “and keep looking for his address. Here.” I handed Susie my phone with only mild trepidation. As far as I was aware, I didn’t have any incriminating secrets on my phone that she could use to blackmail me for more spells. 
 
    I locked the door behind me, more to discourage Susie from wandering off than keep other people out, and hurried down to the entrance hall. Dobbs was back in his regular spot and he silently gestured to the open door and the driveway beyond. I found four of the five Council members standing by Sir James’ sedan. 
 
    “There you are, Mr. Collins.” So far, all I seemed to have accomplished during my time in England was disappointing Lady Harwood. “You were conspicuously absent in the Upper Chamber.” 
 
    “I had to check on Dara,” I told her. “She’s fine. Speaking of conspicuous absences, where’s Dr. Bellowes?” 
 
    “He went on ahead,” she informed me. “We’ll meet up with him on the way.” 
 
    “By himself?” That didn’t bode well. “Shouldn’t someone be with him?” To keep an eye on him and make sure he doesn’t set up another surprise for us. 
 
    “The only danger he faces is falling asleep at the wheel on the way,” Lady Harwood replied dryly. “Tintagel is a four-hour drive from here.” 
 
    “Four hours?” I echoed in surprise. That was unexpectedly good news. That gave us most of the day to do what we had to do. 
 
    “Not to worry, Mr. Collins, you won’t be coming with us.” She held up a hand to forestall a protest I wasn’t intending to make. “Capturing Sherrod won’t be easy and we’ll need experienced practitioners to handle whatever he might throw at us. You and your sister and Miss Alexander will be safe here. Angelica is staying back as well.”  
 
    Angelica stood off to one side with her shoulders hunched and arms crossed, looking down at the cobblestones. She glanced up momentarily at the mention of her name, giving her grandmother an unreadable look. She was clearly unhappy with the decision to leave her behind. 
 
    “We want to take Sherrod alive,” Lady Harwood went on, “and her skills are better suited for ... other situations.” The kinds of situations where blasting creatures into bubbling goo wouldn’t be a problem, no doubt. “We’ll contact you once we have things in hand. With any luck, Fay will be back among us by nightfall.” 
 
    She gestured and the others climbed into the sedan, with Sir James behind the wheel and Mrs. Berry in the back. Lady Harwood opened the front passenger door but paused before getting in . 
 
    “Ask Dobbs if you need anything,” she said. “Remain on the property and refrain from opening any locked doors. They’re sealed for a reason. If anything untoward should happen, Angelica will see to your safety.”  
 
    She hesitated, as if she was about to add something and then reconsidered. She nodded to us and slipped into her seat. Sir James started the engine and Angelica and I watched them circle the fountain and disappear through the gate. 
 
    “What sort of untoward things was she talking about?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Angelica replied curtly. “Kingsbury is warded against demonic attacks. Nothing will happen here.” She turned on her heel and stalked back into the mansion. 
 
    I brought a succubus in here, I noted silently as I followed her in. And if I can do it, Dr. Bellowes can too. This place isn’t as safe as you think. 
 
    Angelica was speaking quietly to Dobbs when I stepped inside. The butler nodded and walked off, disappearing into the dining room wing, leaving the two of us alone in the entrance hall. “So what are you going to do now?” she asked sourly. “It’ll be hours before we find out what happened.” 
 
    “We’ll, uh, keep ourselves busy.” I headed for the elevator, hoping the girls had made some progress, but Angelica followed me. “Don’t you have anything you need to do?” 
 
    “Like what?” she shrugged irritably. “I’m too anxious to read or play games, I don’t have any homework, and there’s no one else staying here. I might as well hang out with you three.” 
 
    “Oh.” That was a problem. We couldn’t plan our break-in of a Council member’s house with another Council member standing right there. The elevator arrived before I could think of a way to get rid of her and we rode up to the second – or first – floor and walked down the hallway in awkward silence.  
 
    I stopped in front of the door, wracking my brain for a way to ditch Angelica without making her suspicious. I couldn’t come up with anything, though, but at least we had several hours to work with. Maybe she’d get bored after a while and leave on her own. If not, we’d have to take more drastic measures. I wondered if I could find an empty soul trap somewhere. 
 
    I opened the door, or tried to, but it was still locked. I didn’t want Angelica knowing what sort of spells I knew, especially those associated with breaking and entering, so I knocked. “Dara? It’s Peter and Angelica. I hope you’re not doing anything, um, that you shouldn’t be. Let us in.” I hoped that was enough of a hint for them to hide whatever search results they’d found so far. 
 
    Angelica gave me a strange look while we waited for Daraxandriel to unlock the door. The latch clicked and the door cracked open, revealing one of Daraxandriel’s thankfully-still-human eyes. 
 
    “Ah, thou hast – I mean to say, you are back,” she declared, pulling the door wide. “What did Lady Harwood say?” 
 
    “She just wanted me to know they were heading out. They won’t be back for a few hours.” I looked around for Susie and spotted her in one of the chair by the window, scowling at my phone. “Angelica doesn’t have anything else to do so she wanted to join us for a while.” Hopefully a very short while. 
 
    “Is there anything you guys want to do?” Angelica asked diffidently. “I could show you the grounds, I guess, and there’s a home theater downstairs so we could watch a movie or something.” She didn’t sound particularly enthusiastic about either choice. 
 
    “Can you teach me how to enchant rings like yours?” Susie didn’t even bother looking up from my phone, typing with her thumbs like she was playing an arcade game. 
 
    “My rings?” Angelica looked at her hands doubtfully. Seven of her fingers bore a silver ring, each one slightly different. “That’s pretty advanced magic. It probably wouldn’t make much sense to you.” 
 
    “That’s fine, you just have to show me once.” She stopped typing and inspected the phone screen with a sideways twist to her lips. “Nothing,” she grumped. “Do you know where Dr. Bellowes lives?” 
 
    “Susie!” I exclaimed, aghast. Our entire plan was about to be torpedoed by one careless question. “Just ignore her,” I told Angelica hastily. “She doesn’t have any filters on her mouth.” 
 
    “Why do you want to know where Dr. Bellowes lives?” Angelica asked doubtfully. 
 
    “We don’t,” I assured her. “We were just wondering how long it takes the Council members to get here. I mean, Susie still has this crazy idea that she’s going to join and it would take her days to get here for the meetings.” My laugh was unconvincing even to me. 
 
    “Well, England’s not terribly large. James is in London, which is about two hours away, and Gwen takes a hour to get here from Stoke-on-Trent. William lives in Coventry. He’s actually the closest of everyone – well, other than Nana and me, obviously – maybe half an hour from here. When he’s not teaching,” she amended with a shrug. “He has an apartment in Oxford he uses during the week.” 
 
    “What’s his address?” Susie waited expectantly, her thumbs poised over the phone’s keyboard. 
 
    “Susie!” 
 
    “Your way is too hard,” she argued. “Angelica knows exactly where he lives, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Angelica admitted cautiously, “but I still don’t understand why you need to know that.” 
 
    “Peter wants to break in while he’s gone and find proof that he’s the person killing people for their souls so he can feed the demons he uses to extend his life and power his spells.” 
 
    “Susie! Oh my God,” I muttered as I buried my face in my hands. 
 
    “Peter,” Angelica asked carefully, “what’s really going on here? You can’t seriously believe that.” 
 
    “It’s true,” I sighed resignedly. I sat on the bench at the foot of the bed, shaking my head. “I saw him try to take a girl’s soul to feed Metraxion.” 
 
    “Metraxion?” She looked startled but not surprised. 
 
    “You know about him?” 
 
    “I – William mentioned him once. He said he’s a very powerful demon lord.” Angelica looked at all three of us in turn and then shook her head vehemently. “You can’t possibly expect me to believe he’s in league with a demon. He kills demons. He’s been doing it for years!” 
 
    “For over four hundred years,” I told her, “ever since the days of Queen Elizabeth, the first one. Somewhere along the way, he started using captive demons to supplement his power and extend his life. Eventually, he  captured Metraxion, but he needs souls to keep him from breaking loose.” 
 
    “No, this is insane,” she insisted. “I’ve known him all my life. He taught me how to fight demons. He taught my mother and Nana!” 
 
    “He’s one of the best demon hunters in the world,” I agreed, “but he’s killing innocents to do it.” 
 
    “He’s not! You heard that imp. Sherrod Davies is the killer!” 
 
    “Dr. Bellowes forced it to say that. All those soul traps under Kenilworth Council are his.” 
 
    “No, you’re wrong!” she retorted. “You can’t just waltz in here from outer space or Texas or wherever and accuse William of being a murderer. Where’s your proof?” 
 
    “In his house. There’s a hidden room there where he keeps all his journals, four hundred years’ worth of his experiments and plans. It’s all written down there.” 
 
    “How can you possibly know that?” 
 
    I hesitated. Trying to explain my alternate timeline wouldn’t do a thing to convince her. “Fay Morgan told me about it,” I said finally. 
 
    “How convenient that she’s not here to confirm that!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I know it’s there and we’re going to find it.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “I’m not going to let you ruin his life with these baseless accusations. When Nana and the others get back –” 
 
    “We can’t wait that long,” I told her, rising to my feet. “We’re going. The only question is, are you going with us?” 
 
    “Nobody’s going anywhere,” she said, her voice flat with anger. “You’re staying right here where I can keep an eye on you.” Her rings began to crackle ominously. 
 
    “You can’t stop us.” 
 
    “I think I can,” she sneered. 
 
    “No, you can’t.” I summoned my star-filled pentagram and Angelica backed away a step, eyeing it cautiously. Before she could unleash a lightning storm at me, I cast a binding spell on her. Her arms snapped to her sides and her legs clamped together, trapped by invisible bands. She wriggled desperately, trying to free herself, but all she could do was topple over like a fallen tree. 
 
    “Dob–” she started to scream and I wrapped another band around her mouth, being careful not to cover her nose. She made a loud frustrated noise as she struggled to free herself. 
 
    “Don’t hurt yourself,” I urged her, banishing my pentagram. “I’ll let you go if you promise not to do anything rash.” 
 
    “Is that wise, Peter Si– Peter?” Daraxandriel asked worriedly. “She is a very powerful witch.” 
 
    “We’re on the same side, she just doesn’t realize it yet. We’re going to prove that Dr. Bellowes is a murderer,” I told Angelica. “Come with us and you’ll see for yourself.” 
 
    Angelica glared up at me and fought against the magical bonds one more time before subsiding. She took a couple of deep breaths through her nose and then nodded jerkily. I carefully loosened the binding spell, ready to restore it the moment she tried anything, but she waited until I freed her completely before she sat up, rubbing her wrists like they hurt. I held out my hand to her and she eyed it in distaste before allowing me to help her up. She tugged the bottom of her sweater down, giving herself a moment to regain her composure. 
 
    “You are in so much trouble,” she said coldly. 
 
    “Look at it this way,” I argued. “I’m accusing a warlock of misusing his powers and causing harm to civilians. As the senior Council member here, you have to investigate it, right? Come with us and we’ll show you the evidence. If you’re convinced, help us deal with him. If not, arrest us or whatever it is you do.” 
 
    “That’s not how it works,” she grumbled. “This should be brought before the entire Council.” 
 
    “Except we’re accusing one of the members. He’ll deny it and nothing will change. People will still die. Help us, Angelica,” I begged her earnestly. “If he’s guilty – and he is – he has to be stopped.” 
 
    Angelica looked from me to Daraxandriel to Susie, who seemed oblivious to everything going on in the room. “All right,” she ground between her teeth. “We’ll go take a look around William’s house. You won’t find anything,” she predicted, “even assuming you can get past his wards.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” I assured her with a hint of smugness. I knew every one of Dr. Bellowes’ spells. Getting into his house was going to be a piece of cake. Hopefully locating the hidden room would be just as easy. If not, I hoped the Council jail was comfortable, because we were going to be there a very long time. 
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    There’s a big difference between looking and seeing. When you look at something, your retinas react to the different frequencies and amplitudes of the photons reflected from that object, stimulating the nerves in your visual cortex. It’s a physiological response to an external phenomenon. It’s what allows you to, for example, detect that the sign hanging in the store window says Closed. However, if you try the door anyway and can’t quite grasp why it doesn’t open, you haven’t actually seen the sign. Seeing something requires you to actively process the information your eyes are reporting and explicitly determine an appropriate response. 
 
    Similarly, just because you hear something doesn’t mean you’re listening. We’ve all had occasions where we’ve tuned someone out, only to realize when they stop talking that they’re waiting for some kind of answer. You can either try to bluff your way out or ask them to repeat themselves, neither of which is ideal. This is why soldiers are trained to obey orders without thinking about them. There’s no room on the battlefield for confusion or repetition. 
 
    Looking versus seeing, hearing versus listening, touching versus feeling, tasting versus savoring, there often seems to be a disconnect between our senses and our responses. Less advanced species don’t seem to have this problem, so it must have something to do with all that gray matter crammed in our skulls. It’s supposed to help us make better decisions, but all too often it just distracts us from what’s really important. Pay attention, people. Your lives – or mine – could depend on it. 
 
      
 
    Nobody spoke on the drive to Coventry, other than the hundred variations of “I can’t believe I’m doing this” and “You are in so much trouble” Angelica muttered to herself while glaring through the windshield. I spent the time sorting through the Encyclopedia Arcanum trying to dig up anything useful about Dr. Bellowes’ house and the secret room, but I couldn’t find any personal information, just spells and demon lore. We were going in blind and that worried me. 
 
    Coventry proved to be a decent-sized town with rows upon rows of boxy brick buildings crowded into the available space. Things didn’t open up until we passed the town center and veered off onto another road that split again a minute later, taking us through a long wooded stretch. Narrow driveways pierced the wall of trees on either side at wide intervals and I glimpsed sizeable houses through the foliage. Most had brick or stone entrances with street numbers on them, but one bore a large plaque with the entire address: 91 Kenilworth Road. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I exclaimed, sitting up straighter. “Does Dr. Bellowes live on this road?” 
 
    Angelica eyed me coldly. “Yeah. Why?” 
 
    “On Kenilworth Road?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Which goes to Kenilworth?” 
 
    She took a little longer to respond this time. “Yeah,” she said warily. “It’s about ten minutes from here.” 
 
    “Where all those soul traps are hidden,” I reminded her pointedly. “Pretty convenient, don’t you think?” 
 
    She chewed that over for a minute. “Coincidence,” she said without conviction. “This is it.” 
 
    She slowed and turned onto a narrow dirt lane that snaked its way past a worn brick column bearing the number 111 and through the dense shrubbery beyond. A few moments later, the road ended at a sturdy iron gate flanked by a stone wall topped with metal spikes. The house itself was visible through the bars, an impressive mansion straight off the cover of a Victorian romance novel. 
 
    “How much do college professors make in England?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Not nearly enough for a place like this,” Angelica sniffed, “but if you live longer than a century and invest properly, you can save up quite a lot.” The driveway was wide enough to turn around here and she pulled over to the side and shifted into park. “So now what?” she asked, crossing her arms. 
 
    “Can you open the gates?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Because you can’t or because you won’t?” 
 
    She huffed irritably. “Can’t. I call William when I visit and he opens the gate for me.” 
 
    That wasn’t an option for us so I activated my Sight and studied the wall. Intricate lines of power coursed through the stones and the gate, locking them together. I doubted a tank could break through even with a few well-placed rounds and actinic motes along the top of the wall suggested that climbing over would be a Very Bad Idea.  
 
    “What about that panel over there?” I asked, pointing at a box with a keypad and a speaker grille mounted to the right of the gate. “Does that open the gate?” 
 
    “I guess,” she shrugged. “Tradesmen use it for deliveries and whatnot. And before you ask, no, I don’t know the code.” 
 
    “Susie?” 
 
    “I’m on it.” She jumped out and walked over to the box, peering at it closely. 
 
    “You can’t seriously expect her to guess the code,” Angelica scoffed. “It’ll take hours to go through all the combinations.” 
 
    “She’ll be through in less than a minute,” I predicted. 
 
    “Right,” she drawled, rolling her eyes. I just shrugged and she looked me over doubtfully. “Seriously? How?” 
 
    “I have absolutely no idea,” I admitted. “Locks, passwords, codes, nothing slows her down. It’s like, well, magic.” Susie poked at the keypad and in my Sight, the glowing lines spanning the two halves of the gate faded away. The gates swung slowly inwards, opening the way, and Susie immediately walked through without waiting for the rest of us. “Damn it,” I muttered to myself as I jumped out to follow her. “Susie, wait up!” 
 
    I caught up to her and grabbed her arm to hold her in place. She shook me off immediately but remained where she was as two thumps foretold the arrival of Daraxandriel and Angelica a few seconds later. 
 
    “Is this truly Parathraxas’ abode?” Daraxandriel asked, looking around uneasily, as if she expected him to jump out from behind a bush and yell “Boo!” 
 
    “It’s a step up from his old place on Whitechapel Road,” I noted wryly. The yard in front of the house was a landscaper’s showcase, with tiered flower beds overflowing with a rainbow of colors, carefully-trimmed shrubs artfully arranged around the perimeter, and ancient trees overhanging the wall. The interlocking stones of the driveway were outlined with moss, guiding us to the entrance of the mansion where ivy framed the door. “Did he do all this himself?” 
 
    “I suppose you think he keeps a staff of demon gardeners on hand to weed the beds,” Angelica retorted sarcastically. 
 
    “No, of course not. It just seems like a lot of work for one man to manage.” 
 
    “He probably pays a firm to take care of it for him.” She chewed her lip as she eyed a nearby cluster of phlox doubtfully, though. “Come on, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    She strode along the driveway and the rest of us trailed after her. Behind us, the gate closed in eerie silence, restoring the protective barrier and trapping us inside. I hoped Susie was going to be able to open it again. 
 
    Angelica halted well back from the circular step leading up to the front door. The door itself looked ordinary, just a slab of wood with a nondescript brass knocker in the center, but I felt an almost physical pressure urging me to stay away. I opened my Sight and my breath caught in my throat as I perceived the spells laid across it. The magical strands reinforcing the wall and gate behind us were little better than strings compared to the dense lines of force binding the door. Someone trying to break in would have more luck opening a bank vault with their bare hands. 
 
