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1 
 
      
 
    The road to Hell is paved with good intentions. All I meant to do was free the witches enthralled by an incubus, but instead, I unleashed Armageddon. Amy, the Spawn of Darkness, is now free of the restraints the demon lord Metraxion placed on her and she’s turning Hellburn into her own private Hell while she waits for her father, the Dread Lord, to come for her and bring her back home. We’re waiting for Him too, frankly. At least this nightmare would be over. 
 
    Throughout the centuries, witches and warlocks have dedicated their lives to protecting the rest of us mortals from demons. They work in secret to keep the existence of magic hidden from the general population, but there’s no way to pretend that Amy is anything but what she is: a soulless, psychopathic, vindictive demon girl with wings. There’s probably a proper name for whatever she is, but Evil Incarnate sums it up pretty well. 
 
    I live with a witch, a succubus, and a ghost. I have magical powers copied from my favorite online game. I have a Philosopher’s Stone that reincarnates me whenever I’m killed, which is fairly often these days. There has to be something I can do to fix this disaster before everyone I know dies a horrible death, or worse. I only wish I knew what that was. 
 
      
 
    “So demons and witches are real, huh?” Justin stole another french fry from my tray and munched on it thoughtfully. He was too tall to fit comfortably in the booth so he sat sideways on the bench with his size-fourteen sneakers jutting out into the aisle. “How long has that been going on?” 
 
    “Forever,” I sighed. My burger sat on its wrapper, growing steadily colder. The one bite I’d taken from it sat like a ball of lead in my stomach.  
 
    “Really?” he frowned. “How come I never heard anything about this before?”  
 
    “Something called the Salem Witch Trials, I imagine,” I told him sourly. “Regular people don’t like anyone who’s different so they just stay out of sight. It’s safer that way.” 
 
    “Good point. What do you think about all this, Dara?” 
 
    Daraxandriel paused with her tongue out, about to lick the salt from her fistful of fries. In her human guise, she was a very attractive teenager with short red hair and deep brown eyes, which blinked at Justin in confusion. “Of what dost thou speak?” she asked hesitantly. She obviously hadn’t been paying attention to our conversation. 
 
    “Witches and magic and demons and stuff.” He waved his arm to indicate the gloomy, overcast day outside. “I mean, you must have seen things like this in England, right? Witchcraft was practically invented there.” 
 
    “Humans have hunted demons since the founding of the world,” she retorted. “The English have no special skill in magic, yet they pride themselves on their prowess and brag of their conquests, when even the lowliest imp –” 
 
    “What Dara means to say,” I jumped in hastily, “is that she had no idea magic existed until Amy appeared. Right?” I nodded at her in vigorous encouragement. It took a few seconds but she finally copied the motion with sullen reluctance. 
 
    “Certes,” she grumbled, stuffing her fries into her mouth and chewing resentfully. She hated wearing her human form but given the generally negative reaction the public had to seeing someone with horns, a tail, and glowing eyes, it was either look human or stay indoors with the curtains closed. 
 
    “Man, I wish I was a warlock,” Justin sighed. “That would be awesome. I could just flick my magic wand and girls would come flocking, if you know what I mean,” he grinned, waggling his pale orange eyebrows suggestively. 
 
    I just rolled my eyes. Justin was all talk and no action. “Does Ashley know about these twisted fantasies of yours?” 
 
    “Who?” He looked genuinely puzzled. 
 
    “Ashley. Your girlfriend.” 
 
    “Oh, her. No, we broke up.” He took another fry and nibbled it like a carrot stick. 
 
    “What? Are you kidding?” Six-foot-six Justin and five-foot-nothing Ashley were the unofficial mascots for the phrase Opposites attract. I couldn’t imagine the two of them not being together. “What happened?” 
 
    “Beats me,” he shrugged. “I thought things were going great, especially after I finally talked her into doing the deed with me.” 
 
    “The deed?” Daraxandriel frowned. 
 
    “You know, doinking.” She shook her head doubtfully. “Rolling in the hay? Knocking boots? Pounding the piston? Two-ball in the middle pocket? Taking the bald-headed gnome for a stroll in the misty cavern?”  
 
    “He means they had sex,” I interjected, before his euphemisms went completely off the rails. 
 
    “Oh, thou didst have sexual congress with her.” Daraxandriel eyed him suspiciously. “Did Ashley not take her pleasure from thee? Was thy performance so disappointing?” 
 
    “My performance was perfectly fine!” he insisted, looking affronted. “She even said so herself. She just started feeling guilty afterwards, that’s all, and then she was a couple of days late and she was afraid she was pregnant and then all this happened.” Justin jerked his thumb at the window behind him. “You know how she gets sometimes, going on and on about sin and repentance and all that. She’s practically living at her church now.” 
 
    “She and half the population of Hellburn,” I muttered. Every church, synagogue, mosque, and temple in town was filled to overflowing these days, although tangible results were decidedly lacking so far. 
 
    “Yeah, well, what can you do?” Justin shrugged philosophically. “So, Dara, you’re not seeing anyone, aren’t you?” He put on his most charming smile, which in my opinion made him look dyspeptic. 
 
    “I needs must remain at Peter Simon Collins’ side,” she told him, “lest Amaryx attempts to smite him.” The curved sword she’d brought back from Hell stood propped against the end of the table. It said a lot about how things were going in Hellburn these days that none of the other customers in the Whataburger gave it more than a passing glance. 
 
    “But if she does smite him, how about we grab a movie or something?” he pressed eagerly. “There’s a couple of action flicks playing at the Movieplex.” 
 
    “She’s not interested,” I told him tersely. “Go make up with Ashley if you’re feeling lonely.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say, Pete,” he grumbled. “You can’t even walk down the street without some girl throwing her panties at you.” 
 
    “That’s not entirely true,” I said, clearing my throat awkwardly. Most of the witches had gotten over their infatuation with me, now that the incubus was dead and Dr. Bellowes’ ring was destroyed. Given the current circumstances, I couldn’t avoid being around them, but at least they weren’t going out of their way to seduce me anymore. 
 
    I grabbed my drink to disguise my embarrassment but all I got was a mouthful of watered-down Coke. “This isn’t mine,” I grimaced. “Where’s my milkshake?” I eyed Justin suspiciously but his hands were empty. “Dara, did you see –?” She froze in mid-slurp, her eyes wide with guilt at getting caught. “What are you doing? You can’t have chocolate! Give me that!” 
 
    She turned her back on me and fended me off while she desperately tried to finish off the shake. I managed to wrestle the cup out of her hands but the straw stayed clamped between her teeth. There was only an inch of chocolate sludge left in the bottom. “Dara!” 
 
    “Sheesh, don’t be a jerk about it, Pete,” Justin chided me. “Let her have your shake.” 
 
    “You don’t understand! Chocolate makes her –” I bit off the word horny at the last moment. “Um, sleepy,” I finished lamely. 
 
    “She doesn’t look sleepy to me.” He stared at Daraxandriel as she slowly licked off the thick coating of milkshake from the straw, using a tongue that was way too long and flexible. Her eyes closed in ecstasy as she savored every last drop. “Uh, do you want another one, Dara?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    “No!” I insisted, but Daraxandriel’s tongue swept slowly across her lips, erasing any lingering traces of chocolate, and Justin leapt to his feet. 
 
    “Be right back!” he called over his shoulder as he hurried to the counter. 
 
    “Dara –” I sighed. 
 
    “Fret not, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel assured me loftily. “I could scarcely taste the chocolate within the creamed ice. It has no effect on me.” She eyed my cup longingly and I set it well out of her reach. 
 
    “We don’t need any more distractions,” I told her. “We have to figure out a way to stop Amy.” 
 
    “By my count, thou hast perished seven times attempting to slay her,” she pointed out tartly, “with naught to show for it. Even Dame Morgan cannot touch her and she is the foremost witch of this age. Prayhap if Melissa were to –” 
 
    “No! Melissa doesn’t have a Philosopher’s Stone. If her spell doesn’t kill Amy on the first try, she’s dead.” 
 
    “We may all be dead ere long,” Daraxandriel reminded me softly, “an we do not discover a weakness in Amaryx.” 
 
    “I know.” I pressed my fingertips against my forehead. The throbbing ache in my skull was almost a permanent fixture now. “We killed all those demon lords last month. Why can’t we kill her?” 
 
    “Amaryx is not a demon lord,” she shrugged. 
 
    “Then what is she?” 
 
    “She is the Dread Lord’s creation, born of Lady Nyx. There is none akin to her.” 
 
    “But Nyx and Metraxion locked her away in my Stone somehow.” I tapped my chest where my Philosopher’s Stone hung from its chain. “How did they do that?” 
 
    “That happened long ere I was spawned, Peter Simon Collins,” she reminded me. “I do not know the answer.” 
 
    “Well, who does, then?” 
 
    Daraxandriel tilted her head at me. “Lady Nyx and Metraxion.” 
 
    “Yes, well, we’re not exactly on speaking terms right now.” The debt Metraxion owed me after I freed him from Dr. Bellowes’ control was paid off when he put a permanent end to Lilixandriel’s plot to kill me and take my Stone for herself. The next time we crossed paths wouldn’t end well for one of us, most likely me. “Who else might know?” 
 
    “I truly cannot say,” she admitted regretfully. “I am not privy to the thoughts of the Lords of Hell.” 
 