    “This seems a bit excessive, don’t you think?” I observed, stepping back to study the entire house. The spells extended all the way around, wrapping the structure up in a cocoon of wards. “Is it always like this?” 
 
    “William is a master demon hunter,” Angelica reminded me curtly. “Demons would like nothing better than to catch him sleeping and tear his heart out of his chest. Of course his house is going to be protected.” She shook her head and started retracing her path back to the gate. “All right, we’ve wasted enough time with this nonsense. Let’s go.” 
 
    “No, I got this. Give me a minute.” I summoned my pentagram and focused on the door. I counted at least ten different spells overlaid on it and Dr. Bellowes’ memories informed me in no uncertain terms that they had to be removed in the correct order, or else. “You guys might want to back up a bit, just in case.” Daraxandriel was the only one who moved, coming to stand at my side just outside my pentagram. 
 
    I started with the aversion charm, untying it with a gesture. The urge to retreat vanished and I let my breath out in relief. Then I found the next binding, an immobilization spell, and carefully unwound it. One by one, I removed each layer, trying to ignore the cramping in my hands and the trickles of sweat on my temples. When the last one finally surrendered and faded away, I sagged and nearly fell over, completely drained. Daraxandriel jumped to my side, propping me up as she searched my face. 
 
    “Art thou – are you okay, Peter?” she asked anxiously. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured her. “That just took a lot of me.” I inspected the door in my Sight but it was just a regular door now. “There has to be an easier way to do that.” 
 
    “Easier?” Angelica sounded a bit hysterical. “Easier? You just took apart the strongest magical wards I’ve ever seen in five minutes and you think there’s an easier way?” 
 
    “Dr. Bellowes isn’t going to stand out in the rain undoing all those spells every time he wants to get inside,” I pointed out. “He has to have some way to drop everything at once and then put it all back again, maybe a master talisman or something. Well, it doesn’t matter, we’re in.” 
 
    I approached the door, double-checking that I’d removed all of the spells before reaching for the handle. I winced in anticipation as I gingerly turned it but nothing untoward happened. The door opened easily and I stepped into Dr. Bellowes’ home. 
 
    Lair, Little Peter corrected me. Evil masterminds live in lairs. 
 
    This particular lair was especially nice. The interior was neat and clean and tastefully decorated, at least the part that I could see from where I stood. The entrance hall had tile floors and plaster walls and tall ceilings with dark oak beams. Open doorways branched off on either side and another room opened up at the far end. None of the lights were on but enough sunlight spilled in through the windows all around to banish the shadows. 
 
    Susie poked me in the ribs to get me to move out of her way. “So where’s this secret room supposed to be?” she asked, looking around. 
 
    “I don’t know, it’s a secret,” I reminded her. “Let’s split up, but stay together.” Three pairs of eyes looked at me skeptically. “In pairs,” I explained. “Susie, you and Angelica start on the right, Dara and I will do the left. Keep an eye out for anything that looks suspicious, but don’t touch anything until I have a look at it. Understood?” I waited until all three of them nodded. “Just be careful. We don’t know what other traps he might have set.” Angelica just shook her head in resignation and hurried to catch up to Susie, who was already out of sight. “I have a bad feeling about this,” I sighed. 
 
    “As do I,” Daraxandriel murmured. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked her worriedly. Her eyes look strained again. 
 
    “This house bears down upon me, as did Kingsbury manor. This is not a place that welcomes my kind.” She shook herself and tried to put on a smile. “Fear not, for thy presence sustains me.” 
 
    “We’ll make this quick,” I promised her. “Let’s look in here.” 
 
    The room I stepped into was obviously Dr. Bellowes’ study. A large wooden desk sat in the corner in front of a leather chair. Bookshelves lined two of the walls and a stone fireplace dominated a third, while leaded windows looked out over the front yard. A large oil painting was mounted over the mantelpiece, a landscape showing a castle rising out of the fog on some desolate moor. It seemed pretty bleak to me and I wondered why Dr. Bellowes chose it. 
 
    Daraxandriel stood in the center of the room, hugging herself as she looked around. “I feel his presence here,” she said quietly. “He spends a goodly portion of his time in this room.” 
 
    “You don’t have to stay with me,” I told her. “You can wait outside or something.” She just shook her head. “Okay, if you’re sure.” The truth was, I appreciated her company. Just being in the house was making me anxious. 
 
    I checked the room for magic, but there was surprisingly little here, just a few random objects on the mantle and the desk and a handful of books on the shelves. To my surprise, most of the volumes were mundane, covering ordinary subjects like bird watching and architecture. If the entrance to the hidden room was in here, I couldn’t spot it. 
 
    We continued down the hall, glancing into a small bathroom before encountering another corridor stretching the length of the house. We followed the left-hand branch, discovering a couple of bedrooms that seemed unused, another bathroom, a mostly empty storeroom, several closets filled with linens and other supplies, and a set of stairs that led up to the next floor. Everything was clean and ready for use but I doubted Dr. Bellowes spent any time in any of these rooms. Magical artifacts and spells were conspicuous by their absence. I was beginning to worry that this wasn’t the right place after all. 
 
    “Maybe he owns another house,” I suggested as Daraxandriel and I returned to the intersection. 
 
    “Surely Angelica would have stated so, were that the case,” she argued. 
 
    “Maybe she doesn’t know about it,” I countered, “or maybe she doesn’t want to betray him more than she has already. She doesn’t think he’s guilty, remember.” 
 
    “We have seen but a portion of this mansion so far,” she pointed out. “Let us exhaust our search here before seeking out other locales.” 
 
    That was good advice and we continued on towards the back of the house. The hallway deposited us in a massive room that took up a sizable fraction of the lower floor. The entire back wall was nothing but floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over a stone terrace and the manicured lawn beyond. Another fireplace large enough to drive a small car into stood across from the view, surmounted by a trio of animal trophies gazing longingly at the outside world. I checked to make sure they weren’t actually demon heads disguised with glamours. Thankfully for my peace of mind, they were exactly what they looked like, the products of a talented taxidermist. 
 
    Comfortable-looking chairs and sofas were arranged in clusters around low tables in the center of the room, flanked by a pool table and well-stocked bar on one side and a dining table with eight chairs on the other. If the Council of Nine ever became the Council of Thirty-Nine, Dr. Bellowes would have no trouble hosting the annual Christmas party here. 
 
    As impressive as the room was, it didn’t seem to be hiding any secrets whatsoever. I scanned the walls carefully, looking for any hint of a door or a lock, magical or otherwise, and came up empty. 
 
    Maybe it’s upstairs, I thought, looking up at the ceiling. A secret chamber, no matter how well concealed, still took up space, so it couldn’t be in the middle of the other rooms. Guests would notice pretty quick that a chunk of the house was inaccessible. Maybe it’s up in the attic, or underground. Dr. Bellowes has a lot of experience with dungeons, after all. I rejected the possibility that it could only be reached through a planar shift. That would be too obvious to any visiting witches. 
 
    “Peter!” 
 
    I spun around at Susie’s call but she sounded more annoyed than alarmed. I hurried past the fireplace and found a twin to the hallway that brought Daraxandriel and me here, although there was no one in sight. “Susie?” I called. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Tell Angelica that she’s wrong.” 
 
    “Wrong about what?” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her, Peter,” Angelica retorted. “She’s hallucinating.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “I found the room,” Susie declared. 
 
    “She did not,” Angelica argued. 
 
    Of the two, I knew which one I was more likely to believe, but I couldn’t imagine why Angelica would be denying something that could be easily verified. I hurried down the hall with Daraxandriel on my heels, glancing into the rooms we passed until I discovered the two of them standing in another storeroom, facing off with one another. The place looked like a pantry of some sort, with shelves bearing a substantial collection of boxes, bags, and bottles lining the longer walls. 
 
    “What going on here?” I demanded. 
 
    “What do you see there?” Susie pointed to the far end of the room. I didn’t even bother glancing that way. 
 
    “Nothing,” I told her. “There’s nothing there.” 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Angelica complained. “She’s got some crazy idea in her head that there’s a hidden door there.” 
 
    “Susie, come on,” I sighed. “We don’t have time for games. Let’s keep looking.” 
 
    “It’s right there!” she insisted. “Just look at it!” 
 
    “I don’t have to, it’s just a blank wall.” 
 
    “There’s a spell right in the center! A big, black, glowy one!” 
 
    Angelica rolled her eyes. “How can something black glow?” she scoffed. 
 
    “It just does. Look at the wall, Peter,” Susie commanded. “Tell me what you see.” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “You didn’t even turn that way!” 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed. “I’ll humor you this once.” I stood beside her and let my eyes follow her outstretched finger. The shelves at that end of the room were curiously empty, but I supposed whoever stocked them would tend to use the space closer to the door. “Nothing,” I shrugged. 
 
    “I was watching your eyes. You looked everywhere except at the wall.” 
 
    “Susie –” 
 
    She made a frustrated sound and scanned the nearby shelves, snatching up what looked to be a jar of strawberry jam. She held it up to my face and I had to lean back to keep her from hitting my nose with it. “Tell me where this goes.” She wound up and threw it down the length of the storeroom. I heard a thud and then the sound of glass shattering. 
 
    “Susie, what the hell?” Shards of glass poked out of an oozing blob of red preserves on the floor tiles. “What was the point of that?” 
 
    She crossed her arms and stuck her chin out at me. “Where did it hit?” 
 
    “Right there on the floor!” 
 
    “That’s where it landed. Where did it hit the wall?” 
 
    “You missed the wall!” 
 
    “Oh really? Didn’t you hear a thump before the glass broke?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, I, uh, I ... wait a minute.” I frowned at the shattered jar, trying to reconstruct what just happened. She threw the jar, it hit something, and then it fell on the floor and broke. No, that’s impossible. It would have left a mark. “No, you must have missed,” I told her hesitantly. 
 
    Susie let her breath out in a huff and practically stomped down to the far end of the room. “What do you see right here?” she asked irritably. “I’m touching it with my finger.” 
 
    I shook my head, feeling disoriented. “I can’t see where your hand is.” 
 
    “It’s at the end of my arm, Peter. Concentrate, okay?” 
 
    There was definitely something very strange going on but I couldn’t figure out what. Susie wasn’t the sort of person to waste her time with stupid pranks, though, so I closed my eyes tight, took a deep breath, and then focused on her face. I carefully shifted my gaze down her neck, along her collarbone, and down her arm, but my eyelids started fluttering and I lost track of what I was doing. I tried again and got all the way down to her elbow before I had to stop and press my palms into my eyes. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I muttered. “Can you guys see her hand?” 
 
    Daraxandriel and Angelica both leaned forward, squinting at Susie. “I can almost perceive it,” Daraxandriel reported uncertainly. 
 
    “She’s hiding it with a glamour,” Angelica guessed. 
 
    “Hang on, let me try something.” I pulled my phone out of my back pocket and turned on the camera, focusing on the screen as I pointed it at Susie. The display showed her standing by the wall with her finger resting on a jar-shaped dent in the plaster. “Holy shit, she’s right!” 
 
    “What?” Angelica and Daraxandriel crowded around me to see for themselves. “How is that possible?” Angelica wondered. 
 
    “There’s a charm on the wall,” Susie explained impatiently, “just like on the door outside only stronger. It makes you look away so you don’t see anything.” 
 
    “Then how can you see it?” 
 
    “I have that concentration spell, remember?” 
 
    “And that works on this?” I asked doubtfully. Susie rolled her eyes but managed to refrain from uttering duh out loud. “Okay, let me remove it and we’ll see what’s really there.”  
 
    I summoned my pentagram again and tried to focus on the charm, but my eyes kept slipping aside, like I was trying to press the north poles of two magnets together. I finally gave up and cast the same concentration spell on myself. Even with its help, it was still a struggle to keep my eyes locked on the spot on the wall where Dr. Bellowes had set the charm. Finally, though, I managed to dispel it. I had to fight off another wave of dizziness but I had no trouble seeing the damage Susie had inflicted on the wall now, as well as the spell the charm had been masking. 
 
    True to Susie’s word, it was black and it glowed, as if it was absorbing light instead of emitting it. I approached it cautiously, trying to match what I was seeing with Dr. Bellowes’ spells. “Be careful,” I warned everyone. “That’s a killing ward.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Angelica argued. “William wouldn’t put something like that in his house.” 
 
    “He would if he was trying to protect a very important secret. Susie! Stay away from that!” 
 
    “There’s a glamour and a binding spell behind it,” she reported. “If I take that off, we can see what he’s hiding.” She reached out to touch the wall. 
 
    “No!” I jumped forward and shoved her to the side just as the ward flashed like a miniature supernova. Something shot out from its center, striking me in the middle of my chest like a sledgehammer and flinging me backwards. It happened too quickly for any pain to register and I was dead before my body hit the floor. 
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    Prisons serve two main purposes in our judicial system. First, they separate convicts from the general public, preventing them from perpetrating more crimes during their incarceration. Second, this same isolation discourages convicts from lapsing back into a life of crime, by making their time in prison so awful that they never want to go back. The first part of the system works very well. The second part, not so much. Recidivism rates, particularly here in the States, are depressingly high, hovering around 50%. In other words, half of all criminals tend to commit more crimes after release, no matter how harsh their punishments were. 
 
    At least part of the reason for this is that prison does almost nothing to break the vicious cycle that brought the convict into the system in the first place. Suppose someone loses his job and resorts to robbery just so he can afford food and shelter. After he finally earns parole, he’s thrown back out on the street with no new skills other than making license plates, a 5- to 10-year gap in his resume, and a stigma that most businesses would prefer not to deal with. He may have no choice but to pick right back up where he left off.  Sadly, going back to prison might actually be his best bet. At least he’ll have food and shelter again. 
 
    The only way to resolve this dilemma is to provide counseling, training, and job placement to prisoners, but that requires money, skilled professionals, and a willingness to look past the rap sheet at the man (or woman) in the orange jumpsuit. That’s a tall order for a government operating on a limited budget. In addition, there are certain prisoners who should never see the light of day again, the serial killers, the rapists, and the child molesters. I believe that everyone deserves a second chance, but I’m willing to make an exception for anyone who preys upon the helpless and the innocent. 
 
      
 
    I rolled over onto my side, groaning as every bone and muscle and ligament in my body complained. It took a supreme effort of will to open my eyes but all I saw was red. I blinked a few times but nothing changed and it slowly dawned on me that the floor underneath me actually was red. I thought for one queasy moment that it was my blood smeared across the tiles but it looked more like glass than dried bodily fluids. I dragged my finger across the surface to test that theory and it felt like glass. 
 
    If it looks like glass, I reasoned muzzily, and it feels like glass, it must be glass. I thought that was a pretty sound deduction, but it led straight to another question. Why am I lying on red glass? 
 
    I levered myself into a sitting position and looked around. The walls of Dr. Bellowes’ storeroom were missing, as was his house, the yard, Kenilworth Road, Coventry, and all of England. Instead, I sat in the center of a flat plain of glossy red glass that stretched out in all directions until it met a glossy red sky. I was utterly alone inside a featureless bubble of red. 
 
    “Dara?” I called out. My voice was swallowed up immediately. “Susie? Angelica?” There was no answer. 
 
    I got to my feet and turned in a complete circle, searching for anything that might give me a clue as to where I was and how I got here. I was in Dr. Bellowes’ house, I remembered. We were looking for his secret room. Susie triggered the killing ward. I looked down at myself. My shirt had a ragged hole the size of my fist in the front, although the skin underneath was undamaged. Aw, crap, I’m dead. Except –  
 
    I looked around again. This doesn’t look like Heaven or Hell. Is this Purgatory? Baptists weren’t supposed to believe in Purgatory or Limbo or any of the other places souls might hang around in before moving on to their Eternal Reward, but maybe the Catholics got this one right. 
 
    “Hello? Samarael?” The odds of Olivia’s angel being assigned to my case were vanishingly small but I didn’t know the names of any other angels. 
 
    I heard something then, or at least I thought I did, just at the edge of my hearing. It sounded more like a snigger of laughter than actual words and it vanished before I could pinpoint the source. I scanned the horizon again and this time I saw something in the distance, an indeterminate shape sticking up out of the ground. It didn’t seem to be moving and no other options presented themselves, so I started walking towards it. 
 
    For the longest time, nothing changed. The sky remained featureless and nothing else came into sight. There was no way to judge how long I’d walked or how far I’d gone, but the mysterious object didn’t seem to be getting any closer. I wasn’t tired, though, so I broke into a steady jog. My shoes barely made a sound as they hit the glass. 
 
    Ever so slowly, the object became perceptibly larger and then separated into two objects. Eventually they resolved into humanoid statues but it was impossible to discern their exact shape and size until I finally reached them. 
 
    They were larger-than-life representations of a man and a woman, positioned a few feet apart, made from the same red glass. Like most statues, they were idealized images, naked, physically perfect, and well-endowed. They were posed modestly, looking at each other. Their faces looked vaguely familiar but I couldn’t place them and there was no placard or inscription to give me a hint as to who they were or why they were placed here in the middle of literally nowhere. 
 
    I tapped the man’s leg to make sure he wasn’t actually alive and the glass rang like a bell. I looked around with a sigh, at a loss as to what to do next, and blinked in disbelief. Another pair of statues stood less than fifty feet away. These showed the same couple, but now they stood closer together, looking into each other’s eyes. There was no way I could have missed seeing them before, and yet there they were. 
 
    “Okay,” I told myself warily. I walked towards the new statues, keeping my head on a swivel, but nothing else disturbed the relentless nothingness of the world I found myself in. I reached my destination without incident, only to discover another statue further on. I sighed resignedly and set out on a jog. Someone was obviously messing with me now. 
 
    This one showed the couple locked in a passionate kiss, their arms wrapped around each other. To no one’s surprise, especially mine, another statue continued the series and I moved on. The couple was wasting very little time pursuing their mutual attraction. Her head was thrown back as he nibbled her neck and his hand covered her breast while she gripped his buttocks. His growing arousal was prominently obvious. 
 
    I ran on, trying not to blink as I approached each new statue, but I couldn’t tell exactly when the next one appeared. It was if it was always there but I didn’t happen to notice it until I got close. Is it some kind of an aversion charm? I wondered. No, that would make them harder to see when I got near them. 
 
    The statues continued in a ruler-straight line across the landscape, each one more passionate than its predecessors. It was as if someone was making a stop-motion animation of the Kama Sutra in red glass. I lost count of how many statues I passed, but after a while, the poses became increasingly disturbing, more brutal than erotic. The male figure stayed the same throughout but the woman changed age, from prepubescent to geriatric and everything in between. I couldn’t look at them anymore and I kept my head down as I ran, hoping that I would reach the end soon and find out what this twisted display meant. 
 
    My destination appeared so suddenly, I nearly tripped over it. Low steps of the ubiquitous red glass rose out of the plain, supporting a circular structure of tall fluted columns holding up a domed roof. I looked back, trying to figure out how far I’d come, and all the statues were gone, leaving no trace behind. I wondered if they were just some sort of subconscious hallucination. If so, I was going to need some serious psychotherapy if I ever got back to Earth. 
 
    The steps seemed solid, though, and I climbed to the top level and slipped in between the columns. The interior was empty except for a plain rectangular block in the center. Another female figure lay on top of it, except she wasn’t made of glass. She was real. 
 
    I hurried over and looked her over hastily, checking for any signs of life. She was just a girl, maybe a couple of years younger than Susie, and she was completely naked. I stripped off my shirt to cover her torso and then felt for a pulse. Her skin was warm and her chest rose and fell slowly but she didn’t stir as I cautiously shook her shoulder. 
 
    “Hey, are you okay?” She didn’t respond and I stepped back, raking my fingers through my hair as I tried to figure out what to do. If I could rouse her, I might finally find out what the hell was going on. 
 
    Somebody led me here, I reasoned. They must want me to wake her up, otherwise what’s the point of all this? “Hello?” I called out hopefully. “Is anybody there? What am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Mmr smrr trr ksm mm.” 
 
    I whirled around. The girl was still lying there but now her lips were puckered up. “What? Did you say something?” 
 
    “You’re supposed to kiss me.” She made fishy sounds with her lips. “Like Cinderella.” 
 
    I blinked at her. “You mean Sleeping Beauty?” 
 
    “Whatever. Kiss me and I’ll wake up and we’ll spend the rest of our lives together as Queen and Consort.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” I leaned in closer. Her eyes were still closed but her hair was straight and black, I tried to imagine her wearing a corseted gothic dress with way too many bows, frills, and petticoats. “Amy?” I exclaimed incredulously. 
 
    She looked up at me irritably with her icy blue eyes, all too reminiscent of her mother Nyx’s. “Oh, fine, spoil the surprise.” She sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the block, letting my shirt fall into her lap. “You have no appreciation for the classics, Peter.” 
 
    “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be locked up inside Dara’s ... Philosopher’s ... Stone.” I looked up. The ceiling had a circular hole in its center, revealing the featureless sky of red glass. “Oh my God,” I breathed. “I’m inside the Philosopher’s Stone.” 
 
    “That didn’t take you very long,” Amy smirked. “You’re smarter than you look.” 
 
    “How could – when did – why am I – what happened?” I pressed my hand against my chest. “Oh my God, I really am dead.” 
 
    “Yup,” she affirmed. “That stupid succubus of yours is trying to save you but I called dibs. You’re mine now.” She grinned up at me, revealing her stubby fangs. 
 
    “You brought me in here? How? Why?” 
 
    “Why? Have you seen this place? There’s nothing here! Do you know how boring that is?” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this! We’re trying to prove Dr. Bellowes is a murderer!” 
 
    “We have all the time in the world, Peter,” she assured me with a smile. “Don’t you remember how this works?” 
 
    “You mean you stopped time?” I looked around but since nothing moved in this world, there was no way to verify her claim. “Wait a minute, how do you remember what happened before? Everything got reset!” 
 
    “Oh, please,” she smirked, rolling her eyes. “Alternate futures are my specialty. Do you really think I’d forget all the good times we had together just because Mr. Holier-Than-Thou snapped his fingers and turned back the clock?” 
 
    “I don’t remember any good times with you,” I retorted. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be like that,” she pouted. “Sure, we might have gotten off to a bit of a rocky start but what about that time we made passionate love in the library?” She batted her eyes at me. 
 
    “You bit out my throat,” I reminded her. “I died choking on my own blood.” 
 
    “I just got caught up in the moment. It won’t happen next time, cross my heart.” She drew an X on her chest. 
 
    “You killed everybody in Hellburn!” 
 
    “Don’t exaggerate. There were at least twenty people left at the end.” 
 
    “You tried to start the Apocalypse to get the Dread Lord to come to Earth and rescue you!” 
 
    “Yeah, that didn’t work out so well,” she admitted, chagrined. “Finding out my father actually wants me dead was a real downer, that’s for sure. Oh, well,” she shrugged. “My new plan is so much better.” 
 
    “What new plan?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “I don’t want to spoil the surprise. Okay, let’s get started.” She tossed my shirt aside and slid off the platform. “How do you want to do it this time?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    She tsked in exasperation. “Sex, of course! You can pick any position you saw on the way here. I’m a virgin again,” she added coyly, tracing a line on my chest with her fingertip, “if that helps.” 
 
    “I’m not having sex with you! This is just a trick to help you escape, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Peter, Peter, Peter,” she sighed dolefully, “I don’t need to trick you. You’re going to let me out yourself.” 
 
    “Why in the world would I ever do that?” 
 
    “For the pleasure of my company?” She tried batting her eyes at me again, to no avail. “Look, you’re about to face off against Dr. Bellowes, right? To beat him, you need to beat his secret weapon.” 
 
    I had to think about that for a moment. “Metraxion?” 
 
    “Yes, Metraxion,” she sighed, like I was a particularly dim student. “The four of you don’t stand a chance against him, even with your little FBI friend’s soulstone. I, on the other hand, am the Dread Lord’s daughter and I have a score to settle.” Her smile sent a shiver down my spine. 
 
    “There’ll be five of us if we can find Agent Morgan,” I corrected her. “We’ll be fine. We don’t need your help.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, raising her hands in surrender, “if that’s the way you want to be. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. It’s not like I can see into the future or anything.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. Are you saying we’re not going to beat Metraxion?” 
 
    “I’m not saying anything,” she said with a casual shrug, inspecting her fingernails. “You’re clearly not interested in listening to my advice.” 
 
    “Why should I believe you? Why would you want to help us?” 
 
    “Because Four-Eyes and my so-called mother Nyx stuck me in this hole!” she spat with sudden vehemence. “Because he wanted to use me to betray my father! Because I’ve spent the last twelve hundred years plotting my revenge! Because I want to rip his traitorous heart out of his worthless chest and wave it in his ugly face while he dies a slow and agonizing death knowing that, despite all his power and his tricks and his lies, he lost and I won!” 
 
    Amy’s voice rose to a shriek and I backed away from her as the ground shook and the columns swayed and cracked. She stood there shaking with rage with her fists clenched at her side and her eyes burning with an icy fire. Slowly, though, she got control of herself, closing her eyes and breathing deeply until the world finally stopped trembling. 
 
    She cleared her throat. “The point is,” she went on, tossing her hair back, “I’m strongly motivated to help you out. And then,” she put on a winsome smile, “we’ll get married.” 
 
    “We’re not getting married,” I told her flatly. 
 
    “But what about our son?” she argued. “He’ll need a strong father figure to keep him in line.” 
 
    “We don’t have a son.” 
 
    “Well, not yet, silly,” she snorted. “We haven’t made love yet.” 
 
    I massaged my forehead with my fingertips. “I don’t love you, Amy.” 
 
    She made a rude noise. “You do, you just won’t admit it to yourself. So how do you want to do it? Like this,” she leaned back against the block and arched her chest, not that there was anything there worth arching, “or like this?” she turned around and wiggled her skinny butt at me. 
 
    “Amy –” I sighed, and then I noticed something on her back. I leaned closer and moved her hair aside, revealing a pair of wings tattooed on her shoulder blades, barely bigger than my palms. 
 
    “Ooh, anal?” Amy exclaimed gleefully. “Good choice!” She pushed herself into my crotch and I grabbed her hips to pull her away. “Get naked, Peter!” she insisted, wriggling in my grip. “Punish me with your lust!” 
 
    “Stop that! What happened to your wings?” 
 
    She twisted around, trying to see her own back. “I’m still bound in this timeline,” she grumbled. “I can’t rise until you free me from Metraxion’s hold. I can tell you how,” she added hopefully. “We don’t even need an incubus.” 
 
    “No,” I told her in no uncertain terms, and then an awful thought occurred to me. “Hang on. If we kill Metraxion, doesn’t that free you?” 
 
    “No,” she groused. She turned around and slumped against the block with her arms crossed. “The binding is tied to the Source in this stupid Stone. Someone has to deliberately release it and there are only a few people with the power and skill to do it.” 
 
    “And I’m one of them?” 
 
    A slow smile spread across Amy’s face and she moved towards me with an exaggerated swivel of her hips. “You are now,” she purred, resting her hands on my chest and tilting her face up to mine. “Release me,” she breathed, “and I’ll be forever grateful. I’ll do anything for you, and I mean anything.”  
 
    One hand slid south as she puckered her lips for a kiss, but even on her tippytoes her mouth fell well short of mine. I took hold of her shoulders and pushed her back a step. She shook herself free and stamped a bare foot. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” she demanded angrily. “Why don’t you want me?” 
 
    “Amy –”  
 
    “It’s these, isn’t it?” she guessed, cupping her hands over her chest. “You like boobs, don’t you? But it doesn’t matter what I look like on the outside,” she pleaded. “I’m still me on the inside!” 
 
    “That’s the problem,” I informed her dryly. 
 
    “Then I’ll change! Once I’m out of here, I’ll make myself older and I’ll have boobs and I won’t smite anyone, I promise! I’ll even help you slaughter demons if you want. I like slaughtering demons! I’m really good at it!” 
 
    “I’m sure you are, but it’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “Fine!” she said scornfully, turning her back on me with her nose in the air. “Leave me here all alone. See if I care.” 
 
    “All right, I will.” I looked around but there were no helpful Exit signs anywhere to be found. “Um, how do I do that?” 
 
    “Oh?” Amy gave me a sly sidelong look. “Are you saying you need my help after all?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” I admitted reluctantly. “You’re the one who brought me in here in the first place.” 
 
    “All right, here are my conditions for letting you go.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You haven’t even heard them yet!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, I hate them already.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be like that. All you have to do is promise to let me out of here at least once a week. I’ll still be bound to the Source,” she pointed out before I could object. “I won’t be able to rise or anything. I just want to see a sky that isn’t red once in a while.” 
 
    Her request sounded perfectly reasonable, which made me instantly suspicious. “And you wouldn’t hurt anybody?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “No smiting people, I promise,” she said, making the Boy Scout sign with her hand, “unless you tell me to. Otherwise, demons only.” 
 
    “Except Dara, right?” 
 
    “... sure,” she mumbled, studying her toes. 
 
    “I mean it, leave Dara alone.” 
 
    “Fine,” she grumbled. “I don’t get why you prefer that second-rate succubus over me. It’s the horns, isn’t it? Nyx couldn’t even do that much for me,” she muttered bitterly, kicking at an invisible rock. “Horns would have been awesome.” 
 
    “I prefer her because she’s not a psychotic bloodthirsty murderer!” 
 
    Amy blew a raspberry. “I’m exciting,” she insisted. “You need some excitement in your life.” 
 
    “I have way too much as it is. Okay, deal. You get me out of here and I’ll let you out every Sunday.” 
 
    “Really? Thank you, Peter!” she exclaimed, clapping her hands as she bounced up and down. “You won’t regret this!” 
 
    “I already do,” I muttered. “What do we have to do?” 
 
    “Easy squeezy.” Amy sat on the edge of the block and waved me closer. “Stand here,” she ordered, pointing at the ground right in front of her. I complied and she leaned forward, closing her eyes. “Now kiss me.” 
 
    “What? No!” 
 
    “Don’t argue with me, Peter. Do you want to leave or not?” 
 
    “What does kissing you have to do with leaving you?” 
 
    “Do it and you’ll find out.” She pursed her lips again and I sighed in resignation. I leaned in, intended to just give her a chaste peck, but she grabbed my head and jammed our lips together, worming her tongue into my mouth. I had to pry her fingers off before I could free myself. 
 
    “Amy!” I wiped my mouth with my hand, checking for blood. 
 
    “That’s just a taste of what’s coming,” she grinned eagerly. “We’re going to have so much fun together next Sunday. Make sure Dara’s out of the house for a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” I groaned. “Just get me out of here, okay?” 
 
    “Oh, that part’s easy,” she assured me. “It’s just like escaping from a soul trap.” 
 
    I eyed her doubtfully. “You can’t escape from a soul trap,” I protested. “It’s impossible.” 
 
    She snorted derisively. “Well, not all by yourself, of course. You need someone to help pull you out. Or push you out, in this case.” 
 
    “So that’s why you couldn’t get out of the trap after we caught you in the other timeline,” I mused thoughtfully. “There was no one else inside to push you out and no one outside willing to pull you out.” 
 
    “Let’s not spoil the mood, Peter,” she said with a tight glower. “Are you ready?” She reached for my forehead with her finger and I backed away hastily. 
 
    “Oh, no,” I told her. “I’m not going through that again.” 
 
    “How else am I supposed to teach you the spell?” 
 
    “Not by electrocuting my brain!” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be such a baby. It’ll only hurt for a while.” 
 
    “No! You put a compulsion in my head the last time!” 
 
    “And all those amazing spells from that game you like to play,” she reminded me. “I think you got the better part of that deal. I never got to actually control you or anything.” 
 
    “No. Find some other way.” 
 
    Amy rolled her eyes. “Fine, have it your way. Come back here and I’ll tell you what to do.” I inched closer, ready to duck the moment her fingers so much as twitched. “Okay, all you have to say is –” 
 
    Her gaze slipped past me and her eyes widened as she sucked in her breath. I turned in alarm, only to feel her finger stab into my temple. Lightning crackled through my cerebral cortex, searing mystical lines across my synapses that didn’t belong there. I fell to my knees, trying to claw the pain out of my skull. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” I gritted through my teeth. “Stop doing that to me!” 
 
    “Daughter of a bitch, technically,” Amy reminded me mildly. “Okay, you’re all set.” 
 
    I needed to hold on to the edge of the block to regain my feet. “Why do I keep letting you do things to me?” 
 
    “Because you’re an innocent, trusting soul,” she explained in a tone that replaced innocent, trusting soul with idiot. “That’s what I love about you. All right, let’s do this. On three.” 
 
    “Wait, I’m not ready!” I dredged up the inversion spell from my tortured neurons. It was surprisingly simple, just a variation of a trap spell.  
 
    “One.” It worked both ways, too. I saw how I could use it to return to the Stone, in the unlikely event that I ever wanted to visit Amy again.  
 
    “Two.” All I had to do was concentrate on the Stone, gesture just so, and – 
 
    “Three.” 
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    If you can read this sentence, congratulations! You’re one of the roughly 1.3 billion people who can speak English, making it the most widely-spoken language on Earth. You can thank Britain in the nineteenth century and America in the twentieth century for that achievement. Their cultural dominance, benevolent or otherwise, influenced generations of citizens around the world and made English the go-to language of science, politics, and commerce. If you want to succeed in the world today, speaking English is de rigueur. 
 
    As a consequence, relatively few Americans are motivated to learn a second language, other than the bare minimum they need for high school graduation. This in turn leads to the pervasive stereotype of Americans tourists berating hapless street vendors for not understanding them, no matter how loudly or slowly they repeat themselves. Even something as simple as learning how to say thank you would be muy bueno and go a long way towards improving international relations. 
 
    Learning a second language also provides insights into how other cultures think, through words and concepts that don’t exist in English. The Germans, for example, talk about Schadenfreude, the pleasure you take in someone else’s misery. It’s a perfect encapsulation of modern attitudes and yet there’s no equivalent in English, so we just straight up stole it. That’s one of the unique aspects of English, the way we can just appropriate words and phrases from other languages and add them to the dictionary without a twinge of guilt. Sure, some English words show up in other languages, but the exchange is pretty one-sided. I have to admit, there’s a certain Schadenfreude in that. 
 
      
 
    I rolled over onto my side, groaning as every bone and muscle and ligament in my body complained. It took a supreme effort of will to open my eyes but all I saw was red. I blinked a few times but nothing changed and it slowly dawned on me that the floor underneath me actually was red. I thought for one uneasy moment that I was still trapped inside the Philosopher’s Stone but it looked more like blood than glass. I dragged my finger across the surface to test that theory and it came away sticky. 
 
    Yeah, that’s my blood, I sighed. What a fantastic day this is turning out to be.  
 
    “Peter!” Something slammed into me, knocking me onto my back. “You’re alive!” Daraxandriel straddled my lap and hauled me up into her arms, hugging me so tightly my ribs creaked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured her in a strangled voice. “I’d like to breathe now, though.” 
 
    She leaned back and took my face in her hands, anxiously staring into my eyes. “Are you truly well?” 
 
    “I really am. I – wait.” There was something hard and smooth stuck under my tongue and I spat it into my hand. For a moment I thought I’d lost a tooth but it was the wrong shape, more teardrop than molar. “Wait a minute, this is your Philosopher’s Stone!” 
 
    “It is yours, now, Peter,” Daraxandriel informed me meekly. “Your lifeblood had left your body, there was no other recourse.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Peter!” Angelica stood behind Daraxandriel, looking as white as the walls. “You were dead! You had a hole right through you!” She gulped and covered her mouth. “Oh, God, I’m think I’m going to be sick.” 
 
    “I’m all better, really! The Stone put everything back where it’s supposed to be.” I looked down at my shirt. It had the same hole I saw when I was inside the Stone. “I’m sorry you had to waste it on me,” I told Daraxandriel sadly. 
 
    She shook her head with a fleeting smile. “I would gladly spend the world’s treasures to see you take one more breath.” Our eyes met and held for a moment that stretched out forever and ended too quickly when she dropped her gaze. “Can you stand?” she asked, rising and taking my hand.  
 
    She pulled me up effortlessly and I plucked at my shirt. The front was fine, other than the hole, but the back stuck to my skin. I didn’t want to see what it looked like. The blood and gore spattered across the floor made it look like I’d been shot point-blank by an artillery shell, which wasn’t all that far from the truth. 
 