    “Here you go, Dara.” Justin reappeared at the table, holding out another cup oozing chocolate and whipped cream. Daraxandriel snatched it from his hand before I could stop her. 
 
    “Thank thee, Justin! I shall return anon!” She bolted for the nearest exit, nearly bowling over a trio of black-clad teens coming in. 
 
    “She doesn’t look sleepy at all,” Justin observed, resuming his place with a puzzled expression. “Where’s she going?” 
 
    “Um, the bathroom.” 
 
    “Outside?” he asked dubiously. 
 
    “Well, you know the English,” I sighed. 
 
    “True.” Justin nodded sagely. “There aren’t a lot of bushes out there, though.” 
 
    “She’ll figure something out,” I assured him. 
 
    “Hey, you know the rules!” I turned around to see the Whataburger crew chief pointing an imperious finger at the teens, one boy and two girls. “No wings inside!” Two of them carried cardboard wings spray-painted black but one girl wore an actual set of feathered wings over her backpack, secured to the straps with elastic bands. 
 
    “Aw, man,” complained the boy. “I told you we should have left them in the car.” 
 
    “This is religious discrimination!” protested the blonde wearing the wings. She would have been pretty except for her heavy black eyeliner and lipstick. “We have the same right to be here as anyone else.” 
 
    “We don’t discriminate,” countered the crew chief. “Nobody gets to wear wings inside. Leave them outside or just leave.” 
 
    The trio grumbled but complied. The blonde doffed her wings and handed them to the boy. “Get me a number 5, extra pickles,” he told her. “I’ll be right back.” He went outside while the girls stood in front of the counter and perused the menu, looking grumpy. 
 
    “Everyone’s an Acolyte these days,” Justin observed ruefully.  
 
    “There’s only about thirty of them.” Dad and the Hellburn Police Department kept an eye on them, but as long as they behaved themselves, there wasn’t much they could do. Most of them seemed to be teenagers with too much time on their hands, with a few adults who should have known better sprinkled in. The Acolytes emulated Amy’s rather gothic taste in attire but so far hadn’t adopted her more psychotic tendencies. So far, I thought gloomily. “I can’t imagine why anyone would think worshipping Amy was a good idea.” 
 
    “Just hedging their bets, I suppose,” he shrugged. “If it keeps Amaryx from smiting them, great. If not, it’s a chance to play dress-up and pretend to be important.” 
 
    “That’s ... surprisingly astute,” I told him. 
 
    “Thanks,” he grinned. “Do you think I should check on Dara? She’s been gone a long time.” He craned his neck to peer out the window. 
 
    “Forget about Dara,” I said firmly. “You should be trying to get Ashley back.” 
 
    “I don’t know. She was pretty upset with me.” 
 
    “So bring her some flowers or candy or something and tell her you’re sorry.” 
 
    Justin looked at me askance. “Sorry for what? I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “It doesn’t actually matter,” I said with a shrug. “Just say you’re sorry and you’ll never do it again.” 
 
    “And that actually works?” he asked dubiously. 
 
    “Surprisingly well,” I admitted. “Girls like to be right.” 
 
    “Huh.” He chewed on another fry while he considered my advice. “How’d you get to be so knowledgeable? You used to get tongue-tied whenever a girl happened to look in your direction.” 
 
    “Living with four of them has been very enlightening.” 
 
    “Four?” He counted on his fingers. “Dara, Melissa. Who else? Susie and your mom?” 
 
    “No, Amy and Olivia.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Sucks about Amy turning evil like that. Whatever happened to Olivia? I haven’t seen her in ages.” 
 
    “She’s –” Invisible. “– staying out of sight until things get back to normal.” 
 
    “Smart move,” Justin nodded approvingly. “My mom would be hiding in the cellar if we had one.” 
 
    “Oh my God!” I twisted around, startled, and found the blonde Acolyte staring at me with her soda cup in one hand and an orange plastic tent blazoned with her order number in the other. “You’re him, aren’t you?” 
 
    I checked to make sure she wasn’t actually talking to someone behind me. “I’m who?” 
 
    “You’re that guy She keeps talking about.” I heard the capital letter clearly. “That’s your car outside, isn’t it? That old Mustang?” 
 
    “It’s a 2012,” I protested. “It’s not old.” 
 
    “I thought I recognized it!” she said excitedly. “Jimmy pointed you out when you drove past the cathedral last week.” 
 
    “The cathedral?” The closest cathedral I knew about was in Dallas and I hadn’t been there in over a year. 
 
    She waved her hand impatiently. “You know, that building downtown where She lives. It used to be the, um, the –” She snapped her fingers, trying to dredge the word out of whatever ball of mush was inside her skull, before turning to her dark-haired friend. “What’s it called, that place with all the books and stuff?” 
 
    “The library?” Her companion was significantly less enthused about meeting me. 
 
    “Yes, that’s it! So you’re him?” she nodded eagerly. “Peter something, right?” 
 
    “Um, yes, I guess,” I acknowledged doubtfully. 
 
     She seemed to be on the verge of squealing with excitement and doing a little happy dance right there in the middle of the Whataburger, but she thankfully restrained herself. “I knew it! Can I have your autograph?” 
 
    My left eyelid twitched as I tried to process the concept of an Acolyte of Amaryx treating me like some sort of celebrity. “Why?” 
 
    “The others are going to be so jealous!” She dropped her cup and number on the table to shrug off her backpack – black, of course – and rooted through its contents. “When you become the Consort, your signature is going to be worth millions!” 
 
    Now my right eyelid tried to synch up with the left. “When I become what?” 
 
    “The Consort. Aha!” She held up a hard-cover college notebook triumphantly. 
 
    “The spouse of Amaryx,” explained her friend, glancing pointedly at her watch. 
 
    “The father of Her children,” added the male Acolyte, who rejoined his companions somewhere along the way. He wore more eyeliner than they did but no lipstick. 
 
    “I’m not marrying Amy,” I told them flatly, “and I’m absolutely not going to have children with her. I’m trying to kill her and free everybody!” 
 
    “No, She definitely said you were Hers,” insisted the blonde. “Here, I’ll show you.” She flipped through her notebook with pursed lips, skimming the lines with a fingertip painted glossy black. “Here it is.” She cleared her throat. “If the Dark Angel thinks she can keep Peter away from Me, she’s in for an unpleasant surprise. See?” she smiled brightly. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut and opened them again but it didn’t do any good. She was still standing there. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”  
 
    “It means that you belong to Her and the Dark Angel can’t stop you from being together. Duh.” She rolled her eyes at my shameful ignorance. 
 
    “I don’t think She said Dark Angel,” said the boy doubtfully. “It sounded more like a name. Dara something.” 
 
    “Daraxandriel?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it!” he said, nodding emphatically, but the blonde was unconvinced. 
 
    “I heard Dark Angel,” she insisted. 
 
    “No, it was definitely Dara-whatever-he-said,” the other girl told her. “Can we go sit down now? I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Well, maybe,” grumbled the blonde. “I don’t want to have to rewrite everything, though. I mean, Dark Angel sounds more, I don’t know, portentous, right?” Her friends just shrugged and moved off to an empty booth on the other side of the restaurant. “Well, it doesn’t really matter, I guess. We’ll get it sorted out when we write the Book.” I heard that capital as well. 
 
    “What Book?” I asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    “Jimmy got the idea to collect all Her sayings and put them together in a Book, kind of like the Bible, except it’s about Her. That way, new Acolytes will know what to do when they join.” She had all the eager enthusiasm of a newly-minted Girl Scout, albeit without the cookies and merit badges. “We’re taking turns to write down what She says. Except She kind of mutters to Herself sometimes,” she confessed ruefully, perusing the scribbled notes in her book. “It makes it hard to figure out what She’s saying.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just ask her to repeat herself?” Justin suggested. 
 
    “Jimmy tried that a couple of days ago. He got smitten,” she said sadly. 
 
    “Smitten?” 
 
    “Smited?” she frowned. “Smote? Smat? Whatever the past tense of smite is. Anyway, now we just compare notes and vote on the best guess,” she admitted. “It’s safer that way.” 
 
    “Why do you follow her if you’re afraid of her?” 
 
    She looked at me in surprise. “You’re supposed to be afraid of the beings you worship. Otherwise why would you ever obey their rules?” 
 
    “Obeying Amy is a really bad idea,” I informed her but she shook her head vigorously. 
 
    “You’re just saying that because you don’t know Her like we do. She’s going to make the world a better place for everyone.” 
 
    “Better like that?” I directed her attention to the gloom outside the windows. 
 
    “You can’t fix something if you don’t break it first,” she insisted. “Amaryx says, um, hang on a sec.” She paged through her notebook. “You won’t recognize this world once I’m done with it. See?” She tapped the sentence for emphasis. 
 
    I opened my mouth to argue with her and then closed it and rubbed my forehead instead. “Well, good luck with your book,” I sighed. 
 
    “That’s Book,” she corrected me, “with a capital B.” 
 
    “Right. Book.” Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate that. Here.” I jerked back when she jabbed a pen at my face. “Sign here,” she said, opening her notebook to a blank page. “Say, um, To Julie, my favorite Acolyte, Love Peter, um, whatever your last name is. Write neatly,” she insisted, “and be sure to date it.” 
 
    I glanced helplessly at Justin, who shrugged noncommittally, and took the pen with a resigned sigh. I scrawled out the dedication as ordered. Julie grinned at me in delight and then plopped herself down on the bench beside me, leaned back against me, and took a selfie of the two of us together. By the time I blinked away the spots from the flash, she was back with her companions showing off her prizes. 
 