    “Peter?” Susie stood a short distance away, staring at me like I was a ghost. There was blood all over her hands and knees and her makeup streaked her face. “You’re alive?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I told her. I held out my hands and she ran into my arms, hugging me as fiercely as Daraxandriel had. I stroked her back as she trembled against me, sniffling as she pressed her face against my chest. “Hey, don’t cry. Everything’s all right.” 
 
    “I’m not crying!” she retorted in a muffled voice. “There’s something in my eye.” 
 
    “Of course,” I smiled. 
 
    She hiccupped a couple of times and slowly loosened her grip on me. “I thought I killed you,” she said shakily. 
 
    “Well, it didn’t work. You’ll have to try harder next time.” 
 
    Susie nodded and backed up, wiping at her cheeks and making the mess even worse. She looked at her hands and then down at herself. “I need to – I have to –” She bolted past me and out the door. 
 
    “What are we going to do about ... that?” Angelica waved her hand at the congealing bodily fluids on the floor. She looked like she barely retained control over her stomach contents, which was surprising for an experienced demon hunter.  
 
    “Leave it,” I sighed. “I’m not in the mood for mopping up my own guts.” 
 
    “Oh, God.” Her face turned green and she ran after Susie. I hoped they didn’t mind sharing a bathroom. 
 
    “This is an ill portent, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel warned. “Mayhap we should retreat before another calamity befalls us.” 
 
    “This was just a stupid accident,” I argued. “Susie will be more careful next time.” I eyed the far end of the storeroom. The killing ward still remained, its malevolent black glow undiminished. “I’m going to have to remove that,” I sighed. 
 
    “Dost thou have the skill to do so?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    “I do,” I assured her, “and now I have the power as well.” I bounced the Philosopher’s Stone on my palm. I didn’t want it but I had to admit it was a very handy thing to have. “Stand out of the way, just in case.” 
 
    Daraxandriel pressed herself against the shelves, biting her lip as she watched me approach the ward, staying out of the direct line of fire. I studied it for a minute with my Sight, making sure the spell matched the one from Dr. Bellowes memory, and then I reached out and began to unravel it. It fought me every step of the way, but the Stone gleamed brightly in my hand as I dismantled it piece by piece. The black glow finally winked out and I let my shoulders sag in relief. 
 
    “Okay, then,” I said, peering at the wall. “There’s just a glamour and a binding spell left.” 
 
    “Should we await the others?” Daraxandriel asked. “We do not know what lies beyond this wall.” 
 
    I was anxious to get this over with but she was right. I’d already been killed once. I wasn’t looking forward to dying again. “Good idea.” I glanced at the storeroom door, wondering if Susie and Angelica were coming back at all. They both looked pretty shaken by recent events and this was Susie’s first encounter with violent death. I couldn’t blame her if she decided to hitch a ride back to Kingsbury. 
 
    I caught Daraxandriel studying me surreptitiously but she looked away when she realized that I caught her doing it. She twisted her fingers together nervously and tried to say something a couple of times but nothing came out. 
 
    “What is it?” I prompted her. 
 
    “It is of no moment,” she insisted quietly. “Just a passing thought.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    She hesitated and then lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “Now that thou hast taken possession of the soulstone, thy powers are all but limitless. There is nothing left that I can offer thee for thy soul. Nay, even wert thou to place thy mark upon my contract, it would be to no avail, for the soulstone will preserve thy life come what may. Thy soul is forever out of my reach now.” She turned away and hugged herself, looking small and lonely. “Once we have vanquished Parathraxas, I shall depart and trouble thee no more.” 
 
    I stared at her in dismay as my heart dropped into my stomach. “No. No! You can’t leave me!” I pulled her around to face me. “I need you, Dara. I want you to stay with me.” 
 
    “I have witnessed thy death, Peter Simon Collins, and it tears at me still,” she said, shaking her head. “For all that I know that the soulstone shall restore thee again and again, I cannot bear the thought of seeing thy blood spilled before me.” She buried her face in her hands. “Do not ask me to stay, if that is what thy future holds,” she whispered. 
 
    “Then we’ll make sure that never happens again. I’ll give up being a warlock. Other people can hunt demons, they don’t need me. I don’t even want this Stone.” I threw the Philosopher’s Stone aside and it plinked across the tiles. “All I need is you, Dara. That’s all I want. I – I’ll even sign your contract. Just stay with me, please.” 
 
    She looked up in surprise, searching my face as tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. “Thou cannot escape thy fate, Peter Simon Collins,” she said with a shaky smile. “Thou art a champion now. Thy destiny cannot be set aside, not for one such as I.” 
 
    “Dara –” She pressed her fingertips against my lips and I gathered her into my arms, feeling her heartbeat against my chest. “I’m sorry,” I told her softly. 
 
    “I learned an expression from thy schoolmates that seems most appropriate for this occasion,” she murmured, tucking her head under my chin. “This sucks.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. “It really does.” 
 
    “So can I keep this or what?” Daraxandriel and I broke apart, to find Susie standing there with the Stone resting on her palm. Her face was scrubbed completely free of tears and makeup, her shoes were missing, and she somehow found a sleeveless shift to replace her gold sequined dress. The only thing remaining from her prom outfit were the ribbons in her hair and her nail polish. She poked at the Stone experimentally. “Do I have to put this in my mouth?” she asked with a grimace. “It’s got your blood all over it.” 
 
    “No, you can’t use it,” I informed her as Daraxandriel extracted herself from my embrace. “It’s tied to my soul now. I’m going to need you to mount it on a chain for me when we get home.” 
 
    “Why is it a different shape from Lady Harwood’s?” Susie scrubbed the jewel between her hands and then held it up to the overhead light, squinting through it with one eye. I wondered fleetingly if she could see Amy inside. 
 
    “I have no idea.” I held out my hand and she reluctantly handed it over. I stuck it in my pocket and gave her a quick once-over with my Sight. As I suspected, she was wearing nothing but a glamour and panties. “Where are your clothes?” I sighed. 
 
    “They were dirty.” With your blood, she didn’t say, and I didn’t press the issue. “Are you going to open that?” she asked, jerking her chin in the direction of the wall. 
 
    “Why don’t you do it? Those spells are pretty straight-forward.” 
 
    She actually looked surprised at my suggestion, which was an unusual reaction for her. She eyed the remaining spells like they were rattlesnakes preparing to strike. “Maybe you should do it.” The note of uncertainty in her voice was equally unprecedented. My death, even though it was an accident, had badly shaken her normally impenetrable confidence. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I urged her. “You know what to do.” 
 
    She hesitated and then inched closer to the wall. She took several deep breaths and then slowly reached out. She started to gesture, balked, tightened her lips, and then quickly unraveled the glamour. The frame of a door appeared on the wall, along with the jar-shaped dent in the plaster. 
 
    She glanced at me and I nodded encouragingly. She tackled the binding spell with firm resolve and worked her way through the intricate process of undoing it, much more gracefully than I could ever manage. A minute later, it was gone and she reached out and placed her hand on the door. It swung inwards a few inches, revealing darkness beyond. 
 
    “You did good,” I told her. She eyed me as if she thought I was mocking her and then shrugged. 
 
    “Those were easy,” she declared dismissively but I thought I caught a hint of a smile. “Are we going in now?” 
 
    “Where’s Angelica?” I asked. She still hadn’t made an appearance after her precipitous departure but it shouldn’t have taken this long for her to puke up her guts and wash her face. I wondered if she was just hiding somewhere, trying to recover her composure. “Let’s go in,” I decided. “She can catch up with us.” 
 
    I carefully pushed the door open and found myself at the top of a flight of wooden stairs leading down into darkness. I conjured my witchlight and sent it down. The stairs turned left twice and ended just before another door, this one reinforced with iron bands and another binding spell. It looked just like the one in the Kenilworth dungeon, only a few centuries newer. 
 
    “I was kidding about there being a dungeon here,” I grumbled to no one in particular. “Okay, stay on your toes, everyone.” 
 
    We descended in single file, with me in front and Daraxandriel and Susie following close behind. We reached the lower level without incident and studied the door carefully. Other than the binding spell, I didn’t detect any other wards, killing or otherwise. Susie concurred but I made them retreat up the steps while I dispelled the spell and unlocked the lock. I survived the process unscathed and carefully opened the door, which gave a faintly ominous creak as I finally entered Dr. Bellowes’ hidden enclave. 
 
    It looked exactly like I imagined it, a large square chamber seemingly carved from the bedrock. A desk and worktable stood to one side, strewn with the accoutrements I normally associated with witchcraft: rolls of parchment, feather quills and ink bottles, candles of all sizes and colors, mysterious substances in glass jars, wands carved from different woods, and even a skull that didn’t come from a human being. Tall shelves held more supplies, along with several rows of leather-bound books. 
 
    “Look,” I said with some satisfaction. “Those are his journals. The Council has to believe us now.” 
 
    “Peter.”  
 
    The nervous quaver in Daraxandriel’s voice turned me around. My witchlight was too small to illuminate the entire room but there was definitely something there at the far end. I moved the wisp closer and my stomach knotted as it revealed a latticework of iron forming a shallow cage, along with a number of wicked-looking metal instruments hanging from hooks nearby, their edges stained dark. Dr. Bellowes clearly used this place to practice his demon-killing techniques and, just as clearly, not all of them involved magic. 
 
    Beneath the witchlight, a large silver pentagram gleamed on the floor, etched into the stone, and a polished black sphere about the size of a softball sat in the exact center. It looked perfectly harmless, which made me nervous. 
 
    “Vincula aperio,” Susie intoned, and the orb lit up in an intricate web of glowing red lines, much more elaborate than the ones we saw under Kenilworth. 
 
    “Susie! Vincula celare!” The lines faded away again. “Are you insane? That’s obsidian, the strongest soul trap you can make! Do you have any idea what kind of demon must be inside that?” 
 
    “Dr. Bellowes wouldn’t leave a powerful demon sitting on the floor like that,” she argued. “He’d keep it locked away somewhere safe.” 
 
    “She’s right.” Angelica stood in the doorway, looking somewhat worse for wear. “He didn’t become the best demon hunter in the world by taking foolish risks.” 
 
    “Those books prove he’s not the man you think he is,” I told her flatly, pointing at the shelves. “He’s been enslaving demons for centuries. For all we know, Metraxion could be in there.” Daraxandriel hastily backed away from the pentagram.  
 
    Angelica looked torn as she eyed the soul trap, fiddling with the stone on her medallion. “He’s always working on new ways to capture demons,” she protested. “He’s probably just a testing a new trap. I doubt there’s anything stronger than an imp in there.” 
 
    “Let’s find out,” Susie insisted. “Vincula aperio.” 
 
    “Vincula celare!” I countered immediately. “Stop doing that, Susie! Remember what happened upstairs?” She opened her mouth to argue with me, paused, and then closed it again with that familiar stubborn jut to her jaw. 
 
    “We can get the demon to tell us why Dr. Bellowes captured it,” she protested. “It doesn’t have any reason to protect him.” 
 
    “That imp back at Kingsbury lied through its little kitty teeth.” 
 
    “But Dr. Bellowes had no idea we’d find his secret lab. If he did, he wouldn’t have left this ball here.” 
 
    “And he would have taken pains to remove his journals from our sight,” Daraxandriel added. “Our presence here is both unanticipated and harmful to his continued deceit.” 
 
    “You can’t be seriously thinking about letting that demon out!” Angelica exclaimed. “We’re not strong enough to defeat a demon lord!” 
 
    “You said it was an imp,” Susie reminded her. 
 
    “I said it’s probably an imp!” 
 
    “We can set up the same wards the Council used in the Ritual Chamber. Peter has a Philosopher’s Stone now. It won’t be able to escape.” 
 
    All three women looked at me expectantly. Susie obviously wanted to open the soul trap, Angelica just as obviously didn’t, and Daraxandriel looked uncertain. The decision fell on my shoulders, but it seemed like an unnecessary risk to me.  
 
    “We don’t need to interrogate a demon to prove that Dr. Bellowes is a killer,” I told them. “It’s all in those journals.” I walked over to the shelves and pulled out the last volume. “He wrote everything down, I’m willing to bet he recorded every soul he took.” I flipped through the book, searching for any reference to feeding Metraxion, but every page was crammed with an ugly angular script that I recognized but couldn’t read. “This is written in demonic.” I gave Angelica a significant glance as I handed the journal to Daraxandriel. 
 
    “A lot of hunters speak demonic,” Angelica protested. “Knowing what demons are saying to each other during a battle is a great advantage.” 
 
    “I took two years of Spanish in high school. I don’t write my diary in Spanish,” I told her pointedly. She didn’t have a response for that. “Dara? Anything?” 
 
    “Here is a passage from the fifth day of March,” she said quietly. “It took me nearly a day to find the portal the demons used, in the woods near Llanwrtyd Wells.” 
 
    “Clanoo-what?” I echoed doubtfully. “Is that demonic?” 
 
    “It’s Welsh,” Angelica said, looking anxious, as if she dreaded what she was about to hear. 
 
    “Metraxion claimed he was too weak to close it. We had to wait until nightfall before looking for a suitable candidate and had to settle for a child in Tirabad, too far away to claim she was a victim of the incursion. We destroyed the portal afterwards but I am concerned. Metraxion’s demands for replenishment are becoming more frequent. He may be reaching the end of his usefulness but replacing him will be difficult. I shall have to consider my options.” Daraxandriel closed the journal. “He goes on to rail against the weakness and untrustworthiness of demonkind.” 
 
    “There you go,” I said somberly. “That proves it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t prove anything!” Angelica retorted. “She could have just made all that up!” 
 
    “Read it yourself, then.” I took the journal from Daraxandriel and held it out to her. 
 
    “I can’t read demonic! I can barely pronounce their names properly! How did she learn demonic?” she demanded, stabbing a finger at Daraxandriel. “The same place she learned to speak English? She sounds like Lady Macbeth half the time!” 
 
    I cleared my throat nervously. “This isn’t about Dara. Find someone you trust to read the journals. It’s all in there.” I eyed the shelves. “We’re going to have to take these with us. He’s going to know we were in here and he’ll destroy the evidence.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let you walk off with William’s notes,” Angelica declared stubbornly. “That’s his life’s work!” 
 
    “You can’t stop us,” I warned her. “Remember what happened back in Kingsbury?” 
 
    “So that’s how you’re going to convince the Council that William is some sort of criminal? By breaking into his home, stealing his property, and attacking me?” 
 
    “Why are you arguing with us?” I asked in exasperation. “He wrote everything down! It’s practically a confession!” 
 
    She shook her head stubbornly. “I’ve known him all my life. He’s dedicated his life to keeping the world safe from demons. Why are you trying to ruin him?” 
 
    “Don’t you care about the people he murdered?” 
 
    “Of course I care!” she snapped and then she caught herself. We just stared at each other for the longest time. 
 
    “You know,” I accused her finally. “You know he’s killing innocents.” 
 
    Angelica looked from me to Daraxandriel to Susie and back to me again. “The world is a better place because of him. We’re in the middle of a war, Peter. People are dying and we’re the only ones who can protect them. We can’t save everyone but we can save more of them this way.” 
 
    “By sacrificing children?” 
 
    “Don’t talk to me about sacrifice!” she shouted. “What do you know about sacrifice and suffering and death? My mother died in front of me, torn to pieces by one of those – those things! William taught me how to fight back. He taught me how to kill them. He taught me that they deserve no mercy and I will make them suffer like I suffered.” She stood there with her chest heaving and her fists clenched. “And I won’t let you get in our way.” 
 
    She whirled around suddenly and pointed at the obsidian orb on the floor. “Vincula aperio!” she shouted and the sphere lit up. “Vincula recludo!” The lines quickly grew brighter and she retreated through the door. It slammed shut with a hollow boom! and the binding wards snapped back into place. 
 
    “Shit! Look out!” I pushed Daraxandriel behind me and grabbed Susie’s arm, hauling her backwards. My pentagram flashed beneath our feet and I summoned a shield around us as the orb rocked violently. I had to cover my eyes against the blinding glare, readying a force punch that I hoped would be strong enough to deal with whatever creature appeared. When the light suddenly cut off, I opened my eyes, raised my arm to strike, and froze. I blinked a couple of times to make sure I wasn’t seeing things.  
 
    Agent Morgan knelt there in the center of the pentagram, looking around in blank confusion. She was naked except for the silver bracelet bearing her Philosopher’s Stone but she seemed unharmed by her imprisonment in the soul trap. She sucked in her breath as her gaze fell on the metal instruments on the wall and her silver pentagram snapped into existence around her. 
 
    “Agent Morgan!” I called in relief. “Are you –?” She whirled around and gestured and the entire collection of tools ripped themselves from the wall and launched themselves straight at us. We all ducked as they hit my shield and bounced off, clattering to the floor. “Stop! It’s us! It’s Peter! Stop shooting!” 
 
    Morgan rose to her feet slowly, holding a ball of fire as she peered at us. “Peter?” she asked warily. “How can I be sure it’s actually you?” 
 
    “Use your Sight! It’s really me!” 
 
    Her eyes did the thing and she relaxed fractionally, letting her fireball dissipate, although her pentagram remained in place. “What are you doing here?” she demanded. “Where is here?” She looked around the room and then down at herself. “Where are my clothes?” 
 
    I lowered my shield but kept my own pentagram active, just in case. “You were in that soul trap,” I explained, pointing at the now-inert sphere. “This is Dr. Bellowes’ lab or prison or something.” 
 
    Morgan swept her hand down her torso and suddenly she was clad in a white knee-length dress, although she was still barefoot. I supposed even the best glamour couldn’t pretend to lift someone off the ground with imaginary heels. “Are you saying Dr. Bellowes rescued me?” 
 
    “What? No, he’s the one who captured you!” 
 
    She shook her head with a frown. “It was a demon, I remember that clearly. I was in my hotel room talking to Evelyn and a portal opened up right in front of me. A demon lord stepped out and everything went dark before I could even lift a finger.” 
 
    “Did the demon have four eyes?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, startled. “How could you possibly know that?” 
 
    I exchanged a look with Daraxandriel. “That was Metraxion. I guess he brought you here instead of the dungeon.” 
 
    Morgan made a show of looking around the room. “This looks like a dungeon to me,” she noted dryly. 
 
    “There’s another one. Look, it’s a long story but let’s get out of here first,” I said, gesturing to the door. “Angelica locked us in here.” 
 
    “Angelica? Evelyn’s granddaughter?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “It turns out she’s Dr. Bellowes’ protégée or something. I guess she was hoping you were another demon lord and you’d try to kill us.” I looked down at the tools scattered across the floor. “Which you did.” 
 
    “Sorry, I was a bit disoriented.” She didn’t sound all that sorry but I couldn’t really fault her. Waking up suddenly in the middle of a torture chamber would startle anyone. “Where are we, exactly?” 
 
    “Under Dr. Bellowes’ house.” Since Morgan didn’t seem inclined to attack us again, I dispelled my pentagram and moved to the door to inspect the binding ward. 
 
    “In Coventry?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I tried to unravel the spell but it was set on the outside of the door and I couldn’t reach it. It was an excellent defense to keep demons from escaping but it worked equally well with humans, unfortunately. 
 
    “Coventry is in England,” she pointed out. “How did you get here?” 
 
    “That’s part of that long story I mentioned.” I stepped back in frustration. “I can’t open this.” 
 
    “Let me see.” Morgan studied the door and then placed her hand flat in the center. “Easy enough. Back up a bit.” The three of us retreated a few steps as she took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Then the door simply vanished, replaced by a cloud of wooden splinters and metal fragments that covered the steps beyond in a hailstorm of debris. It was like she’d detonated the door with a hundred pounds of TNT with the mute button on. “There,” she said matter-of-factly, waving away the dusty haze that hovered in the air. 
 
    “That was awesome!” Susie exclaimed. “Do it again so I can see how you did it. Peter was in my way.” 
 
    Morgan eyed her doubtfully. “Who are you, exactly?” 
 
    “This is Susie, my sister,” I sighed. “Just ignore her.” 
 
    “Why is she here and where are her clothes?” 
 
    “Same long story. Let’s get out of here. We have to stop Angelica before she warns Dr. Bellowes.”  
 
    Morgan swept the shards of the door off the steps with a gesture and we ascended to the storeroom, watching for any sign that Angelica realized we’d escaped her trap. We reached the top without incident, but Morgan stopped in the doorway. 
 
    “Goddess give me strength,” she murmured. “Did Angelica kill someone in here?” 
 
    “No, that was me,” I told her ruefully. 
 
    She eyed me uneasily. “You killed someone in here?” 
 
    “No, that was me, literally. Long story, remember? Come on.” I stepped around her and heard her shocked gasp when she finally caught sight of the back of my shirt. 
 
    “Is that –?” 
 
    “Still a long story.” I skirted the congealing evidence of my earlier demise and carefully poked my head out into the hallway. It was empty and I listened carefully as everyone crowded behind me, hoping to discern Angelica’s location. She has to be contacting Dr. Bellowes, I thought. Did she have her phone on her or did she leave it in her car? I couldn’t hear any whispers of conversation but that didn’t mean much. “This way,” I said finally, turning left towards the front of the house. 
 
    I moved as quickly and silently as I could, checking each room we passed for possible ambushes. We reached the end of the hall and found ourselves in a surprisingly large and modern kitchen. It looked pristine, as if it wasn’t used very often, although a faint odor of spices lingered in the air. Tall windows surrounded a breakfast nook, flooding the room with light and giving us a view of the yard and front gate. 
 
    “Peter,” Daraxandriel whispered, touching my arm. “Angelica is without.” 
 
    I followed her gaze and spotted Angelica on the driveway not far from the outer wall. She paced back and forth, casting anxious glances at the house and gesticulating wildly as she spoke to someone on her phone. “Shit,” I muttered. “She’s probably telling Dr. Bellowes what happened. He’ll be here soon.” 
 
    “She’s probably waiting for the demon to turn you into mincemeat before coming back inside,” Morgan guessed. “How do you want to handle this?” 
 
    We had to keep Angelica from joining up with Dr. Bellowes but I didn’t want to kill her. Between Morgan and me, we could probably subdue her without much of a problem but keeping her prisoner might be tricky. “We should have brought your soul trap with us,” I mused, chewing my lip. 
 
    “It’s not my soul trap,” Morgan retorted dryly. 
 
    “You mean this one?” Susie held up the obsidian orb as if it was perfectly natural to be walking around with a portable demon trap. “It’s mine now.” 
 
    “What are you doing with that?” I asked her incredulously. 
 
    “I want to test it out.” 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “Demons.” Duh. 
 
    I plucked it from her fingers. “There aren’t any demons here.” I eyed Angelica as I weighed the trap in my hand. “We need to get this close to her, within a couple of feet.” 
 
    “I can do that.” Susie vanished from sight. A moment later, the trap jumped out of my hand and disappeared as well. 
 
    “Susie! Give that back!” I swept my hand around but encountered nothing but air. “Susie!” 
 
    “That’s a pretty impressive glamour,” Morgan observed. She was frowning in the direction of a glass door that led out to a small patio on the side of the house. The doorknob rattled all by itself and I activated my Sight, spying Susie struggling to open the door. “There’s a binding ward on the door,” Morgan added. “Several of them.” 
 
    “The whole house is like that,” I said. “Angelica must have put them back when she left.” 
 
    “Most hunters have a little professional paranoia but this is excessive. I’ll take that, Susie.” The orb smacked into Morgan’s palm, visible once more. 
 
    “Hey!” protested Susie’s disembodied voice. “That’s mine!” 
 
    “I’ll place it,” Morgan told me. “You’ll need to keep Angelica distracted.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” I nodded. “You two, stay here. This shouldn’t take long.” Daraxandriel nodded while Susie sulked, still invisible behind her glamour.  
 
    Morgan vanished and I Saw her approach the side door. Her glamour was even better than Susie’s. She looked more like a stray wisp of smoke than a real person. A misty tendril – her arm, I guessed – reached out to touch the glass and for a moment I thought she was going to blow it to smithereens like the one downstairs. Even a silent explosion would ruin our element of surprise, but before I could stop her, the wards unraveled one after the other in quick succession and Morgan opened the door and stepped out. 
 
    “Showoff,” I grumbled to myself. I crossed the kitchen, passed through a small sitting room, and found myself back in the entrance hall. The wards were back in place on the front door but I knew what to expect now and undid them quickly, although nowhere near as fast as Morgan managed it. I took a deep breath to steady my nerves and opened the door. 
 
    Angelica spotted me immediately, coming to an abrupt halt and conjuring a pentagram that gleamed like molten gold. “Stay back!” she warned me, raising her hands. Even from here I could see the lightning crackling around her rings. 
 
    “It’s over, Angelica,” I told her. I stepped down onto the driveway and then circled around to the right, trying to keep her attention away from the other side of the house. “Surrender. I don’t want to hurt you but I can’t let you go.” 
 
    “You can’t beat me,” she declared defiantly. “You’re just a kid in high school.” 
 
    “Just like I couldn’t beat that demon back there?” That gave her a moment of pause. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a hint of movement as Morgan’s ghostly shape drifted closer to Angelica. “I can use every spell Dr. Bellowes knows, without having to murder children for their souls.” 
 
    “You?” The word dripped with scorn. “You aren’t half the warlock William is! He’s spent his entire life – centuries! – learning how to kill demons. He’s saved more lives than you’ll ever know. You have no right to judge him!” 
 
    “I think I do, actually.” I summoned my starry pentagram and searched the Encyclopedia Arcanum for a visually spectacular spell that would keep her focused on me. Behind her, the wisp slipped between the flower beds. I invoked a minor spell that made my hand look like it was a Fourth of July sparkler. She reacted by surrounding herself with a protective silvery bubble, which wasn’t what I had in mind. 
 
    Is that going to block the soul trap? I wondered uneasily.  
 
    No, Dr. Bellowes’ memories assured me. That kind of shield only protects against physical attacks.  
 
    That was good enough for me and I appreciated the irony that Dr. Bellowes’ centuries of magical research was helping me defeat him. I watched Morgan ease behind Angelica and approach the edge of her pentagram, pausing when Angelica looked around suspiciously. 
 
    “Where are the other two?” she demanded. “What happened to them?” 
 
    “They’re dead!” I told her quickly. “I’m the only one left.” 
 
    “Your sister and your girlfriend?” she sneered. “I don’t think so. You would have come after me with everything you had, not that ridiculous spell.” The lightning storm dancing around her fists expanded as she raised her hands and I hastily summoned my own shield. “Last chance, Peter! Leave now or –” 
 
    “Or what?” I shouted back. “Or you’ll kill me too? Do you think the Goddess will thank you for that? Do you really think you still have her blessing?” 
 
    I never got a chance to hear her reply. We both spun around as the gate suddenly split open and swung inwards, revealing Dr. Bellowes standing there with his hands in the pockets of his sweater, as if he’d just come back from a stroll through the woods. 
 
    “Well,” he said with a dramatic sigh, “isn’t this a pleasant surprise?” 
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    In any competition, whether it’s a bet or a game or a war, the side that doesn’t come out on top is called the loser. That’s because there’s always a penalty for failure, something that you lose. It may be something trivial, like your position on a leaderboard or the chips you anted up, or it may be something truly important to you, like your pride or your job or, in the most extreme case, your life.  
 
    Nobody likes to lose but the rules are the rules. There’s really no recourse other than to claim that the other party cheated or that the contest was unfair in some way. These sorts of denials are usually ineffective and only serve to turn the loser into something even worse, a sore loser. However, there is one strategy that can be employed, especially when the stakes are particularly high: the loser can ask the winner to replace the normal penalty with something far less onerous. In other words, he can beg for mercy. 
 
    But why would anyone grant someone mercy? No one will blame the winner for taking what is rightfully his, even if it’s the loser’s life. Showing mercy diminishes the victory and removes the stigma of failure. It’s like saying, “You didn’t really lose, you just didn’t do quite as well as the other guy.” It’s like giving the loser a participation trophy. There are no life lessons to be learned from this. Showing mercy is for losers. 
 
      
 
    “It’s rude to be skulking in the shadows, Fay,” he added. “Come out where we can see you.” He gestured, stripping away Morgan’s glamour and leaving her standing there in her illusory dress. “And you won’t be needing that.” Another gesture pulled the soul trap from her grip and sent it into his hand. Behind him, the gate closed with ominous ponderance. 
 
    “So Peter was right about you after all,” Morgan observed mildly as Angelica scurried to Dr. Bellowes’ side, gripping her amulet in her fist. “You’re consorting with demons.” 
 
    “I hunt demons,” he corrected her firmly, “just like you.” 
 
    “Not like me,” she retorted coldly. “I don’t murder young women for their souls.” 
 
    “They saw your journals,” Angelica told him urgently. “They know about Metraxion.” 
 
    “I see. That’s ... unfortunate.” Dr. Bellowes studied Morgan for a moment and then shifted his gaze to me. “You’re the one causing all this trouble, aren’t you, Mr. Collins? Fay had no reason to look into my affairs until you came along.” 
 
    “It’s over,” I said, thankful my voice remained steady. “Everybody knows about you now.”  
 
    Dr. Bellowes glanced questioningly at Angelica and she shook her head. “Nobody else in the Council knows. Susie and his girlfriend do. They’re both in the house somewhere.” 
 
    “Good,” he nodded. He removed his left hand from his pocket and held it up. A large gold ring glittered on his forefinger, the engraved symbol on its face glowing with a dull purple light. “Some privacy, if you would, Metraxion.” 
 
    Suddenly, thousands of eyes opened on the perimeter wall and all over the house, looking around before they settled on us. Every hair on my head tried to stand up and every muscle in my body demanded that I run away screaming. I held my ground, but just barely. Morgan didn’t seem to be handling this any better. 
 
    The binding wards on the wall brightened and multiplied and my ears popped as they stretched up over our heads, enclosing the property inside a swirling bubble. The eyes all rushed towards the gate and merged into a black shape that acquired color and volume as it walked forward, becoming a man dressed in a dark tunic, breeches, and boots. His hair was black, his face and hands were ruddy brown, and he had a second pair of eyes where his eyebrows should have been. 
 
    Metraxion sneered as he looked Morgan and me over, one pair of eyes each. He stopped beside Dr. Bellowes and Angelica inched away from him, glancing over her shoulder at the sealed gate. She didn’t want to be near the demon lord any more than we did. 
 
    “Where are the other two?” Dr. Bellowes asked. 
 
    “One stands just within,” Metraxion reported, nodding to the still-open front door. “The other conceals herself behind a glamour.” 
 
    “And there’s no one else on the property?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Very well. You might as well come out, Miss Collins, Miss Alexander,” he called. “There’s no place to hide.” 
 
    For a long, tense moment, nothing happened, and then Daraxandriel appeared in the doorway. She stood there visibly gathering her courage and then rushed to my side. I put my arm around her shoulders, feeling her entire body tremble as she finally faced the two people she feared the most, Dr. Bellowes, the vindictive warlock who sealed her away inside a geode for four hundred and thirty years, and Metraxion, the Dread Lord’s lieutenant and one of the most powerful lords of the Courts of Hell. 
 
    “It’ll be all right,” I told her, although I had no idea how. 
 
    “We meet at last, Miss Alexander,” Dr. Bellowes greeted her wryly. “I was beginning to think you were a figment of Mr. Collins’ imagination. Miss Collins, there’s no need to be shy.”  
 
    He gestured again and Susie appeared at Morgan’s side, wearing only her white silk panties. Dr. Bellowes looked nonplussed for a moment and Morgan whispered something to her. She looked down at herself and waved her shift back into place. 
 
    “Well,” Dr. Bellowes said, “I have a rogue warlock to catch down in Cornwall and this little detour has put me well behind schedule. The rest of the Council is going to wonder what happened to me. But before we wrap things up here, perhaps you could indulge my curiosity, Mr. Collins. How did you discover that my methods were ... unorthodox?” 
 
    I just glared at him. I was busy searching for spells that would keep us alive long enough to defeat them or escape and he wouldn’t believe the truth anyway. Dr. Bellowes waited and then shrugged. 
 
    “Well, no matter. They didn’t contact anyone after they arrived?” he asked Metraxion. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And you didn’t try to keep them out of the lower room?” 
 
    “Thou hast forbidden me to reveal my presence without thy leave,” Metraxion replied coldly. 
 
    “Hmm, true. At least we’ve been able to contain the problem. No, that’s not quite right, isn’t it?” he said thoughtfully. “There’s still that other fellow, the one who called Evelyn and told her about Mr. Collins. Who was that? Brian? No, Ryan. Ryan Prescott. We’ll have to take care of him as well.” Dr. Bellowes shook his head dolefully. “You’ve made quite a hash of this, Mr. Collins. I hope you’re happy.” 
 
    I wasn’t. Daraxandriel’s powers were almost useless in a battle and Susie hardly knew any spells. I couldn’t see how the four of us could defeat the three of them, even with our Philosopher’s Stones.  
 
    That’s what Amy said, I remembered gloomily. Except – Angelica was still on our side then, or at least we thought she was. Did Amy know she was going to turn on us? Wait, did she know we’d free Agent Morgan? God damn it, she couldn’t have told me what was going to happen? This is all her fault! 
 
    “All right,” Dr. Bellowes went on briskly, “let’s clean up this unfortunate interruption and get back to saving lives. Metraxion, kill them.” 
 
    I stepped in front of Daraxandriel and put up the strongest shield I knew, reinforced by the power of my Stone. Morgan did the same but Susie vanished behind her invisibility glamour. We waited in tense anticipation for Metraxion’s attack but he just stood there. 
 
    “Well?” Dr. Bellowes demanded irritably. “I gave you an order!” 
 
    “I require a soul,” the demon told him.  
 
    “Already? You used to go weeks without needing another one!” 
 
    “Thy demands are infinite, my power is not. I maintain the barrier about thy domain, I give potency to thine unremarkable skills, I hold back the inexorable assault of time upon thy body. Which would you have me abandon to slay thy foes?” 
 
    “None!” Dr. Bellowes snapped. “There are four souls right there, take them all!” 
 
    Metraxion’s four eyes swept across us. “There are but three souls among them and two are bound to soulstones.” 
 
    Dr. Bellowes was taken aback at that pronouncement. “Three?” 
 
    “One here is not as she seems.” 
 
    Dr. Bellowes peered at Morgan with his Sight, then at Susie despite her invisibility, and then at Daraxandriel hiding behind me. “Come out where I can see you, Miss Alexander,” he ordered. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” I shouted. 
 
    “I insist.” His ring flashed purple and my shield lit up as silvery tendrils spread across its surface. I thrust my hand into my pocket to grasp my Philosopher’s Stone, trying to reinforce the barrier, but it cracked and shattered under Dr. Bellowes’ assault, sending me stumbling backwards with my ears ringing. 
 
    “Peter!” Daraxandriel caught me before I fell, steadying me on my feet. 
 
    “That’s an interesting necklace you’re wearing.” Dr. Bellowes gestured and Daraxandriel gasped as her cross tore itself free, leaving a welt across the back of her neck. He used his Sight on her again and his eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Well, well, well, what have we here? A succubus, Mr. Collins? Your motives aren’t as noble as you’d like us to think, are they?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Morgan asked in confusion. 
 
    “You didn’t know, Fay?” Dr. Bellowes smirked. “It seems we were both deceived. Let’s have a good look at you, then.” He gestured sharply and Daraxandriel’s human guise was stripped away, revealing her true form, horns, tail, and all. 
 
    “Goddess give me strength,” Morgan breathed in dismay. “You sold your soul to a succubus?” 
 
    “Nay, it is not so!” Daraxandriel retorted with sudden heat. “Peter Simon Collins stands here as my champion! He risks his life on my behalf, that Parathraxas might at last receive punishment for his perfidy!” 
 
    “Parathraxas?” Dr. Bellowes scowled at her and then his eyes slowly opened wide. “Daraxandriel?” He stared at her incredulously and then rage overtook him. “Daraxandriel? After all these centuries, you still come back to torment me? Didn’t you wreak enough havoc when you stole what was rightfully mine? With that Stone, I would have had the power I deserved! I could have kept my youth without having to all take those lives. You wanted to punish me for doing what I had to do, Peter? Punish her!” His finger jabbed at Daraxandriel’s heart. “All this is because of her!” 
 