    “You sure know how to pick them,” Justin told me with grudging admiration. “Are you going to eat this?” he asked, picking up my burger without waiting for my response. 
 
    “Take it,” I sighed. “I’ve lost my appetite.” 
 
    My phone chose that moment to ring and I groaned inwardly. Pretty much every call I got over the last couple of weeks was some sort of bad news. On the plus side, though, not one of them was from a telemarketer. I pulled my phone out of my back pocket and inspected the display. “Uh-oh.” 
 
    “Trouble?” Justin asked around a mouthful of burger. 
 
    “Probably. It’s Agent Morgan.” 
 
    “That FBI chick?” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone’s called her a chick for a couple of decades and anyone who tried it is probably a toad now.” I took a deep breath before answering. “Hello?” 
 
    “Peter,” she said without preamble, “can we meet? I need to talk to you.” She sounded a bit stressed out but that wasn’t surprising. I doubted anyone in Hellburn was getting a good night’s sleep these days. 
 
    “What about?” 
 
    “I’d rather explain it in person.” 
 
    I shot a glance at Justin, who was occupied with the remains of my meal. “Am I in trouble?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “No, of course not,” she said, but she hesitated just long enough to make me doubt her truthfulness. “Can you come over now?” 
 
    “Sure, my shift doesn’t start for a couple of hours. Where are you?” 
 
    “At my hotel. Room 416.” 
 
    “The Hilton, right?” 
 
    “That’s right. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “All right. Oh, wait!”  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Dara’s here too,” I told her. “Should I bring her with me?” 
 
    “No, she’d be – no. Come alone, please.” Now she sounded despondent, which wasn’t like her at all. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll drop her at home and head over there.” 
 
    “Good.” The connection fell silent, as if she was debating whether to say anything else, and then she just said “Goodbye” and hung up. I eyed my phone uneasily before tucking it away. Something was clearly going on and I doubted it was anything good. 
 
    “I gotta go,” I told Justin, sliding out of the booth. “I’ll catch up with you later.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” he nodded. “Hey, maybe we can meet up on Lorecraft tonight.” 
 
    “Maybe.” I doubted it. Between my shifts as a police intern and working with the coven trying to come up with a way to stop Amaryx, I didn’t have time to play games anymore. “See you later. Don’t forget about the flowers.” 
 
    “Mm,” he nodded, sucking on Daraxandriel’s abandoned Coke. I rolled my eyes and turned around, almost colliding with the Whataburger crew chief. 
 
    “Hey,” she said with a disapproving frown, “is that red-headed English girl with you?” 
 
    “Um, maybe,” I hedged. I glanced around the restaurant but Daraxandriel was nowhere in sight. “Why?” 
 
    “She’s out in the drive-through lane,” she informed me sternly. “It’s not safe and she’s bothering the customers.” 
 
    “What’s she doing out there?” 
 
    “Apparently she’s offering the drivers their most heartfelt desires if they buy her a chocolate shake. No takers so far,” she added with a disbelieving shake of her head. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I sighed. “She, um, really likes your shakes.” 
 
    “Well, that’s great to hear. Tell her to leave us a good review online. In the meantime, though,” she went on, “get her out of here.” 
 
    “I will,” I promised. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Thanks. It’s bad enough I have to deal with Acolytes all day long,” she groused to herself as she headed back to the counter. “I shouldn’t have to put up with the rest of the weirdos in town too.” 
 
    “Welcome to my world,” I muttered resignedly. It looked like it was going to be another long day. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



2 
 
      
 
    I can quit anytime I want, goes the old saying. I just don’t want to. People often say something like that when they’re overindulging in their favorite dessert or logging another hour on a video game. Of course, most people actually can quit after they’ve had their fill, usually with no lasting harm to themselves or anyone around them. 
 
    Addicts can’t. No power in heaven or on earth will keep them from smoking another cigarette, popping another pill, or placing another bet at the gaming tables. They know they shouldn’t, they agree that their compulsion is a serious problem, they may promise to turn over a new leaf, but it’s always a case of Just one more. They’ll lose their jobs, their friends and families, maybe even their lives, chasing that next hit. 
 
    Addiction is a disease with no cure but what’s truly distressing is how many addictions are deliberately inflicted on the general population. Cigarettes contain nicotine, one of the most addictive chemicals known to man. Coke used to have cocaine as a key ingredient, hence its name. Even the sugar in breakfast cereals stimulates the same pleasure centers in the brain. Every one of us is an addict now, except for me. Sure, I can go through an entire bag of potato chips in one sitting but it’s not like I have to. I can quit anytime. 
 
      
 
    “Thou dost impugn my character,” Daraxandriel huffed, pouting through the windshield. “I do not crave the shaken milk drinks, it is merely that their cool sweetness is soothing on this oppressive day.” 
 
    “It’s not the milkshakes that concern me, it’s the chocolate,” I reminded her. Oppressive was a good way to describe the weather outside. The clouds were lower and darker than usual, randomly illuminated by sporadic flashes of lightning, and the air was hot and muggy, making everything feel sticky. It was like living in an underground boiler room with a flickering lightbulb. 
 
    “Thou art gravely mistaken,” she sniffed. “Chocolate has no effect on me and thou hast no right to deny it to me.” 
 
    “Are you even listening to yourself?” I retorted. “You just tried to bribe total strangers into buying chocolate shakes for you!” 
 
    “The good folk of Hellburn suffer mightily beneath Amaryx’s yoke,” she insisted. “I only offered to grant them their heart’s desires out of pity, in return for a pittance.” 
 
    “For a chocolate shake,” I corrected her dryly. 
 
    “For a small token of appreciation,” she countered. “It meant naught to me.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Would you drink it if someone actually gave one to you?” 
 
    She looked everywhere except at me. “’Twould be wasteful elsewise,” she explained, clearing her throat. “Yet since it seems to displease thee so, I shall henceforth forswear chocolate.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I couldn’t keep the skepticism out of my voice. 
 
    “Dost thou doubt the strength of my will, Peter Simon Collins?” she asked, looking affronted. “I have faced greater temptations than chocolate and shunned them all.” 
 
    “So if someone came up to you on the street and offered you a box of chocolates, you’d say no.” 
 
    “Certes,” she asserted, although her voice was a little shaky. 
 
    “And if I told you there was a chocolate bar in the glove compartment, you’d just leave it there?” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s eyes locked onto the glove compartment and she moistened her lips with her tongue. “Is there truly chocolate within?” she breathed. 
 
    “Does it matter? You’ve sworn off chocolate, remember?” 
 
    “Yea, verily, and yet surely it will soften in this heat and sully thy carriage. We should remove it.” She reached for the latch. 
 
    “Dara –” I said warningly and she snatched her hand back. 
 
    “I mean to say, it matters not to me. Let it spread its toothsome smoothness all over, an thou wish it so.” She gripped her hands together in her lap, then drummed her fingers on the armrest, and then plucked at the collar of her shirt. “Dost it seem excessive warm to thee?” she asked plaintively. 
 
    “The AC is on,” I pointed out. 
 
    “It is inadequate,” she insisted. “I can scarce breathe in this heat!”  
 
    “This from a demon spawned in Hell,” I observed wryly, rolling my eyes. 
 
    “In Hell I would not be encumbered by such clothing!” she retorted. She grabbed the hem of her shirt and pulled it up, proving that she still hadn’t mastered the concept of wearing a bra. 
 
    “Hey, stop! Don’t do that!” There wasn’t a lot of traffic around us but there was enough that I had to keep my eyes on the road to avoid swerving into the other lane. “Put that back on!” I reached over without looking to yank her shirt back down but my hand encountered hot, pliant flesh instead.  
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” she gasped. “I did not give thee leave to take liberties with my person!” She also didn’t make any effort to remove my hand. I groped around some more and finally snagged her shirt, pulling it down as the Mustang wobbled down the street. 
 
    “Just keep your clothes on, okay?” I hazarded a glance and discovered that one shapely breast was still exposed. I’d seen Daraxandriel in her normal demon form quite a few times and while that still made my heart skip a few beats, seeing her naked as a human did something to my insides. “Cover that up before someone sees you!” 
 
    “Am I so offensive to thine eyes, that I needs must shroud myself as would a leper?” she demanded tartly, tugging her shirt down. 
 
    “No, it’s not that,” I assured her hastily. “It’s just that you’re, well, very distracting.” 
 
    “Oh?” Now she eyed me speculatively. “Then wouldst thou barter for another glimpse?” She slowly raised her shirt again, pausing with just the slightest hint of underboob showing. “What canst thou offer me to suade me to continue?” She batted her eyes at me as she caught her lower lip between her teeth. 
 
    “Not chocolate,” I told her flatly. 
 
    She yanked her shirt down so hard I was afraid the seams would rip. “Then all thou shalt have are the fruits of thine imagination!” she snapped. She sat back in her seat with a thump and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “I have a pretty good imagination,” I muttered to myself. I pulled up in front of the main gate to the Oakmont Village apartments and pushed the button on the remote to open the gate. “I’ll let you off here. Just go straight home, okay? No begging for chocolate on the way.” Her only answer was a disdainful sniff as she clambered out, almost but not quite slamming the door. She stayed in my rearview mirror all the way down the block, glaring at me until I finally turned the corner. 
 