    “Do not lay thy failings at my feet, Parathraxas!” Daraxandriel retorted, lifting her chin defiantly. “Thou didst breech thy contract, seeking to gain power without cost. Thine own choices condemn thee.” 
 
    “Your stubborn incompetence set me on this path,” Dr. Bellowes gritted through his teeth. “I witnessed the damage you and your kind inflict on humanity, thankfully in time to save my own soul. I’ve dedicated my life to destroying creatures like you and I don’t regret one moment of it. You are a plague and I won’t rest until every last one of you is gone!” He turned to Metraxion in cold fury. “Take the girl’s soul and kill the other two. Leave Daraxandriel to me.” 
 
    The amused smile that had played on Metraxion’s face as he watched the exchange between Dr. Bellowes and Daraxandriel faded away. “They cannot be slain,” he said. “Their soulstones preserve them.” 
 
    “Then drag them down to Hell and leave them there! Deal with it!” 
 
    Metraxion’s smile returned and he dissolved into a black pool filled with eyes that flowed across the yard to a patch of grass that looked empty. A moment later, though, Susie reappeared right there, looking startled as Metraxion resumed his usual form. He loomed over her as he reached for her but Susie didn’t scream or cower or try to run away. Instead, she opened her hand and hit Metraxion with a force punch right in the center of his chest.  
 
    He exploded into eyes which quickly swept back together and reformed his body a few feet away. He looked completely unharmed but his smile was gone, replaced by an angry snarl. Before he could even take a step towards Susie, though, a blinding column of fire slammed down on him, incinerating the grass and scorching the earth beneath. When Morgan finally let it dissipate, Metraxion’s eyes were spread out in a circle around a smoldering hole in the ground and Susie was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Peter Si –” Daraxandriel’s gasped warning barely gave me time to get my shield back up before Dr. Bellowes’ attack struck. Red-hot motes sizzled as they bounced aside, sending ripples across my shield, but it held. 
 
    Dr. Bellowes tried again and this time Angelica joined in. Lightning from her rings crackled around us as a sickly gray fog crawled across the ground towards us. The flowers wilted and crumbled wherever the miasma touched and Daraxandriel and I backed away hastily as thin shreds of mist wormed their way under my shield, blackening the moss between the paving stones. I tried ripping some of the stones out of the driveway and flinging them at Dr. Bellowes but he easily deflected them, although it distracted him enough to dispel the killing mist. 
 
    The magical battle continued to escalate. Fire, wind, and lightning swept around us, tearing at our defenses and devastating the grounds. Punishing hailstorms, psychic attacks, voids into other dimensions, and things I didn’t even have names for tore at the fabric of reality all around us. I had a response for every spell Dr. Bellowes and Angelica threw at us but I didn’t have their years of experience in combat. I was reacting completely on instinct, without a chance to launch a counter-attack of my own. 
 
    They drove Daraxandriel and me back step by step until my pentagram pressed against the house and stopped. The walls looked like an invading army used it for target practice. The bricks were burned, melted, shattered, and evaporated, exposing the underlying timbers, and the windows were opaque with cracks. The only thing keeping the house standing on its foundations were the binding spells holding the pieces together and still the barrage continued. 
 
    I couldn’t spare more than a few glimpses at Morgan and Susie but they weren’t faring any better, fighting furiously as they retreated, trying to keep Metraxion at bay. Despite his demands for a soul, he didn’t seem to be getting any weaker. If anything, his rage was growing each passing second, fueling the ferocity of his attacks. 
 
    Morgan’s Stone shone like a laser on her wrist and mine burned the palm of my hand as we drew on their power, trying to keep the four of us alive long enough to come up with some way to put an end to this, but Metraxion was too strong and Dr. Bellowes too skilled to give us an opening. Angelica wasn’t in their league, though. She was still a formidable enemy but her spells were more limited and less potent. If we could take her out of the picture, that might be enough to tip the scales in our favor. 
 
    I deflected a hailstorm of icy daggers that pincushioned the ground around us as Daraxandriel placed her hand on my back, leaning close to my ear. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins, we are in dire circumstances,” she said urgently. “Parathraxas is more potent than I e’er imagined possible, even without a soulstone in his possession.” We both flinched as something big caromed off my shield. 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know,” I muttered, searching the area for inspiration. 
 
    “I have led us to these straits, I cannot continue to cower behind thee. Lower thy shield but for a moment and I shall flee to the side, as the coney seeks to outrun the hawk. Parathraxas will turn his eye upon me and thou shalt have thy chance to strike true.” 
 
    “What? No, absolutely not!” The ground began to buckle and crack under our feet and I hurriedly pulled her out of the way while acidic rain hissed around us. “You’re not sacrificing yourself for me!” 
 
    “Yet should I ask thee to do so for me?” she argued hotly. “I do not desire to perish here, yet still less do I wish thee to suffer on my behalf. This is the only way out of this dilemma.” 
 
    “No! I’ll think of something, just give me a minute!” Inky darkness suddenly engulfed us, blocking out anything beyond the edges of my pentagram. Whatever was causing it didn’t match any spell in my Encyclopedia Arcanum and I didn’t know how to counter it. Then a thousand malevolent eyes opened in the blackness and I recoiled into Daraxandriel. “Shit! It’s Metraxion!” 
 
    Thy sibling proves most elusive, young warlock, came the demon’s voice from all directions, cruel and mocking, but her soul shall be mine ere long. Thy fate is sealed, however, soulstone or no.  
 
    My shield shrieked like a living thing as my pentagram shrank by a foot, driving a spike through my eardrums. I fought back, momentarily holding Metraxion at bay, but he continued to increase the pressure relentlessly. 
 
    Come out from under thy shell, he gloated, and touch my hand, that we might journey to Hell together.  
 
    “Been there, done that.” I grabbed Daraxandriel and pressed her face into my chest, covering my own eyes with my arm as I unleashed a pulse of light that could have been seen from space. Even through my arm and eyelids, it was brighter than staring directly into the sun.  
 
    Metraxion’s roar of agony shook the air and deafened me, but the crushing force on my shield vanished. My own eyes weren’t working all that well but I saw the demon lord stagger backwards, his nails scoring gashes in his face. Both Morgan and Angelica were down on their knees, pressing their hands to their eyes, but Dr. Bellowes just stood there blinking, either from the aftermath of my megaflash or in shocked disbelief. 
 
    Morgan’s Stone flared and she regained her feet, shaking her head like there was something loose inside her skull. Her pentagram was gone and she hastily restored it, just as a slender figure bounded across the landscape, heading straight for Metraxion with Morgan’s soul trap in her hands. 
 
    She was a succubus, but different from all the others I’d encountered so far, slim to the point of boyishness, with smooth recurved horns that resembled ivory and a thin arrow-headed tail that arched like a cat’s. Her long hair was nearly as pale as her skin and her eyes glowed a verdant green.  
 
    “Here,” she declared, tossing Metraxion the orb. He caught it clumsily and squinted at it. “This is for thou. Thee. Whatever. Vincula aperio.” The intricate inscriptions lit up like lines drawn in luminous blood. “Vincula re–” Metraxion closed his fist with a snarl, shattering the orb. “Uh-oh.” 
 
    The succubus turned to flee but Metraxion cast the obsidian shards aside and grabbed her hair, jerking her to a halt. He hauled her back and lifted her up by her braids and she desperately hung onto his arm to keep her scalp attached to her skull. “Peter!” she yelled. 
 
    “Didst thou truly believe thy feeble guise would deceive a lord of Hell, waif?” Metraxion growled. “Legions tremble at my passage and death follows in my footsteps. Thy soul is forfeit and with the strength it grants me, this rabble shall be swept away into oblivion.”  
 
    “Susie!” I desperately searched my memories for something that would break Metraxion’s hold on her without hurting her but I had nothing. Dr. Bellowes’ spells were deadly but avoiding collateral damage had never been his priority. “Let her go!” 
 
    Metraxion turned to look at me with his blood-red eyes. Dark tears and black blood ran down his face and his smile was hard and humorless. “A cage awaits thee upon the Broken Plain, warlock,” he sneered. “Thou shalt gaze upon the Abyss for all eternity, preserved by thy soulstone. The depth of thy madness will be legendary.” 
 
    Behind him, Morgan conjured a ball of white flame in her hand, looking grim. I knew she didn’t want to hurt Susie but I also knew she couldn’t let Metraxion take Susie’s soul. Maybe she just intended to distract him, hoping that Susie could escape, but I couldn’t take that chance. I had to find a way to defeat Metraxion without risking Susie’s life but nothing came to mind. I needed more time and that was the one thing I didn’t have. 
 
    Time. 
 
    The answer dawned on me like a revelation from Heaven, complete with a choir of the heavenly host singing its praises and the archangel Gabriel blowing a trumpet. I knew what to do but it all depended on the least trustworthy entity in the universe going along with the plan. It wasn’t like I had any choice, though. 
 
    “Metraxion!” I called. “Catch!” I threw my Philosopher’s Stone at him and it flew straight and true, right at his face. He snatched the Stone out of the air with his free hand and scowled down at it. 
 
    “Have thy senses left thee already?” he demanded. “This soulstone is bound to thee, of what use is it to discard it? It shall not deter me from rending thy sibling’s soul from her body, nor delay thy torment in Hell.” 
 
    “Don’t you recognize it? You and Nyx thought it would be useful twelve hundred years ago.” 
 
    Metraxion inspected the Stone again and all four of his eyes suddenly opened wide. He lifted his hand to throw it away, just as I spoke the inversion spell. Space and time flipped around each other in a complex knot and both the Stone and Susie tumbled to the ground. Metraxion was gone. 
 
    “Wha–?” Dr. Bellowes gaped at the ground where Metraxion had stood in open disbelief. “What just happened? Where is he?” 
 
    “He’s visiting an old friend,” I smirked. “I don’t think you’ll be seeing him again.” 
 
    Susie clambered to her feet and brushed the dirt off her butt, still glamoured as a succubus. She bent down to pick up the Stone but retreated hastily as it suddenly flashed and then lit up like Fourth of July fireworks, rocking violently. “What’s happening?” she asked uneasily. 
 
    “Amy and Metraxion are getting reacquainted.” 
 
    “Amy?” Morgan asked, edging closer. 
 
    “Long story, I’ll tell you later.” The lights within my Stone grew steadily brighter, pulsing rapidly, and I started to worry that it might actually explode from the forces being thrown around inside. I summoned my pentagram again but before I could raise my shield around us, the Stone abruptly went dark and lay still. I eyed it doubtfully, uncertain as to what that meant, but a gasp whirled me around. 
 
    Dr. Bellowes clutched his chest and fell to his knees, struggling for breath, Angelica, her eyes bloodshot and streaming tears, rushed to his side. “William!” she cried. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It can’t be,” he exclaimed, his voice just a dusty rasp. He lifted his left hand and his signet ring was utterly dark, with no sign of the violet light it displayed before. He removed it and replaced it, to no avail. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Metraxion’s dead,” I informed him flatly. 
 
    “No, that’s not possible,” he wheezed. He sat and nearly fell over, barely able to hold himself upright. He held out his hand and stared at it in horror. It was gnarled and mottled and shook with tremors. His face was lined and gaunt and  his eyes were sunken in their sockets. He was aging years with every passing second. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Angelica moaned fearfully. “How do we stop this?” 
 
    “You can’t,” I said, shaking my head. “He stopped aging four hundred years ago, thanks to all the demons he enslaved. It’s catching up to him now.” 
 
    Daraxandriel stood beside me, gazing down at her nemesis. “Thine end is at hand, Parathraxas,” she said soberly. “Have you aught to say?” 
 
    Dr. Bellowes lifted his head with difficulty. His eyes were clouded and desperate. “Daraxandriel.” He reached out to her with a shaking hand. “Take my soul.” 
 
    She recoiled in surprise. “What dost thou ask of me?” 
 
    “Take my soul and grant me life. I beg of you, spare me from death.” 
 
    Daraxandriel stared at him, shocked into silence, while the rest of us exchanged worried glances, wondering what she would do. Finally, she took a step forward and I reached out a hand to stop her. 
 
    “Dara, don’t do it,” I warned her, but she brushed me aside. 
 
    “Is this truly thy desire?” she asked Dr. Bellowes, “to sign my contract in thine own blood and cede thy soul to me?” 
 
    “In exchange for my life,” he nodded with a jerk, “yes.” 
 
    “Are these terms acceptable to thee?” She reached out and grasped a sheet of parchment from thin air. It was filled with angular symbols written in dark red ink, leaving only a space at the bottom for a signature. Dr. Bellowes took it and peered at it, his lips moving silently. When he reached the end, he closed his eyes and a tear slid down his hollow cheek. 
 
    “Yes, damn you,” he whispered bitterly. “I accept your terms. Give me your knife and I’ll sign it.” 
 
    “Dara, no!” I pleaded. “Don’t do this!” She ignored me. 
 
    “William Bellowes, once styled Parathraxas,” she proclaimed grimly, “I deny thy petition and refuse thy soul. Let it rot with thy body, I shall not taint myself with it.” The parchment spontaneously ignited, consuming itself with a ruddy flame. Dr. Bellowes grabbed frantically at the ashes but they crumbled at his touch, leaving only a faint odor of brimstone behind. 
 
    “No, no!” he wailed. “Daraxandriel, have mercy! I don’t want to die!” 
 
    “Neither did the innocents who perished by thy hand,” she reminded him quietly. “Who granted them mercy?” 
 
    Dr. Bellowes just looked at her, his shallow breaths rattling in his chest. He looked like he was already dead, just waxy skin stretched over bone, but he reached out blindly. “Angelica.” 
 
    “I’m here, William,” she said miserably, taking his hand in hers. 
 
    “Angelica Spencer,” he whispered, “I charge you with continuing my legacy.” He fumbled for her forehead but I stepped in and grasped his thin wrist. 
 
    “No,” I told him. “This ends here.” 
 
    He turned his face towards me and his lips moved but I couldn’t hear any sounds. His arm fell slack in my grip and I laid it across his motionless chest as Angelica sobbed brokenly. 
 
    An ominous creaking spun us around as the binding wards on the house faded away. The windows shattered into dust and whole sections of brick tumbled away from the walls. One of the chimneys collapsed in into a heap of rubble and parts of the perimeter wall crumbled into dust, adding to the utter devastation of the yard.  
 
    “This is going to be hard to explain to the police,” I observed in the silence that followed. 
 
    “With any luck,” Morgan said, “Metraxion’s wards kept the neighbors from noticing anything unusual. I don’t suggest we hang around here, though.” 
 
    “So did we win?” Susie asked. She was still disguised as a succubus for some reason. 
 
    “No,” Angelica said. “You haven’t won.” She reverently closed Dr. Bellowes’ eyes and crossed his arms over his chest before rising to her feet. Her golden pentagram appeared as her rings began to crackle with electricity and her onyx medallion glowed with an all-too-familiar violet light. 
 
    “Angelica,” I said carefully, “don’t be stupid. You’re no match for us. It’s one against four.” 
 
    “Two against four!” she snapped. “Imarinxia!” 
 
    A swirl of shadows rose up beside her, condensing into a humanoid shape that sprouted horns and a tail. This new succubus was close to Daraxandriel in appearance but with darker skin and longer, metallic hair. Imarinxia – I assumed that was her name – didn’t look at all pleased to be here. 
 
    “For what purpose hast thou summoned me, Angelica?” she demanded, eyeing us uneasily. “I am no warrior to be thrust into battle.” 
 
    “You agreed to give me the powers I needed to kill demons!” Angelica retorted. “That demon killed William!” Her finger stabbed at Daraxandriel. “Give me the power to kill her!” 
 
    I placed myself in front of Daraxandriel and my starry void snapped into position around us, followed a moment later by Morgan’s silver pentagram and Susie’s fiery scribble. Imarinxia slowly raised her hands and backed away. 
 
    “The terms of thy contract do not grant thee the strength to defeat a soulstone,” she said, shaking her head, “let alone two. Retreat and live, surrender and live, or fight and die. It matters not to me.” 
 
    “Oh, Angelica,” Morgan murmured, shaking her head. “You sold your soul?” 
 
    “I did what I had to do to avenge my mother!” Angelica shouted. “William tried to teach me to be a hunter but I wasn’t strong enough. Now I am! Imarinxia, I order you to help me! By our contract, you have to help me!” 
 
    Morgan conjured a fireball and I readied a lightning bolt. Imarinxia licked her lips and then reached out to pull another parchment out of nothingness. “Thy contract is void!” she declared, throwing it into the air. It burst into flames and was quickly consumed, leaving behind only a smoky haze. “I take my leave of thee, Angelica. And this.” 
 
    Imarinxia snatched the medallion from around Angelica’s neck and retreated as shadows gathered around her, forming a gateway. As she stepped through, she looked back with a smirk. “Seek me out,” she purred, “an thou dost survive.” The gateway dissipated and the succubus was gone, leaving no trace behind. 
 
    “No,” Angelica whispered. “Why is this happening?” She looked at us and raised her hands, but her rings barely glittered. That seemed to be the final straw and she sank to her knees, burying her face in her hands, sobbing brokenly. 
 
    “Rejoice, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel said softly, “for thou art victorious.” She pressed my Philosopher’s Stone into my hands and closed my fingers around it. 
 
    “I don’t feel victorious,” I sighed. “Do you?” 
 
    She looked down at Dr. Bellowes’ remains, now barely more than a skeleton wearing his clothes, and shook her head. “I thought this day would bring me joy, to finally bring Parathraxas to his well-deservèd end, yet my heart is heavy. So many have suffered for my foolish choices and I cannot make amends.” 
 
    “This was a start,” Morgan interjected firmly. “Dr. Bellowes was evil, for all the good he accomplished. He had to be stopped, but we couldn’t have done it without you, Dara.” 
 
    “And you,” I pointed out. 
 
    “And you,” she retorted. 
 
    “And me,” Susie chimed in. 
 
    “Yes, you,” I told her, rolling my eyes. And you, too, I thought, weighing my Stone in my hand. For an instant, I thought I saw a tiny mote inside, dancing about in a way that I could only describe as gleefully smug. I wasn’t looking forward to next Sunday. 
 
    “That said,” Morgan went on, “I’m looking forward to hearing this long story you keep promising me. I especially want to hear the part where you explain why a succubus is helping us.” She and Daraxandriel eyed each other carefully. 
 
    “Oh, um, yeah.” I cleared my throat. “Maybe we should get back to Kingsbury first. We need to call Lady Harwood before she gets to Cornwall and let her know what happened.” I looked at Angelica, still weeping silently. “What are we going to tell her about her granddaughter?” 
 
    “The truth,” Morgan sighed. “May the Goddess have mercy on us all.” 
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    There aren’t any friendly gods. The deities worshipped by the mainstream religions are all stern taskmasters who spend their time dreaming up new ways to punish people for breaking the rules they set millennia ago. Not one of them has ever told a joke or pulled a prank on someone, although God ordering Abraham to sacrifice his only son Isaac and then popping up at the last second to say “Just kidding” comes close. It’s hard to be friends with the guy holding the whip. 
 
    Some modern Christians try to make the case that Jesus is the kind of guy you’d like to hang out with, but that doesn’t really jive with what the Bible says about his character. Jesus was a pretty serious, no-nonsense fellow who had better things to do than drink wine and play knucklebones with Peter and the other Apostles. 
 
    The Greek and Roman deities were much more interesting and relatable. At least they liked to party and every now and then they’d pick some hapless hunter, turn him into a deer, and let him get torn apart by his own dogs. All in good fun, of course. Most of their interactions with humanity, though, tended to fall into the Impregnate-the-Beautiful-Woman or Drive-the-Arrogant-King-Mad categories. Those really aren’t the best foundations for developing a lasting friendship. 
 
    It would be cool to meet a god who doesn’t take himself so seriously, one who laughs at life’s little foibles, who doesn’t much care if you break a rule now and then, and who’s willing to grant you a miracle or two just because he likes you. I don’t know that I’d actually worship a god like that, but I’d certainly like to hang out with him for a while. 
 
      
 
    I sat on the back patio of Kingsbury manor, my elbows on the table and my face in my hands, feeling utterly drained. It was mid-afternoon in England, mid-morning back home in Texas, and I hadn’t slept in a day and a half. The Philosopher’s Stone in my pocket took care of any physical fatigue but it didn’t do a thing for mental exhaustion. 
 
    Twelve hours ago, I thought, I was dancing with Dara at prom and everything was perfect. Now Dr. Bellowes and Metraxion are dead and what’s left of the Council is deciding what to do about Angelica. We won, I guess, so why do I feel so empty? 
 
    I lifted my head and looked around for Daraxandriel. She was sitting on the edge of one of the marble fountains dotting the gardens, lost in her own thoughts as she let the water cascade over her outstretched fingers. She was still in her demon form – the entire Council knew what she was now and the household staff took her appearance in stride, so there was no longer any point in hiding her true nature – and she was breathtakingly beautiful. 
 
    To me, at least. Without the magic that persuaded people that her looks were perfectly normal, she’d be labeled as a freak, or worse. Even after everything she did for us, demon hunters are still going to be coming after her. They only care about what she is, not who she is. They don’t know what she’s really like inside. She’ll be in danger every day she stays with me. She has to leave. My Stone wasn’t going to be able to heal the ache in my heart. 
 
    “I’m bored.” Susie stretched out her legs and wiggled her toes in the grass, glowering at the tall trees bordering the far edge of the property. The dress she’d borrowed from one of the less buxom servants was still too big for her, making her look like a truculent orphan. “I’m supposed to be in the Council meeting.” 
 
    “You’re not a Council member,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I will be,” she predicted. “I beat a demon lord. That automatically qualifies me.” 
 
    “You nearly got killed by a demon lord,” I corrected her. “What made you think you could just waltz up to Metraxion and hand him a soul trap?” 
 
    “It almost worked,” she argued. “It’s not my fault he figured out what I was doing.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Right, as if anyone looking at you couldn’t tell you weren’t a real succubus.” 
 
    “My glamour was perfect! I had the horns and the tail and I even did the glowy eyes thing!” 
 
    “You forgot these.” I cupped my hands over my chest. 
 
    “Hands?” 
 
    “Boobs. All succubuses have boobs.” 
 
    “I have boobs.” She pulled out the collar of her dress and peered underneath. “Kind of.” 
 
    “Give it a few years.” I cleared my throat awkwardly. “That was very brave of you.” 
 
    She eyed me suspiciously, as if she thought I was teasing her. “Thanks.” 
 
    “But don’t ever do it again.” She just sat back in her chair with a dismissive snort. 
 
    Behind us, the double doors leading into the dining wing opened and Agent Morgan stepped out, wearing a blouse and slacks probably borrowed from Lady Harwood’s closet. She looked like a suburban housewife as she approached us, still talking on her phone. 
 
    “It’s not ideal,” she sighed to whoever was on the other end of the call. “We don’t have a lot of options here.” She listened and nodded with a dissatisfied expression. “Have Shelby overnight my passport to Kingsbury, care of Lady Harwood. And a change of clothes,” she added ruefully, plucking the front of her blouse. “I’ll contact Wallace at the State Department. Maybe they can set up some sort of special diplomatic status for us. I don’t know, we’ll just have to see. All right. Thanks. Bye.” She hung up and dropped into the chair beside me, rubbing her forehead. 
 
    “Any luck figuring out how we’re getting home?” I asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” she admitted. “The fact that none of us officially entered the country is a bit of a sticky wicket, as they say. The fact that neither of you owns a passport is a bigger hurdle.” 
 
    “So we get to stay here?” Susie asked, sitting up eagerly. 
 
    “No,” Morgan and I said together. “We may have to resort to borrowing someone else’s papers and using glamours to get past customs and immigration,” Morgan went on, “but we’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “In the next couple of hours?” She quirked an eyebrow at me. “Checkout time from the hotel back in Hellburn is eleven AM. Mom and Dad are expecting us to be home soon.” 
 
    She hesitated and then shook her head. “No, that’s not going to happen. Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I sighed. 
 
    “Look, Peter,” she said, reaching over to place her hand on my arm, “I know you’re feeling a bit overwhelmed right now. We all are. But you and Dara saved a lot of lives today –” 
 
    “And me!” Susie interjected. 
 
    “And Susie. You saved my life and I’m grateful. You two – you three,” she corrected herself before Susie could do it for her, “are truly remarkable. I’m glad you were there when we needed you.” 
 
    “Even her?” I inclined my head in Daraxandriel’s direction. She seemed to sense our attention and looked up, watching us with her wide, glowing eyes. 
 
    “Especially her. She’s given me a lot to think about.” 
 
    Before I could ask Morgan what she meant by that, the double doors opened again and Lady Harwood, Sir James, and Mrs. Berry stepped out. I waited for Angelica to appear but Mrs. Berry closed the door behind her and joined her fellow Council members as Morgan and I rose to our feet. 
 
    “Is it over?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s over,” Lady Harwood said heavily. She looked like she’d aged thirty years since this morning, although her appearance hadn’t changed at all. 
 
    “And?” I prompted. “What’s going to happen to Angelica?” 
 
    Lady Harwood just shook her head, sending a jolt of alarm through me, but Sir James made a calming gesture. 
 
    “Angelica is a very troubled young woman,” he said sadly. “We can’t simply let her loose, not after everything that’s happened, but she’s also not a murderer. Based on her testimony, she was never involved in William’s – Dr. Bellowes’ –  demonic rituals.” 
 
    “And you believed her?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “We can compel the truth, when necessary.” Something about the way he said that sent a shiver down my spine. “She was aware of what he was doing, however, and she helped him conceal it from the rest of the Council.” 
 
    “Did Dr. Bellowes know about Imarinxia? I can’t believe he’d let her sell her soul, considering what he thought about Dara.” 
 
    “No, she hid that from him. After her mother’s unfortunate demise,” Lady Harwood winced but said nothing, “Dr. Bellowes took Angelica under his wing, exploiting her desire for revenge to lead her down a darker path. Her magical skills weren’t up to the task, though, so when Imarinxia tempted her with a promise of greater power, she accepted without hesitation.” 
 
    “Foolish girl,” Mrs. Berry murmured, shaking her head dolefully. 
 
    “But she got her soul back, right? Imarinxia destroyed the contract.” 
 
    “Fortunately for her,” Sir James nodded. “Once caught like that, almost no one escapes with their soul intact.” 
 
    “Parathraxas did.” Daraxandriel appeared at my elbow, looking downcast. I felt for her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze, earning me a fleeting smile. 
 
    “I believe his soul is destined for Hell regardless,” Sir James noted somberly. “What he did was unforgiveable.” 
 
    “But what about Angelica?” I asked again. 
 
    “Technically, she’s an accessory to murder,” he said, “but there’s no way to prove that in a court of law.” 
 
    “We’ll keep her here, in Kingsbury,” Lady Harwood said wearily, “under a blocking ward.” My alarm must have shown in my face and she hastened to add, “It merely prevents her from performing magic. She strayed so far from the Goddess, it’ll take her a long time to find her way back.” She opened her hand, revealing a set of seven mismatched silver rings. “She won’t be needing these for a while,” she sighed, setting them on the table. 
 
    “We’ll help her,” Mrs. Berry promised, and Sir James nodded in agreement. 
 
    “What’s going to happen to the Council, then?” I asked. “There’s only three of you now.” 
 
    “Four of us!” Susie insisted, putting a faint smile on Lady Harwood’s lips. 
 
    “We’d be honored to have you become one of us, Susie,” she said gently, “when you’re ready. And you too, Peter. Your Stone would be a tremendous asset in the long war against the darkness.” Daraxandriel stirred uneasily beside me and Lady Harwood’s smile deepened, although it was tinged with regret.  
 
    “That war just became a bit more complicated,” she went on. “All this time, we assumed every creature who looked like you was simply bent on our destruction. Now we know that some of them are capable of honor and trust and even love. How can we continue just blindly hunting them down?” 
 
    “Do not judge demonkind by mine example,” Daraxandriel told her, shaking her head vehemently. “I am the least of my clutch-mates and spurned by others of mine ilk. They mock mine unsightliness,” she touched her crayon-red hair, “and deride my failures as a succubus. By any measure, the Dread Lord should cast me into the Abyss in righteous anger, but I am too far beneath His notice for Him to care what happens to me.” She looked down at her hand, still interlocked with mine. “Peter Simon Collins is the only one who has shown me kindness,” she whispered. 
 
    “I hope you’ll be willing to call us friends as well, Daraxandriel,” Lady Harwood told her, taking her free hand in hers. “You’re more than welcome to remain here with us. We can keep you safe from any denizen of Hell trying to avenge Metraxion’s death, and from our fellow hunters.” 
 
    “Thou art more than kind, Lady Harwood,” Daraxandriel murmured, withdrawing her hand, “but this is not where I belong.” 
 
    “I understand. Still, do visit if you should come by this way again.” She looked up at the round tower looming over us. “I will likely still be here,” she sighed. She toyed with her Philosopher’s Stone, seemingly unaware she was doing it. 
 
    “Evelyn?” Mrs. Berry asked worriedly. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Lady Harwood assured her. “I’m just tired. I’ve been doing this for a very long time.” She shook her head ruefully. “It never ends, does it? The fighting and the dying. We push back the shadows in one place and they advance elsewhere. Friends and family come and go and I ... I’m still here.” She finally noticed the Council members looking at her in concern and she tried to put on a smile. “Oh, listen to me prattle on like some old spinster. Does anyone want tea? I’ll ask Dobbs to bring some out.” 
 
    She pressed her fingers against her Stone and opened her mouth, but no words came out. For an awful moment, I thought she was having some sort of seizure, but she was staring at something in the distance in disbelief and I turned to follow her gaze. 
 
    A woman was walking towards us across the immaculately manicured lawn, although it was hard to make her out clearly. Her dress flickered between pure white and deep green and mottled gray and her hair could have been gold or mahogany or dull silver. She seemed to have too many arms and legs and it took my tired mind far too long to recognize her – or them. 
 
    “Goddess,” Mrs. Berry breathed before I could get the word out. She dropped to her knees and bowed her head and Morgan and the rest of the Council followed suit a moment later. Even Susie bowed, although she couldn’t be bothered to get out of her chair. 
 
    “Greetings, my children.” The triple voice of the Goddess settled into the warm tones of the brown-haired middle-aged Mother. “Rise and be blessed, for you have done a great service for the world.” 
 
    “At last, Bellowes is dead,” cackled the ancient Crone, “and the demon scourge has been vanquished.” 
 
    “You’ve done well, Peter,” the Maiden smiled at me. “The threat of Armageddon has passed. The world can rest easy for a while.” 
 
    “You remember what happened?” I asked doubtfully. “I mean, what’s going to happen? No, I mean, what would have happened?” 
 
    The Mother chuckled. “I may be only a minor deity, but give me some credit, Peter. Yes, I remember that other timeline. This one is turning out much better, believe me.” 
 
    I became aware that everyone else was staring at me incredulously. “Long story,” I said, clearing my throat. 
 
    “I can hardly wait to hear it,” Morgan said, eyeing me. “But why are you here, Goddess?” 
 
    The Maiden grinned impishly. “Aren’t you happy see to me, Morgana?” 
 
    “I treasure every moment when you grace me with your presence, Goddess,” Morgan told her sincerely, “but stop calling me Morgana.” 
 
    “As you wish,” said the Mother and then she sobered. “No, I’m here to help a most beloved daughter.” 
 
    Lady Harwood drew in her breath. “Angelica?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    The Maiden lifted her sky blue eyes to one of the windows in the bedroom wing. “She turned away from me a long time ago,” she said sadly. 
 
    “Her soul is broken,” said the Crone, shaking her head. 
 
    “And I am not as forgiving as the Lord God Almighty,” said the Mother sternly. 
 
    “But she will heal in time,” predicted the Maiden. 
 
    “She will defeat her personal demons,” nodded the Crone, “if she’s strong enough.” 
 
    “And when she’s ready to listen, I will speak with her once more,” promised the Mother. “Until then, I leave her in your good hands.” 
 
    “But I – I don’t understand,” Lady Harwood stammered. “If you’re not here for Angelica –” 
 
    “My dearest daughter,” said the Maiden fondly, “I’m here for you.” 
 
    The Mother reached out and gently lifted Lady Harwood’s pendant on her fingertips. The Philosopher’s Stone pulsed in time with her heartbeat. “Your burden has grown heavy,” she murmured. 
 
    “I feel its weight upon your soul,” said the Crone. “It no longer brings you the joy it once did.” 
 
    “There’s been so much death, so much suffering.” Lady Harwood’s voice quavered and tears glistened in her eyes. “I’ve lost so many – my husband, my daughter, my friends. How can anyone find joy in that?” 
 
    “I can take this burden from you, Evelyn,” said the Maiden, “if that’s what you want.” 
 
    Lady Harwood sucked in her breath, as if someone just promised her the best present ever and she couldn’t believe it wasn’t just a cruel trick. “You can do that?” she whispered. 
 
    “I am a Goddess,” the Mother reminded her with a smile. 
 
    “No, Evelyn!” Sir James exclaimed, looking horrified. “You’ll die without your Stone!” 
 
    “Death will be welcome, James,” she told him wistfully. “I’ve delayed mine for far too long. May I have some time to say goodbye to everyone?” she asked the Goddess. 
 
    “You’ll have all the time you need,” the Maiden assured her. 
 
    “At least fifty years,” chortled the Crone. 
 
    Lady Harwood just blinked at her and the Mother’s eyes crinkled in amusement. “Unbinding your soul from the Stone won’t be easy,” she explained, “but it won’t kill you. You’ll live out your natural span from here on, with the same powers you had before you accepted the Stone.” 
 
    “Really? Oh, how wonderful!” Lady Harwood pulled her amulet over her head and held it out to the Goddess eagerly. “Please, take this from me! I can’t carry it anymore.” 
 
    The Goddess cupped all of her hands and held them out. “Place the Stone here,” she said in her triple voice. Lady Harwood did as she was instructed, her own hand shaking as she lowered the necklace onto the Goddess’s palms. “Now lay your hands over mine.” Lady Harwood did so, closing her eyes. “Do not move, no matter what.” 
 
    I held my breath as the Philosopher’s Stone began to glow, illuminating their hands from within and spilling light between their fingers. Lady Harwood gasped, throwing her head back, and Mrs. Berry stepped forward before Sir James gripped her arm to hold her in place. 
 
    “Don’t interfere,” he told her softly. “This is what she wants.” 
 
    The ruby light started to pulse erratically and Lady Harwood moaned deep in her throat. All three faces of the Goddess were tight in concentration and her hands gripped the Stone as if she was struggling to keep it contained. A scream ripped itself from Lady Harwood’s throat, rising in strength and pitch until it threatened to shatter the windows of the mansion. Then the Stone abruptly flickered out and Lady Harwood sighed before collapsing bonelessly to her knees. Sir James was at her side instantly, holding her up and gazing anxiously into her face. 
 
    “Evelyn!” he exclaimed. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Her eyelids fluttered and she looked at him blankly for a moment before taking a shuddering breath. “I – I’m fine, James. I just have a bit of a headache.” The way she winced when she touched her forehead strongly implied that the word headache was a stereotypically British understatement. Sir James helped her up and guided her back to one of the chairs. She collapsed into it with a grimace and a nod of thanks.  
 
    “Perhaps some tea would help,” she said shakily. “Dobbs –” She touched the center of her chest with her fingertips and then felt around with a puzzled frown. Then she looked up at the Goddess, who dangled her amulet from her hand. The Stone was quiescent, its inner glow barely visible. “Oh,” she breathed. “It worked? It really worked?” 
 
    “It worked,” the Mother assured her with a gentle smile. “Your life is yours once more, daughter, to live out as you please.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Lady Harwood covered her face with her hands and wept quietly, her shoulders shaking. “Thank you.” Mrs. Berry rubbed her back and made soothing nonsense sounds, looking like she was about to cry herself. 
 
    “But what happens to the Council now?” Sir James asked helplessly. “There’s only two of us left.” 
 
    “Three!” Susie insisted. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, James.” Lady Harwood snuffled and dabbed at her eyes with her sleeve. “I may not be immortal anymore but I’m still a fairly capable witch. I won’t let you put me out to pasture just yet. But what do we do with that now?” She nodded to the Stone that was no longer a part of her. 
 