    I hadn’t been to the Hellburn Hilton since prom night back in May and the hotel looked practically deserted now, without a single tuxedo, party dress, or limo in sight. I parked near the front door and walked into the lobby, looking around wistfully. Dara tried everything in her power to get Melissa and me together that night, I recalled ruefully, and it still took us two months to finally do it. What was I so afraid of? We’re happy now. Mostly, I admitted reluctantly. Melissa seemed a bit distant these days, or maybe I was just too distracted by Amaryx to really give her the attention she deserved. I’ll take her out for dinner sometime this week, I promised myself. That’ll cheer her up. 
 
    I found the elevators and rode up to the top floor, feeling a nervous flutter growing in my stomach as I watched the numbers increment with agonizing slowness. Agent Morgan had been pretty cold and angry with me the last time we crossed paths. I told myself that she was just frustrated with our continued failures with Amaryx but it was pretty clear that she blamed me for the entire situation. I couldn’t really complain about that, though, since she was right. 
 
    The elevator dinged and deposited me on the fourth floor. I heaved a reluctant sigh and trudged down the hallway, stopping before room 416. I took another deep breath, straightened my shoulders, and knocked on the door. I waited for a response, wondering if I heard the room number correctly, and then knocked again. 
 
    This time the door cracked open and I saw a vertical slice of Agent Morgan in the gap. One blue eye surveyed me for a long moment and then she stepped aside, opening the door just wide enough for me to step through. 
 
    “Sorry I took so long,” I said, casting a curious eye around the room. It was a large suite with a loveseat and enough chairs to accommodate half a dozen guests encircling a low coffee table in front of the oversized TV on the wall. The bar beside it held an untidy selection of bottles and glasses and doors led off to either side, likely to the bedrooms and bathrooms. “Dara was being, well, Dara.” Morgan closed the door silently behind me and I turned to face her. “So what’s –?” My voice faded away as I got my first good look at her. 
 
    In the handful of weeks that I’d known her, I’d never particularly thought of FBI Special Agent Fay Morgan as a woman. She had all the necessary physical qualifications, of course, and she was certainly attractive, but she had an air of authority about her that quickly stifled any inappropriate thoughts. I wasn’t even sure how old she was – she could have been anywhere between twenty and fifty, depending on the light – but standing there in that summery dress, she could have easily passed for a high school senior. Her honey blonde hair was done up and her cherry red lipstick matched her fingernails. 
 
    “Oh, um, are you going out?” I stammered. Even witches need some time off, I suppose, but I couldn’t imagine who she could possibly be seeing in Hellburn, especially in the middle of our local Apocalypse. 
 
    She just stared at me in silence for the longest time and then she looked down at herself. She ran her hand down the front of her dress before abruptly shaking her head. “No, this was just – I thought – no, never mind. Don’t worry about it. It’s not important.” She strode past me, leaving behind a waft of sweet perfume, and positioned herself in front of the TV. “Come over here. Please,” she added after a moment. “We have to talk.” 
 
    “About what?” Morgan was nervous and anxious, which was making me nervous and anxious. I perched on the edge of the loveseat, already dreading whatever she had to say.  
 
    “About –” She stopped and closed her eyes, shaking her head. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked worriedly. 
 
    “I’m fine.” She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly before she opened her eyes again. They were back to their usual no-nonsense steadiness, which was a relief. “We need to do something about Amaryx.” 
 
    “We’ve been trying,” I pointed out, “for almost a month now. I’ve already been killed seven times.” I wasn’t looking forward to death number eight. Each one hurt worse than the last. “How about you?” 
 
    “Four.” The only jewelry she wore was the silver band on her right wrist, where her Philosopher’s Stone gently pulsed in time with her heartbeat. “All we’ve managed to do is destroy a lot of city property.” 
 
    “She’s just too strong. She always seems to know what we’re doing before we do.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Are you giving up?”  
 
    “No! But you and I have the strongest spells of anyone in Hellburn. If we can’t hurt her, nobody can.” 
 
    “Melissa –” 
 
    “No!” I told her sharply. “She doesn’t have a Philosopher’s Stone. Amy would smite her the moment she got in range.” 
 
    Morgan studied me for a long while. “We might have to take that risk,” she said softly, “or a lot of innocent people will die.” 
 
    She was right but I didn’t want to admit it. “There has to be something else we can try,” I insisted. 
 
    “I agree,” she nodded. “I have an idea.” 
 
    “You do? What is it?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    “Take out your Stone.” 
 
    “My Stone?” I fished the chain out from under my shirt, letting the Stone dangle from its loop. Other than their color, the two Stones were nothing alike. Mine was a smooth teardrop as big around as my thumb, while hers was a large faceted gem. 
 
    Morgan sat beside me and cupped her hands around my Stone without touching it, closing her eyes with a pensive frown. I sat as still as I could, trying not to disturb her concentration, all too aware of her leg touching mine and her perfume tickling my nose. She held that pose for what seemed like forever and then sat back with a sigh. 
 
    “This might not be as simple as I hoped,” she murmured. 
 
    “What might?” 
 
    She looked at me and seemed startled to find our noses only inches apart. She stood quickly and walked around the coffee table, reversed direction, and then stopped with the table between us, having trouble deciding what to do with her hands. She finally just crossed her arms. 
 
    “The Philosopher’s Stones are Sources,” she said. “We use them to power our spells rather than relying on our own life energy.” 
 
    “Yes, I know that,” I reminded her. “It’s still not enough.” 
 
    “We’re limited by the spells we know and we don’t have time to learn new ones. At least I don’t. Have you made any progress?” 
 
    “Not much,” I admitted. The powers Amaryx etched into my brain when she was just Amy exactly copied the ones wielded by an enchanter named Coronox, one of my characters in my favorite online game Legends of Lorecraft. Through some mechanism none of us could fathom, whenever he acquired a new spell inside the game, I learned it as well. “He’s at level 34 now, but it takes longer and longer to level up each time. At this rate, it’ll be another year before he maxes out, and forget about him becoming a demiurge.” Demiurges were the pinnacle of achievement in Lorecraft but it was almost impossible to become one. The last time I checked, there were only ten demiurges in the entire world.  
 
    I gripped my Stone in my fist, feeling its smooth warmth against my palm. “If Melissa had a Stone, all this would be over by now,” I said glumly. The only problem was, the previous owner had to die before someone else could bond with it. 
 
    “Let’s not go there just yet,” Morgan said firmly. “I’ve been thinking. If one Stone isn’t enough to kill Amaryx, maybe two Stones are.” 
 
    “We already tried attacking her together. That didn’t end well, as I recall.” 
 
    “I mean one person using the power of two Stones.” 
 
    “Do you know where we can find another one?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “The only other Stone I know of is already bound to an acquaintance of mine in London,” she said wryly, “so no. But,” she tapped her bracelet with her finger, “we have two right here.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I protested, suddenly alarmed. “You’re not suggesting one of us has to take the other’s Stone?” 
 
    “Amaryx hasn’t killed us long enough to release our Stones,” she pointed out, “so it’s unlikely either of us would be able to do it either. I’m not even sure it’s possible for one person to hold two Stones. No, what I have in mind is a little different. We may be able to link our Stones together and draw power from both.” 
 
     “Really?” That sounded too good to be true. “You can do that?” 
 
    “I believe so. It should be similar to linking wardstones together to increase their effectiveness.” 
 
    “Like Mrs. Kendricks did with hers?” 
 
    “Yes, something like that.” 
 
    “And you know how to do that?” 
 
    Morgan made a face. “Enchanted gems aren’t my specialty and Philosopher’s Stones are exceedingly rare, so there’s not a lot of lore written about them. I know the theory but the practice might be tricky.” 
 
    “Maybe Susie could help,” I suggested. “She’s good with wardstones.” 
 
    “She’s also a bit careless with her spells,” she noted wryly. “I’d rather not have the Stones disintegrate or explode while we’re trying to link them. We’ll call her in if we can’t work it out on our own. Here, help me clear a space.” 
 
    We moved the chairs aside and slid the coffee table out of the way, leaving a large open area in the middle of the floor. Morgan made a complicated gesture with her fingers and her pentagram encircled us. Pentagram designs seemed to be as unique as the witches casting them. Melissa’s was just a plain white outline, while Mrs. Kendricks had an elaborate multi-colored layout with circles orbiting within circles. Morgan’s pentagram looked like it was forged from polished metal, with faintly glowing symbols etched on its surface. I gingerly nudged the closest line with my toe but I felt nothing at all. 
 
    “Sit here,” she ordered, pointing at a spot on the floor. I obeyed, sitting cross-legged, and she slipped off her shoes and knelt in front of me. “Take off your Stone and hold it in your right hand.”  
 
    I complied while she removed her bracelet and slid it over her fingers so her Stone rested on her outstretched palm. She reached out and covered my Stone with her free hand. “Place your hand on mine.” I did, feeling the edges of her Stone under my palm. “Now be quiet, please.” She closed her eyes and took several slow breaths. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what I expected to happen but nothing wasn’t it. I waited in anxious anticipation, all too mindful of Morgan’s explode comment, but the only change I noticed was that my arms were starting to ache. If it weren’t for the frown creasing Morgan’s forehead, I would have thought she’d fallen asleep. 
 
    There was no chance of me nodding off, though. My nose started to itch and something hummed just at the edge of my hearing, like an overloaded electrical circuit. My hands tingled and I wondered if holding them in this awkward position was cutting off my circulation. Then I realized that the Stones were vibrating and the sensation was growing stronger. 
 
    Morgan didn’t seem to notice it, or at least she didn’t react to it. I wanted to ask her if this was normal but I didn’t dare break her concentration. Red light leaked out from between our hands and the Stones were distinctly warmer. If they do explode, I thought uneasily, we’re dead, permanently this time. We won’t have our Stones to revive us. 
 
    Before I could suggest to Morgan that she stop whatever she was doing, the lights and hum and vibrations faded and she sat back on her heels with a sigh. She looked tired until she slipped her bracelet back on her wrist. Her Stone flashed and she drew in a breath that seemed almost sensuous. 
 
    “So did it work?” I asked, holding my Stone up to the light. It seemed unchanged. 
 
    Morgan pursed her lips as she shook her head. “No,” she said, sounding annoyed. “I can’t align them.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain,” she grimaced. “Artifacts like these, really any magical objects bound by blood, fix themselves to a person’s aura, like radios tuning to a station. The problem is, you and I are transmitting on different frequencies.” 
 
    “I’m pop and you’re show tunes?” 
 
    “I prefer classic rock,” she said dryly, “but yes, that’s the gist of it. We need both Stones to be on the same frequency for this to work.” 
 
    “And you can’t do that.” 
 
    “I can, maybe, but I’m going to need some help. I’ll talk to Ariel about assembling the coven.” Morgan banished her pentagram and made to get up but her skirt made that an awkward proposition. I stood, holding out my hand to her, and she looked startled for a moment before allowing me to pull her up. Standing there in her bare feet, Morgan looked a lot younger than normal, small and vulnerable. She seemed to sense that as well and she quickly reclaimed her shoes. “Are you free tonight?” she asked. “To continue the working,” she amended quickly, in case I misconstrued her intent. 
 
    “I’m on the evening shift,” I told her, “but I can get off if I need to. Dad knows how important this is.” 
 
    She made a noncommittal sound. “How is he taking this?” 
 
    “As well as anyone, I suppose,” I shrugged. “At least he already knew about demons and magic before all hell broke loose. Literally,” I added ruefully. 
 
    Her blue eyes searched my face. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “As well as anyone, I suppose,” I said with a smile that didn’t last very long. “The townsfolk haven’t come after me with torches and pitchforks yet, so that’s something.” 
 
    “Nobody blames you for what happened, Peter,” she insisted. I appreciated her attempt to cheer me up but we both knew that wasn’t true. She turned away to the bar and started assembling a drink, dropping ice cubes into a tumbler and pouring a couple of inches of some amber-colored liquid over them.  
 
    “Would you like something?” she asked over her shoulder. Before I could stammer out a startled reply, she half-turned with an unreadable expression. “Oh, that’s right,” she murmured. “You’re underaged.” She looked at the glass in her hand, raised it halfway to her lips, and then put it down on the bar without tasting it. She spent a few moments rearranging the bottles and glasses, more to give her hands something to do than out of any sense of orderliness. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked worriedly. She seemed very distracted all of a sudden. 
 
    She stopped and rested her hands on the bar, still with her back turned to me. She took a breath to reply, caught herself, and then tried again. “Do you remember what happened the day the incubus possessed you?” 
 
    He enslaved of all the witches and ordered you to kill me and Dara, I thought. You came very close to succeeding, too. “It’s pretty hard to forget something like that,” I told her. 
 
    “No, that’s not what I mean. He had access to your memories, or at least enough of them to pass himself off as you. Do you have any of his memories, after you got your body back?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” I frowned, wondering why that mattered. The incubus was dead, disintegrated by the combined powers of the coven. “Maybe a couple of flashes here and there but nothing that makes any sense.” 
 
    “So you don’t remember being with the witches he captured?” 
 
    “No. Why?” She bowed her head and clasped her fingers together, as if she was praying, but she was far too tense for that to be the case. I couldn’t fathom what was bothering her so much. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She shook her head resignedly and finally turned around to face me. She cleared her throat and then looked me straight in the eye. “I’m pregnant.” 
 
    It took my brain an incredibly long time to process those two words and even then I still couldn’t quite grasp her meaning. “What?” 
 
    “I’m pregnant.” This time her voice was firmer, much more like her normal self. “With your child, Peter.” 
 
    “But that can’t – when did – we never –” None of the thoughts frantically whizzing around inside my head managed to make it out in one piece. My legs couldn’t hold me up anymore and I stumbled backwards until I collapsed into one of the chairs, gaping at her in shock. “Oh my God,” I breathed. “You mean the incubus did it while he was in my body.” She inclined her head in silent acknowledgement. “What – what – what are we going to do?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she frowned. 
 
    “Well, I mean, we have to, you know, get married now, or something.” At least that used to be the case back in the last century. I wasn’t sure what the protocols were now. Morgan just shook her head. 
 
    “We don’t have to do anything,” she informed me flatly. “I will take care of this. I just thought you should know, since the baby is half yours, genetically speaking.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Look, Peter,” she sighed in exasperation, “you’re a good kid – a good person – and I know you’re trying to do the right thing, but I don’t want to marry you or anyone else. This baby is a consequence of my failure to resist the incubus and it’s my responsibility, not yours. You’re just,” she hesitated with a rueful grimace, “well, you’re just the sperm donor.” 
 
    The room was spinning slowly around me and I couldn’t think clearly. “Are you going to get an abortion?” 
 
    Morgan’s eyes flashed open in shock and then narrowed in anger. “I treasure my bond with the Goddess, for whom all living things are precious. Deliberately harming an innocent being would destroy that bond.” She rested her hand on her stomach. “I don’t want this child but I won’t deprive it of its chance for a happy life. I’ll take a leave of absence before I start to show and return a few months later with no one the wiser.” 
 
    “I’ll know,” I reminded her. 
 
    She sighed with a sad nod. “I’d prefer you didn’t tell anyone else about this, Peter,” she said, “but I’ll understand if you feel it necessary.” 
 
    “Who could I tell?” I asked bleakly. I ran my fingers through my hair and pushed myself to my feet. I felt numb. “I should go.”  
 
    “All right. I’ll call you when it’s time to meet up with the coven.” 
 
    I nodded and shambled my way to the door. I fumbled with the handle and glanced back at Morgan. She was still standing by the bar but her eyes were closed with both hands on her stomach. I just turned eighteen a couple of months ago, I thought. I’m not even out of high school yet and I’m going to be a father with a woman I never had sex with. What am I supposed to do now? I had no answers as I turned away and walked out of the room. 
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    The words armageddon and apocalypse are commonly associated with the end of the world. There are countless books and movies titled Apocalypse This and Armageddon That that depict the valiant struggles of a band of nobodies trying to save the world from almost certain destruction, whether from natural events like asteroid strikes or man-made disasters like nuclear war. Say those two words out loud and people start looking around for the nearest bomb shelter. 
 
    For no good reason, as it turns out. Armageddon is Hebrew for the Hill of Megiddo, an ancient fortress on a hilltop in northern Israel, while apocalypse is simply the Greek word for revelation, the unveiling of a divine mystery. True, Megiddo is named in the Book of Revelation as the spot where the kings will gather before the great battle between good and evil, but that’s it. There’s really nothing special about it. 
 
    Frankly, the entire Book of Revelation reads like a drug-induced hallucination. You have to wonder what John of Patmos was smoking when he wrote about dragons with seven heads, ten horns, and seven crowns, the infamous number 666, and multiple cycles of death, doom, fire, and destruction. Ultimately, the good guys win but not before everything goes through Hell first. John must have been really pissed off about something that day. 
 
      
 
    I sat in my car in front of the apartment with no memory of how I got there. The engine was running, which implied that I drove here from the hotel, although I could just as easily have used my Teleportal spell to accomplish the same thing. It didn’t really matter, though. What did matter was how I was going to explain all this to Melissa. 
 
    I shut off the engine and climbed out. I managed the ten steps to the front door without any problem but I had to force myself to unlock it and step inside. I didn’t announce my arrival like I normally did and instead trudged up the two flights of stairs in glum silence, practicing my lines in my head. 
 
    So, Melissa, I learned something interesting today. It turns out Agent Morgan is having my baby. She’s going to give it up for adoption, though, so it’s no big deal. What are we having for dinner? I paused at the top of the stairs and heaved a defeated sigh. “I am so dead,” I told myself. Even my Philosopher’s Stone wasn’t going to be enough to save me this time. If Melissa played a Deadly Sin in a high school drama production, she’d be Wrath, no question about it. 
 
    “Melissa?” I called out hesitantly, hoping she wasn’t home so I could delay the inevitable a little while longer. She wasn’t in the kitchen when I peeked in cautiously and the living room was empty.  
 
    Daraxandriel was in the dining room, though, staring intently at her laptop screen with her headphones on. She was still in human form but she’d switched out her previous outfit for a thin cotton nightshirt that used to belong to Olivia. It was a little too short for her and I caught a tantalizing glimpse of shapely buttock when she suddenly leaned forward and jabbed repeatedly at the keyboard. I couldn’t hear what was happening but the screen exploded in an impressive display of magical fireworks that went on for a good long time. When the image finally cleared, her main character Dara Alexander stood alone and apparently unscathed amid a ring of charred demon corpses. 
 
    “What quest is that?” I asked, but she couldn’t hear me through her headphones. She leaned back in her chair and stretched her arms high over her head, cracking every vertebra in her back while demonstrating her continued braless state. “Dara!” 
 