    “A Philosopher’s Stone is a powerful weapon in the war against the darkness,” said the Crone. “It should go to the person who will use it as it was meant to be used.” 
 
    Susie’s hand shot up. “Me!” I suddenly realized she was now wearing seven silver rings. 
 
    The Maiden held the Stone out to Sir James. “Will you accept this burden willingly, James?” 
 
    Sir James’ breath caught in his throat. He reached out reverently and then paused. Different emotions flickered across his features – surprise, awe, determination, doubt, and finally regret. He lowered his hand and shook his head. “I’m not the right person for this,” he admitted. “I don’t have Evelyn’s strength.” 
 
    “I do!” Susie declared. 
 
    The Mother turned to Mrs. Berry. “Gwendolyn?” 
 
    Mrs. Berry shook her head immediately. “I can’t. It would break me.” 
 
    “Well, then,” said the Maiden, “that doesn’t leave us much choice.” Her blue eyes twinkled with amusement. 
 
    I looked around doubtfully. Morgan and I already had Philosopher’s Stones and Daraxandriel didn’t have a soul to bind with one. That left – “No. No, no, no! You can’t be serious!” 
 
    The Mother ignored me and offered the amulet to Susie. “Daughter, do you take on this burden will–?” 
 
    “Yes!” Susie snatched it from her hand and yanked it over her head. She waited expectantly and then patted it like a battery-powered toy with a loose connection. “How does this work? Do I have infinite power now?” 
 
    “You can’t trust her with a Stone!” I protested. “She’ll destroy civilization as we know it!” 
 
    “Do I look like a complete idiot to you, Peter?” the Crone demanded irritably. 
 
    I considered who I was talking to. “Uh, no, but –” 
 
    “It’s not yet time for Susie to face the coming storm,” the Maiden told me, “but that time will come all too soon.” 
 
    “What storm are we talking about, exactly?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “The death of Metraxion will have repercussions,” the Mother warned us. “Never before has a witch slain a lord of the Courts of Hell. The Dread Lord has taken notice.” 
 
    “Oh fu–“ I caught myself just in time. “Fudge.” 
 
    “The word you’re thinking of, Peter, is fuck,” grinned the Crone wickedly. 
 
    “Fuck sounds right,” the Mother nodded. 
 
    “Definitely fuck,” giggled the Maiden, blushing behind her hand. 
 
    I just blinked at the three of them, completely nonplussed, but Morgan stepped in for me, looking irritated with her Goddess. 
 
    “So what does all that have to do with giving Susie the magical equivalent of a nuclear bomb?” she asked tersely. “I can think of a hundred witches who are more qualified.” 
 
    “Now, yes,” agreed the Mother, sobering. “Later, when the world tips on the precipice and we need her most, she’ll be ready.” 
 
    “Until then, the Stone will remain just a pretty bauble.” The Goddess reached out three hands and grasped the Stone for a moment. When she released it, it was covered in a transparent shell of crystal.  
 
    “Don’t lose it,” the Crone warned Susie wryly. 
 
    “That’s not fair!” she complained. “Peter gets to have a working Stone, why can’t I?” 
 
    “Enjoy this respite while you can,” the Mother told us solemnly. “We’ll speak again when the clouds gather on the horizon.” 
 
    “That’s a metaphor,” the Crone added. “Like the storm I mentioned earlier.” 
 
    “Yes, I think we got it,” Morgan assured her, rolling her eyes, “but I won’t be able to relax until we get back home.” 
 
    “Um, Goddess,” I said hesitantly. She turned to look at me expectantly but the way she kept switching between her forms was very disconcerting. I cleared my throat, wondering if I was about to get myself smited. “You’re a goddess. Can you take us home?” 
 
    The Maiden laughed, a pure and happy sound. “I’m not a taxi service, Peter.” 
 
    “Oh, you heard that?” I asked, chagrined. 
 
    “You’ve had the power to go home all along,” the Crone informed us impatiently. 
 
    “If you tell us to click our heels together three times –” Morgan threatened between her teeth. 
 
    “One of you can lead the others through the shadowed paths,” the Mother reminded us. Four witches and two warlocks looked at her and then turned to stare at Daraxandriel. 
 
    “The shadowed paths?” she echoed nervously, backing away. “That way is fraught with peril!” 
 
    “I don’t imagine a few imps and hellhounds will give you much trouble,” the Crone noted wryly, “especially since you’re carrying three Philosopher’s Stones.” 
 
    “Make that two Stones,” the Maiden amended with an apologetic shrug. 
 
    “Just don’t dawdle,” the Mother advised. “Now then.” She raised her hands and I felt the weight of her divine power on my shoulders like a fond caress. 
 
    “Bless you all,” the three aspects intoned in unison. “May the Almighty keep you safe until we meet again.” A gentle, soothing warmth filled me and my eyes closed all on their own as my fears and worries and tension faded away. When I finally dredged up enough willpower to open them again, the Goddess was gone. 
 
    “That was –” I couldn’t come up with an adjective that captured what I felt. The others looked like they were waking up from the most relaxing sleep ever, but they were all smiling, except for Susie. 
 
    “It’s not fair,” she grumbled. “That storm better get here quick.” 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for,” Morgan told her reprovingly. “Evelyn, are you sure you did the right thing? You’ve led the Council for so long, it’ll never be the same.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be the same,” Lady Harwood retorted, shaking her head firmly. “I was blind to what William and Angelica were doing and innocent people died because of it. I failed in my duty.” 
 
    “We all did,” Sir James argued and Mrs. Berry nodded dolefully. 
 
    “The Council has faltered before but it’s always come back stronger than ever. There are nine seats in the Upper Chamber, it’s long past time to fill them with new blood.” Susie sat up and carefully arranged her Stone on her chest as Lady Harwood looked her over thoughtfully. 
 
    “You can’t actually be thinking about adding her to the Council,” I protested. “She lives five thousand miles away!” 
 
    “Think of it as a fair exchange,” she smiled. “Fay left the Council to start fresh in America, Susie can be the cornerstone of the next generation of demon hunters.” 
 
    “You used to be on the Council?” I asked Morgan doubtfully. 
 
    “Long story,” Morgan replied tersely, clearly displeased by that revelation. “We need to get back to Hellburn, Evelyn, before people there start realizing we’re missing. Susie has to come with us.” 
 
    “Of course,” Lady Harwood nodded, “but we’ll keep a seat open for her. And for you, too, Peter, if you want it.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, thanks. I’m not a demon hunter.” I looked at the only demon I cared about. “Are you ready to take us home?” I asked her. 
 
    “I would walk into the Courts of Hell with thee, Peter Simon Collins,” she said softly, not meeting my eyes, “if that is thy will.” 
 
    “Let’s try very hard to avoid that,” Morgan told her sardonically. “Get your things and say your goodbyes. It’s time to get back where we belong.” 
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    Life is hard. Most of the seven billion people around the world struggle just to make it through the day, staving off hunger or disease or war with little hope that tomorrow will be any better. Those of us who use our smartphones to order a freshly-made pizza and have it delivered to our door so that we don’t have to miss the game playing on our flat-screen TVs forget just how lucky we are. There are people out there who would kill for that pizza crust we just tossed into the trash. 
 
    How does anyone have the strength to carry on? What keeps the impoverished, the sick, and the oppressed from simply giving up and crawling into a hole until death finally claims them? Their suffering would finally be over. When you’re all alone in the dark, it’s easy to give up and give in to despair.  
 
    But when you’re surrounded by those you love, it’s easier to stand up and take another step. Love doesn’t take away all the pain but it makes it bearable. It’s comforting to know that someone else cares for you, that you don’t have to shoulder that burden all by yourself. Love is a lantern in the darkness and sometimes that’s all we need to make it through the night. 
 
      
 
    “Susie, now!” I blew another snarling hellhound into mincemeat and Morgan barbecued it for good measure. Susie ran for the shadowy gate like a gazelle fleeing a pride of hungry lions, except these lions had scales and spines and razor-sharp teeth. “Dara!” 
 
    Daraxandriel ripped the sword from the troll demon’s hands and impaled him through the heart, dropping him before he could even grunt in surprise. She whipped the blade around in an arc, bisecting two imps and sending the rest scurrying out of reach. 
 
    “Enter the gate!” she shouted. “I shall guard thy flanks!” 
 
    “No! We go together or not at all!” I ducked as a crackling bolt just missed my head, driving back the bat/harpy/lizard thing diving through the roiling cloud cover. Daraxandriel rolled away from a  hellhound’s swiping attack, skewered another imp, and bounded to my side. 
 
    “Thou art foolishly stubborn!” she complained. “Thy well-being is of paramount import!” 
 
    “So is yours.” I threw up a shield around us and winced as claws scraped across the dome like fingernails on a blackboard. Morgan swept the creatures aside with a whirlwind that threw them into the thorny trees lining our path. “Besides, I don’t want to have to explain to Mom why I brought your dress home but left you behind.” My backpack was an awkward burden, especially with Daraxandriel’s petticoats sticking out of the top like a giant plume of feathers. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Morgan ordered.  
 
    I dropped the shield and we ran after Susie. The gate was straight ahead, a swirling column of shadows in the center of a clearing. Susie was ten yards ahead of us but two more hellhounds bounded out of the woods and blocked her way. Their tails whipped back and forth as their claws tore into the hard-packed dirt, their menacing snarls rumbling like diesel engines.  
 
    Susie didn’t even slow down. She slammed one back with a force punch and then electrocuted the other one with Angelica’s rings as it leapt at her, leaving it smoldering on the ground. She reached the gate completely unscathed, looking back at us with one foot and one arm buried in the shadows. 
 
    “Hurry up!” she called impatiently. “I’m hungry!” 
 
    “How did she get to be so good so quickly?” Morgan muttered. “She isn’t even bound to her Stone!” 
 
    “She must have changed that concentration spell somehow,” I guessed. “She’s picking up spells just by watching us.” Susie raised her hand and shot another harpy thing out of the sky with a blazing fireball. “Forget the Dread Lord, she’s the one we need to worry about.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here first.” The imps were massing behind us, trying to gather enough courage to rush us, and distant howls announced the pending arrival of more hellhounds. “Go!” 
 
    Morgan gestured and the ground shuddered beneath the imps, scattering them, and we sprinted for the gate. Behind us, the chittering and growls grew louder but I didn’t dare look back. Susie waited until we were just a few steps away before stepping into the gate and the three of us dove after her moments later, landing on soft, cool grass. 
 
    “Close the gate!” I shouted, rolling to my feet and readying a lightning charge. “Close the gate!” Daraxandriel was way ahead of me, though, and the shadows were already fading away, leaving us alone in our back yard. 
 
    Morgan sat up, wiping her hand across her face. It came away smeared with dark, noxious blood. “Take the shadowed paths, she said,” she grumbled. “It’ll be fun, she said.” 
 
    “Technically, she said it would be easy,” I reminded her. I helped Daraxandriel up, mindful of the long, wickedly-sharp sword she still held. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I am unharmed,” she assured me. She grimaced at the gore dripping from her blade and bent to wipe it off on the grass. “And thou?” 
 
    “I could use a shower but I’m fine.” My shirt was probably going to have to be burned but we somehow managed to cross the borderlands of Hell without suffering so much as a scratch between us. 
 
    “That was fun,” Susie proclaimed. She didn’t have a single smudge on her. “I like fighting demons. When can we go back?” 
 
    “Never!” Morgan and I said together. “I’d rather sit through another department meeting than go through that again,” Morgan added sourly. 
 
    Just then, the patio door opened and Mom stuck her head out. “Is someone out here? Oh! Susie, Peter! What are you doing back here?” 
 
    “Oh, hi, Mom.” I gestured at Daraxandriel and she hastily hid her sword behind her back as I helped Morgan to her feet. “We, uh, just got back.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you come in through the front,” she asked, “and what was that about closing the gate?” 
 
    “Um, we, um, didn’t want to get mud on the carpet,” I lied quickly, “and Mrs. Hannity’s dog was trying to get into the flowers.” 
 
    “Ah.” Mom looked us over doubtfully, no doubt wondering how we managed to get so filthy between the hotel and home. Her eyes fell on Morgan and she blinked in surprise. “Oh, hello! I don’t believe we’ve met.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry! Mom, this is, uh, Fay Morgan. Agent Morgan, this my mother, Mrs. Collins. June Collins. Mrs. June Collins.” 
 
    Both women rolled their eyes at me. “Agent Morgan?” Mom echoed curiously. 
 
    “Just call me Fay,” Morgan told her smoothly, shooting me an irritated glance. “I met Peter and the others at the hotel. I’m visiting from out of town and he was kind enough to invite me over.” She held out her hand to Mom and then realized that it was covered in demon goo. “Oh, sorry, maybe I should get cleaned up first.” 
 
    “Of course, come on in. The rest of you, too. What in the world were you doing this morning? Rolling around in a pig sty?” She caught sight of Daraxandriel’s dress poking out of my backpack and gasped in horror. “Peter! You can’t treat her gown like that! It’ll get wrinkled!” She made me drop my backpack and extract the dress. She shook it out and held it up, clucking her tongue as she inspected it. “This is going to have to be dry-cleaned,” she sighed. “I’m so sorry, Dara. Men can be so clueless sometimes.” 
 
    “It matters little, Dame Collins,” Daraxandriel assured her. “The dress gained me many compliments at prom.” 
 
    “I’m so glad,” Mom beamed. “Come inside, everyone, and tell me all about it! Did you take lots of pictures?” She bustled Susie and Morgan into the kitchen. “Susie, where’s your dress?” The door closed behind her before I could hear Susie’s excuse for losing it, leaving Daraxandriel and me alone in the yard. 
 
    Neither of us seemed to know what to say. Daraxandriel wouldn’t meet my eyes and instead she tested the edge of her demon blade with her thumb and then used its tip to slice the grass at her feet. She looked nervous and unhappy, which was exactly how I felt. 
 
    “It’s Sunday morning,” I said finally. I checked my watch, now back on Texas time. “Well, early afternoon,” I corrected myself glumly. She shook her head in puzzlement. “You gave yourself until Sunday morning to claim my soul.” 
 
    “Ah,” she said quietly. “I recall.” I waited but she lapsed into silence again. 
 
    “So, you’re ... leaving now?” I prompted her hesitantly. 
 
    “I did swear so.” She eyed the spot where the gateway to the shadowed paths had been but she made no move towards it. 
 
    “You don’t have to go.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I needs must. I am complicit in the death of Lord Metraxion. Thou didst hear the words of thy Goddess. The Dread Lord will seek retribution and I would not have thee suffer for my transgression.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I killed Metraxion, not you!” 
 
    “Yet I set you upon that path, placing thy life in peril for mine own gain.” Behind her, shadows started to gather. “I thank thee for my freedom and for dispatching Parathraxas on my behalf, yet I needs must depart.” I wanted to say something to her, to come up with some way to convince her to stay, but I felt completely hollow. I watched her turn away from me as the shadows solidified into another gateway. She paused on the threshold and flashed me a wistful farewell smile. 
 
    “Wait.” I fumbled around inside my backpack and withdrew the box containing her iPhone. “This is yours,” I said, holding it out to her. She hesitated and then came closer, taking the box like a skittish fawn accepting an offering of food. “Maybe we can send messages to each other.” 
 
    “And portraits,” she murmured. She hugged the box against her chest. “Does it not require a SIM card?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’ll have to get one of those. Reception in Hell probably isn’t very good,” I warned her. 
 
    She ducked her head shyly but she couldn’t disguise her smile. “It would be a shame to waste such a marvelous gift.” 
 
    My heart started beating again. “Then you’ll stay?” I asked, scarcely daring to hope. 
 
    Her eyes searched mine and then fell away. “May I make a confession to thee?” 
 
    “What about?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    She drew a shaky breath and let it out slowly. “Dost thou recall the night when I asked thee to embrace me, that I might more readily fall into slumber?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said carefully. 
 
    “Thou didst declaim thy feelings for me. Thou didst praise my beauty and my courage, qualities I do not possess.” 
 
    “You do!” I insisted. 
 
    “Yet despite this,” she went on heedlessly, “thou didst swear thy love for me.” 
 
    “Because I do love you, Dara!” A stray thought struck me then. “What a minute, how do you remember what I said? You fell asleep on me!” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nay, I deceived thee. I heard every syllable and I recall them with perfect clarity.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something?” 
 
    “I was afraid,” she whispered, almost too quiet to hear. 
 
    “Afraid? Of what?” 
 
    “I was afraid that thy sentiments were shallow. Afraid that thou wert motivated not by love but by lust, that thou wouldst take thy pleasure of me and then cast me aside. Afraid that to confess mine own feelings for thee would shatter my heart when thou didst come to realize the folly of desiring a succubus.” She closed her eyes as tears slid down her cheeks, evaporating almost instantly. “I could not bear the thought and so I lay still and silent in thine arms.” 
 
    “Dara,” I said carefully, “what are your feelings for me?” 
 
    “I love thee, Peter Simon Collins,” she sobbed, “and I am ashamed for it.” 
 
    “Ashamed?” I echoed, aghast. “Of loving me?” 
 
    “Of not admitting it to thee! Time and again, thou has demonstrated the purity of thy love, risking thine own life for mine. Thou hast shown me that, no matter how bleak and cruel this world can be, there is still goodness and kindness and comfort to be found. I do not deserve thy love,” she said, shaking her head, “but I cannot imagine any place I would rather be than at thy side,” she looked up hopefully, “or within thine embrace.” 
 
    “Dara.” I held out my hands and she rushed into my arms, thankfully remembering to drop her sword before hugging me like she never wanted to let go. Her horns scraped against my cheek as she buried her face into my shoulder, but I didn’t mind. I let her tears leave a warm spot on my shirt and then gently lifted her chin so I could kiss her. She responded enthusiastically for a few seconds and then pulled back with a grimace. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked her doubtfully. 
 
    She worked her mouth and tried to scrape something off her tongue. “Thou dost taste of hellhound,” she complained. 
 
    “How in the world do you know what hellhound tastes like?” 
 
    “It is a long story,” she smiled. “I shall inform thee later.” And then she kissed me again. 
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