    She heard me that time and looked around. “Peter Simon Collins!” she exclaimed, slipping her headphones off and setting them aside. “I did not anticipate thy swift return. Is thy business with Dame Morgan already concluded?” 
 
    “For now.” I slumped in front of my own laptop and rubbed my forehead. “We have to get together later with the other witches.” 
 
    “Is aught amiss?” she asked in concern. “Thou hast not convened the coven in some time.” 
 
    “We just need their help with an experiment, that’s all. Agent Morgan wants to link our Philosopher’s Stones together.” 
 
    Daraxandriel leaned back with a doubtful expression. “I do not think such is possible. Each soulstone is unalike another, they cannot be combined.” 
 
    “She thinks she can do it,” I shrugged. “It’s worth a try.” 
 
    “I did not lend my soulstone to thee for thee to risk it with such follies,” she sniffed. 
 
    “You gave the Stone to me,” I reminded her, “and it wasn’t even yours to begin with. You stole it from the Dread Lord.” 
 
    “Its provenance is of no concern,” she retorted. “It is mine to use as I deem fit.” 
 
    “So now you want it back?  I pulled the chain over my head and dangled the Stone in front of her nose. “It’s bound to my blood so you’ll have to kill me first.” 
 
    “Nay, thou mayst carry it for the nonce,” she declared haughtily, “until such time as I require it again. And yet,” she added with sly eagerness, “an thou dost wish to express thy gratitude for this precious gift, thou couldst offer me recompense.” 
 
    “Oh, really. What did you have in mind?” Her tongue swept across her lips, leaving a wet trail behind. “No chocolate.” 
 
    “Then I reclaim what is rightfully mine!” she snapped. She snatched the chain from my fingers and looped it over her head, thrusting the Stone under her nightshirt and crossing her arms over it defiantly. 
 
    “Come on, Dara,” I sighed, “I don’t have time for games.” I reached for the chain but she slapped my hand away. “Stop fooling around! I need the Stone.” 
 
    “And I require chocolate,” she said tartly, “yet it seems neither of us will attain our desires this day.” 
 
    “Give me that!” I snagged the chain but I neglected to factor in her demonic reflexes. Even disguised as a human girl, she was a lot stronger and faster than I was. The room spun around in a blur, gravity shut off for a moment, and then the carpeted floor hit me hard enough to knock the breath out of me. When I could see straight again, Daraxandriel was sitting astride my hips with my arms pinned down over my head.  
 
    “Art thou prepared to discuss terms for thy surrender?” she smiled gleefully. One of her canine teeth was shorter than the other and her breath smelled like burned-out candles, warm and acrid. 
 
    I wiggled and pulled, trying to free myself, but she had all the leverage. “Come on, Dara,” I told her, “quit fooling around. I need that Stone! What if Amy shows up?” 
 
    “She would not dare assail us within our own domain,” she insisted with a careless shrug. “’Twould be a most foolhardy undertaking.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Then who’s that standing over there?” 
 
    “Amaryx is here?” she gasped in dismay, twisting around to look behind her. I used her distraction to pull her down beside me and slung my leg over her torso, trapping her arms under my knees. She squirmed and heaved but she couldn’t buck me off. “Thou most duplicitous cadgepole! Thou didst deceive me to gain advantage over me!” 
 
    “All’s fair in love and war and all that.” I felt around under the collar of her nightshirt and pulled the chain over her head, restoring it to its proper place around my neck. 
 
    “Thou hast thy prize,” she murmured in proud defiance, turning her face away, “yet I remain thy helpless prisoner. Do what thou whilst with me and yet I beg of thee, if there is any honor left within thee, do not claim my virtue for thyself, for I have sworn it to one I hold most dear within my heart.” 
 
    “Huh? What are you talking about?” Her overly-dramatic plea sounded awfully familiar but it took me a moment to pinpoint the source. “Wait a minute, that’s from Sapphire Crown, isn’t it? Inaki said that after Lord Shingen kidnapped her, except without all the Elizabethan phraseology.” Sapphire Crown was Daraxandriel’s favorite series out of my Japanese manga collection. 
 
    Daraxandriel wriggled underneath me, although she didn’t seem to be trying to escape. “Mayhap,” she admitted, gazing up at me with innocent brown eyes and parted lips, “yet how else might I dissuade thee from taking liberties with my person?”  
 
    “I just wanted my Stone back,” I told her. “I’m not interested in taking liberties with you.” 
 
    “Then take thy Stone and begone!” she spat in sudden fury, shoving me off with no effort whatsoever. She reclaimed her seat and jammed her headphones over her ears, hunching over her keyboard. I blinked at her, taken aback at her abrupt change of mood, and picked myself up off the floor. 
 
    “Are you feeling okay?” She studiously ignored me, clicking her mouse with unnecessary force. “Okay, then. Um, is Melissa around?” I was surprised she hadn’t made an appearance during our little tussle. 
 
    “I cannot hear thee,” Daraxandriel declared. On the screen, Dara Alexander was heading down a long corridor crudely hacked out of the bedrock. 
 
    “I said,” I tried again, raising my voice, “do you know where Melissa is?” 
 
    “Thy words are but the whisper of the wind.” 
 
    “Dara –” 
 
    “Seek her out thyself, an thou dost desire her so!” she snapped, slamming her hands on the keyboard. “Now begone and claim her virtue, since mine does not interest thee!” 
 
    “Too late for that,” I muttered. Clearly something was bothering her but I decided it would be better to wait for the chocolate milkshakes to wear off before I jumped into that pit. Instead, I headed back down the hall to my bedroom. 
 
    The door was closed and I raised my hand to knock and then hesitated. It was my room too and I shouldn’t have had to ask permission to enter. On the other hand, Melissa was very territorial and regarded the bedroom as her personal space. The only things in there that belonged to me were the clothes in the laundry hamper. I compromised by tapping on the door and then opening it without waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Melissa?” I called tentatively. “Are you in here?” The room was empty. I checked the adjoining bathroom and the walk-in closet, both of which were equally devoid of human life. 
 
    I went back out into the hallway, poked my head into the second bedroom across the way, and then retraced my steps to the dining room. “Dara, did Melissa go out somewhere?” She didn’t respond, probably because she had the volume turned up so loud I could hear the game’s background music even with her headphones on.  
 
    I rolled my eyes and continued my search on the second floor with an equal lack of success. On the bottom floor, I discovered that Melissa’s ’58 Ford Thunderbird convertible was missing from the garage, which confirmed my hypothesis that she wasn’t home. 
 
    I called her on my phone but it just rang until it rolled over to voicemail. I hung up without leaving a message and returned to the top floor, at a loss for what to do. The longer it took me to explain the situation to Melissa, the more likely it would be that she’d find out about Agent Morgan’s baby from someone else. No good would come from that. 
 
     I eyed my laptop, wondering if I should jump on Lorecraft and work on getting Coronox leveled up. At level 35, he’d get Storm Summoning and Spirit Call, neither of which seemed particularly useful under the current circumstances. Level 38 promised Sunbolt, a much more potent version of Firebolt, but we were probably all going to die a horrible death long before then. 
 
    My phone rang while I stood there in glum despair and I answered it quickly, hoping it was Melissa returning my call. The number on the display wasn’t hers, though. “Hey, Dad,” I said cautiously. Calls from him were rarely good news these days. 
 
    “Peter, are you doing anything right now?” He sounded tired. Being the Chief of Police in a town ruled by the self-proclaimed Queen of Hell was no picnic. 
 
    I’m trying to decide what to name your first grandchild, I thought despondently. Surprise! “I’m just hanging with Dara before my shift starts. What’s up?” 
 
    “Can you run down to the watch station? Sergeant Hernandez says something’s going on down there.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “If I knew that,” he said dryly, “I wouldn’t need you to go. He wasn’t specific, he just said she’s acting a bit strange.” There was no need to specify who she was. 
 
    “Shouldn’t one of the witches do that?” The older members of the coven took turns as “occult consultants” at the police station, just in case situations like these came up. 
 
    “Allison had a doctor’s appointment but she hasn’t come back yet.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll go take a look.” 
 
    “Thanks. Let me know what you find. Try not to get yourself killed this time.” My first few deaths had been hard on him but it sounded like he was finally getting used to them. 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I promised. “Sir.” I could practically hear him roll his eyes as he hung up. “Dara, wrap it up!” I called. “We have to go.” 
 
    She still couldn’t hear me, of course. I gave serious consideration to shutting off the Wi-Fi router but I wasn’t in the mood to get into another argument with her and there was really no reason to drag her along with me. Instead, I left her a note on the refrigerator explaining where I was going and headed downstairs to my car. 
 
    The drive downtown took all of five minutes but it was like traveling into another world. The roiling clouds hung lower, almost touching the rooftops and casting a deeper gloom over the area, which looked abandoned. There were virtually no cars on the street and the few people I spotted on the sidewalks were Acolytes, every one of them clad in black clothes and sporting homemade wings. 
 
    The streets were closed off for a two-block radius all around the library, so I had to zig-zag to make my way around to the back of City Hall. The watch station wasn’t a formal structure, just a convenient place to park with a good view of the front of the library. I found one of the patrol units sitting there with the engine running and rapped on the driver-side window. It rolled down and revealed Sergeant Hernandez, along with the remains of his lunch. 
 
    “Peter,” he greeted me with a nod. For such a portly man, his voice was surprisingly high-pitched and raspy. “Where’s your uniform?” 
 
    “I’m not officially on duty yet. Dad – er, the Chief asked me to come by. He said you noticed something strange?” 
 
    “Yeah. You see anything different over there?” He pointed a thick forefinger through his windshield. 
 
    I gave the library a dubious once-over. It did sort of look like a cathedral, now that Julie put the thought in my head, tall and dark against the lowering sky and outlined by occasional flashes of lightning. The ragged hole where the entrance used to be and the shattered windows gave it an ominous appearance, as if some ancient evil lived within. The fact that an ancient evil actually did live within kind of spoiled the illusion, oddly enough. 
 
    “It looks the same to me,” I said doubtfully. “There are more Acolytes than usual, aren’t there?” There were a couple dozen of them gathered in the library parking lot, milling about the rows of mismatched camp chairs facing the building like impromptu theater seats. A small cluster of Acolytes gathered underneath a canvas canopy enjoying coffee and donuts laid out on a pair of folding tables. If it weren’t for the gothic outfits and the wings and the fact that it was Wednesday, it would have looked like a typical Sunday meet-and-greet at church. 
 
    “I see a few more come in every day,” Sergeant Hernandez reported with a What can you do? sort of shrug. “We can’t arrest people for being stupid. The jail’s not big enough to hold them all.” 
 
    “True enough. So what’s different?” 
 
    “Look up top, over the entrance.” 
 
    I peered at the roofline, squinting against the clouds as I tried to discern what he was talking about. The library foyer was topped with a glass dome and I made out the silhouette of a winged statue perched on its apex, except the library didn’t have any statues. “What’s she doing up there?” 
 
    “Who knows?” Sergeant Hernandez shrugged again. “At least she’s not smiting anyone up there.” 
 
    “The day’s not over yet,” I reminded him. She was averaging a smiting a day but the rate was slowly climbing. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason for how she selected her victims. Male and female, young and old, rich or poor, every demographic was represented. The only common denominator seemed to be that they all annoyed her in some way. “Has she done anything up there?” 
 
    “Not that I noticed. She was down on the steps talking to some of those nutcases earlier but now she’s just pretending to be a weathervane.” 
 
    “Don’t let her hear you say that,” I cautioned him. I was only half-kidding. Her hearing didn’t seem to be extraordinary but she always seemed to know things that she couldn’t possibly have observed herself. “She hates it when people don’t treat her seriously.” 
 
    Sergeant Hernandez made a rude noise. “If she tries anything, I’ll treat her seriously all right.” He patted the service pistol on his belt. “She’s just a chica con alas, she can’t stop a bullet.” 
 
    “I actually think she can,” I told him uneasily. She shrugged off fireballs and lightning strikes without blinking an eye. A few ounces of lead weren’t going to bother her at all. “Just stay far away from her.” 
 
    “We don’t have to get close. I know a couple of guys who used to be in the Army, sharpshooters. They could pick her off from the rooftop back there, no problem. She’d never see –” His beady eyes suddenly bugged out and he used the steering wheel to pull himself closer to the windshield. “Shit! Where’d she go?” 
 
    I spun around with my heart in my throat. I searched the library roofline and then scanned the sky overhead but there were no winged creatures in sight, girl-shaped or otherwise. “Maybe she went back inside,” I said hopefully. Sergeant Hernandez’s only response was to roll his window back up and lock the doors of the patrol car, just moments before something landed on the roof hard enough to jounce the vehicle on its springs. 
 
    “Peter!” Amaryx folded her wings and smiled down at me in delight. “I knew you couldn’t stay away from me.” 
 
    “Amy,” I greeted her cautiously. When I first met Amaryx, the Spawn of Darkness, she looked like a twelve-year-old girl with a goth fetish, although her age and shape tended to fluctuate with her mood. Ever since I inadvertently released her from Metraxion’s bonds, though, she stuck with what I assumed was her true appearance, a twenty-ish black-haired bombshell with icy blue eyes and glossy black wings that stretched out almost ten feet from tip to tip.  
 
    I surreptitiously flexed my left hand, bringing up my spell bar. I held my forefinger over the softly glowing icon for Teleportal, just in case I needed to make a quick exit. I had to get her away from Sergeant Hernandez first, though, or he’d end up bearing the brunt of her wrath. “That’s a new outfit, isn’t it?” I asked, stalling for time. 
 
    “Do you like it?” She twisted left and right to give me a good look. She must have raided a sex boutique to find all the pieces, from the black leather pants that clung to her legs and hips like paint, to the thigh-length boots with sky-high heels and way too many buckles, to the chainmail halter top that technically covered her assets without leaving much of anything to the imagination. She looked like a cross between a high-priced dominatrix and a raven. “I had to replace the last one you ruined.” 
 
    She stepped down onto the hood of the patrol car, leaving pock marks in the metal, and then jumped off the end, her wings fluttering for a moment to maintain her balance. In her new heels, we were just about the same height, although her folded wings added another foot on top of that.  
 
    “So did you miss me, Peter?” she asked coyly, batting her eyes at me with a teasing smile that exposed her short but pointy fangs. “Is that why you came back so soon?” 
 
    “You killed me the last time I was here,” I reminded her. “I don’t miss that at all.” 
 
    “Well, that was your fault for trying to kill me first,” she shrugged. “Do you want to try again?” She sounded almost eager as she held up her hand with her fingers flexed. Her nails were long, black, and very sharp. 
 
    “Not right at the moment, no.” 
 
    “Spoilsport,” she grumbled. “You used to be a lot more fun.” 
 
    “You used to not smite people,” I countered. “So what’s going on up on the roof?” She cocked a black eyebrow at me. “We saw you standing up there.” 
 
    “Maybe I was just enjoying the view.” 
 
    “This is Hellburn,” I reminded her dryly. “There’s nothing to see.” 
 
    “I think you’d be surprised. Come on, I’ll show you.” She reached out to take my hand and I backed away. 
 
    “That’s all right, I believe you.” There was no way I was going anywhere with her. 
 
    “Nonsense, you have to see it for yourself. Take my hand.” 
 
    “Amy –” 
 
    “Take my hand or Miguel here gets to be smitee number twenty-seven.” Her left hand snapped out and pointed directly at Sergeant Hernandez’s head. It wasn’t clear whether he heard her threat through the glass but his eyes were big and round. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’ll come!” I assured her hastily. “Just no smiting, all right?” 
 
    “Of course,” she purred triumphantly, lowering her arm. “See, I can be reasonable, as long as you obey my every command. Now, take my hand.”  
 
    She held it out again and this time I grasped it uneasily, wondering what she had in mind. She surprised me by pulling me towards her, nearly yanking me off my feet, and wrapping her arms around my torso. 
 
    “Hey, what are you doing?” I was answered a moment later when her wings unfolded and the earth suddenly dropped away from under my feet. “What are you doing?” I squealed, scrabbling for something to hold onto. I finally got my arms locked around her back, feeling myself shift lower with every stroke of her wings. “I’m slipping!” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” she told me dismissively. “You’re perfectly safe.” My face scraped painfully against the interlocked rings of her chainmail top as I slid down a few more inches. “Stop wiggling!” 
 
    “I’m not wiggling, you’re not holding me tight enough!” 
 
    “You’re heavier than you look. Have you been working out?” 
 
    “No!” A damp gray nothingness suddenly enveloped us and the temperature plummeted. We were up in the clouds and I couldn’t tell which way was which, except that down was very definitely below me. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Don’t be such a baby,” she chided me. “We’re almost there.” I felt the muscles in her back flex and tense as her wings caught the air and drove us forward, but the mist made her skin slick and my grip slipped. I dropped another foot until I caught myself around her hips with my eyes squeezed closed and my cheek pressed against her belly button. “Peter, are you trying to kill yourself?” she complained. Her fingers were knotted up in my t-shirt, which was bunched up under my armpits. 
 
    “Don’t let go!” She opened her hands and I had to grab the waist of her pants to keep myself from plummeting to yet another death. “I said don’t let go!” 
 
    “We’re here, just jump down.” She tried to pry my fingers loose but I held on for dear life. “Let go!” she insisted. “I can’t land with you hanging on like that.” 
 
    “My feet aren’t touching anything!” I tried to look down but my eyes refused to open and confirm my doom. The button on her waistband popped open without warning and the slick leather slipped through my fingers. I drew in a breath to scream and then lost it all when I landed on my back on what felt like a bed of nails. “Ow,” I wheezed, trying to suck in enough oxygen to let me figure out why I wasn’t dead. 
 
    A gust of wind blew mist and shrapnel into my face and I struggled to lever myself up into a sitting position, blinking away the dust. Amaryx stood over me, looking annoyed as she wiggled around, tugging her pants back up around her hips. 
 
    “Really, Peter, if you want to get into my pants, you just have to ask nicely.” She fastened the button, settled her top back into place, and fluffed her hair with her fingers. 
 
    “Wh – where are we?” I was sitting on a flat expanse of gravel and tar paper, surrounded by a low stone wall and dotted with metal vents and conduits. A dome of tarnished steel inset with panels of hazy glass stood nearby. “Is this the library roof?” 
 
    “Bingo!” Amaryx grabbed my hand and pulled me to my feet effortlessly. “Come on, check out the view.” She stepped on top of the nearest wall and spread her arms out wide. “Behold my dominion!” 
 
    I sidled up beside her, brushing bits of gravel from my palms, and cautiously peered over the edge. The entrance to the library was right below us and the Acolytes were gathered on the steps, staring back up at us and pointing. “That’s a long way down,” I observed shakily. 
 
    Amaryx made a scornful noise. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of heights.” 
 
    “I wasn’t until just now.” Fixing my eyes on the horizon helped, although there wasn’t much to see. North Texas had the topography of a rumpled blanket, so there were no mountains to break up the monotony, not that I would have been able to see any with the clouds enveloping the town. “Your dominion is about only five miles across.” 
 
    “You’re not seeing the big picture, Peter.” She dropped down beside me, wrapped an arm around my shoulders, and swept her hand in an arc across the sky. “Imagine the glory that lies ahead of us. Hellburn today, Texas tomorrow, and the world after that.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “What do you mean, why?” 
 
    “Why are you doing this? Why don’t you just go to Hell?” 
 
    “Peter!” She released me and stepped back, feigning shock. At least I assumed she was faking it. “What a terrible thing to say!” 
 
    “No, I mean why don’t you literally go to Hell? You’re supposed to be the next Queen of Hell, aren’t you? Why are you still here?” 
 
    “I have my reasons,” she sniffed. 
 
    “Do any of them have to do with being afraid of Metraxion?” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of him!” she snapped and I eased away from her as she started pacing back and forth across the roof, accompanied by the crunching of gravel under her boots. “He should be afraid of me, him and Nyx.” She snarled her mother’s name. “They want to take what’s rightfully mine.” 
 
    “So go stop them. Go claim your throne.” 
 
    “I will!” She spun back to face me, her cat pupils almost round, then she closed her eyes and took in a long slow breath. “When the time is right,” she said in a much calmer voice. Her eyes were slitted again. “First I have to get things ready for my father.” She spread her arms in a dramatic gesture. 
 
    “This is for Him?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “It’s His destiny to ascend to Earth and defeat the armies of Heaven at Armageddon. I’ll provide Him the souls He needs to crush the Adversary’s forces and claim the celestial throne.” She stepped towards me and placed both hands on my chest, catching her lip under a fang as she looked up at me coyly. “And then I will rule in Hell with you by my side.” 
 
    “Me?” I gulped. “Why me?” 
 
    “You understand me, Peter,” she smiled. “We’ve been through so much together, you and I.” 
 
    “No, we haven’t,” I protested. 
 
    “We have!” she insisted. “I was trapped in that Stone of yours, remember? I know every thought, every emotion you had.” 
 
    “You do?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “I do,” she sniffed, “but I’m willing to overlook your little fling with Melissa and whatever it is you think you feel for that useless succubus. You’re mine whether you realize it or not. After all, I gave you your powers.” I flinched as she tapped my forehead with the tip of her finger. “I wouldn’t let you keep those if I didn’t want you to have them, would I?” 
 
    “Really? I just figured you couldn’t take them back.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed with icy fire. “Do you want to test that theory, Peter?” she growled, lifting her finger again.  
 
     “No, that’s okay, I believe you!” I assured her hastily, retreating a few steps. If she did take my powers away, we were pretty much screwed. 
 
    “Good.” She cozied up to me again and ran her hands down my arms. “So what say you and I go practice wreaking a little havoc?” She fluttered her eyelashes at me winsomely. “I’ll be ever so grateful. We might even have a little fun together in private afterwards.” 
 
    “No,” I told her firmly. “I’m not going to help you enslave seven billion people.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be silly, Peter,” she said dismissively. “There won’t be nearly that many left by the time I’m done.” 
 
    “No.” I grasped her upper arms and moved her back a step. “We’re going to stop you.” 
 
    “Who is?” she scoffed. “Agent Morgan and Mrs. Kendricks and Susie? They can’t touch me. No one can!” 
 
    “Metraxion and Nyx did.” I reminded her. 
 
    “They had help!” she spat and then froze. We stared at each other for a long, tense second and then she smiled, sending a chill down my spine. “Well, I see you still need some convincing,” she said smoothly. “That’s all right, there’s still time. You run back to your little friends and hatch your little plots to destroy me. It keeps me from being bored.” She spread her wings out to their full span. “I’ll talk to you later, Peter.” 
 
    “Wait! How am I supposed to get down?” There were no hatches or ladders in sight. 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy,” she grinned. “Just fly.” 
 
    Her wings swept forward and a blinding blast of air hit me and sent me staggering backwards. My legs hit the wall and I toppled over, flailing wildly as the world tumbled around me. I desperately tried to target myself with Teleportal but I couldn’t find the spell icon before I hit the landing at the top of the stairs. My skull cracked open and the vertebrae in my neck shattered an instant before everything went painfully black. 
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    Originally, Superman’s only powers were super strength and invulnerability. Over time, though, the writers continued to expand his repertoire, adding x-ray vision, heat vision, super hearing, super breath, super speed, and, of course, flying. By the time they were done, Superman was both an irresistible force and an immovable object all rolled up into one. Since no man-made or natural force could harm him, however, he became boring. Good storytelling requires the hero to risk everything to achieve his goals. Superman’s pursuit of Truth, Justice, and the American Way carried no risk whatsoever, since it was impossible for him to fail. 
 
    So the writers had to invent a weakness, some vulnerability that could threaten his very existence. Enter kryptonite, the crystalline fragments of Superman’s destroyed home world. Kryptonite became so iconic as a deadly threat that it entered the English language as a metaphor for anything that leads to someone’s downfall or demise. Marshmallows were his kryptonite, they said dolefully at his funeral. He could never eat just one. 
 
    All in all, though, it was a good thing that Ma and Pa Kent raised Clark to be such an altruistic and morally-upright young man, because otherwise the world would be totally screwed. If you can act with utter impunity, with no fear of retribution, it’s very, very hard to resist the urge to impose your will on others, especially if you believe your way is the right way. The slope from benevolent dictator to despot is very steep and very slippery. 
 
      
 
    “Hello? Are you okay?” 
 
    I groaned and forced my eyelids open. All I saw was a pink blur surrounded by a yellow blur against a gray blur. “Ow,” I said. There wasn’t a single cubic inch of my body that didn’t hurt. 
 
    “Do you need a doctor? That was quite a fall.” 
 
    “No, I’ll be fine. Just give me a minute.” The blurs slowly resolved into an upside-down female face. “Hey, I know you. You were at the Whataburger, weren’t you? You’re, um, Judy, right?” 
 
    “Julie. Can you sit up?” 
 
    I tried but my hands slipped on something warm and slick. My palms were covered in blood mixed with pale gray ooze. “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    “That’s your brains,” Julie explained helpfully. “They’re pretty much splattered all over.” Somewhere behind me, someone proceeded to noisily retch up every meal he ever consumed. “Oh, gross, Kyle,” she complained. “Haven’t you ever seen someone’s brains before?”  
 
    I carefully rolled over and sat up, feeling my shirt peel itself away from the concrete. I gingerly felt the back of my head but everything seemed to be back where it belonged, albeit matted with a sticky mixture of congealing bodily fluids. “That’s eight,” I sighed. 
 
    Julie moved around in front of me, carefully skirting the spatters I left on the top of the stairs. “So, did She explain your transgressions before She slew you?” she asked eagerly. Her pen hovered over a blank page in her notebook. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “For the Book, remember? We’re trying to write down all the transgressions from every smiting and whatever this was,” she waved her pen vaguely in my direction, “so that we can come up with the new Commandments.” 
 
    “Commandments?” My head felt like half of my cerebral cortex was still missing. 
 
    “Sure. Like Don’t ask Her to repeat Herself and No chanting before 10 AM.” 
 
    “Catchy.” It took me a couple of tries but I finally levered myself back to my feet. I tried to wipe my hands off on my jeans but there weren’t very many clean spots left. 
 
    “It’s a work in progress,” she admitted. “So what was your transgression?” 
 
    “Nothing. She just doesn’t like me.” 
 
    “There has to be a transgression,” she insisted. “She slew you for your transgression and then resurrected you in Her infinite mercy so you could learn the error of your ways.” 
 
    “She didn’t resurrect me.” 
 
    “That’s not ketchup all over you,” she pointed out. “You were definitely dead.” Off to the side, a male Acolyte bent over with the dry heaves. “Go do that somewhere else, Kyle,” she told him in disgust. 
 
    “She didn’t resurrect me,” I said firmly. “She hasn’t resurrected any of the people she smited, did she?” 
 
    “Er, well, no,” Julie admitted, “but they were probably beyond redemption.” 
 
    “For chanting?” 
 
    “Well –” She looked down at her notebook with her mouth twisted to one side. “She moves in mysterious ways.” 
 
    “She moves in murderous ways,” I corrected her. 
 
    “Flattery will get you nowhere, Peter.” The gust from Amaryx’s wings staggered both of us as she alighted a short distance away and strutted towards me. All of the Acolytes, Kyle included, got down on one knee and bowed their heads, holding their arms out to the sides. They looked like a flock of make-believe blackbirds making obeisance to a crow. “All better now?” 
 
    “I’ll live,” I groused, “no thanks to you.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be like that,” she chided me. “You know you enjoy our little moments together.” 
 
    “I really don’t. I –” 
 
    “Freeze!” Sergeant Hernandez stood at the bottom of the stairs, panting heavily and sweating like he was about to have a heart attack. He must have run all the way over from the watch station. The service pistol gripped in both hands was steady, though, and it was aimed right at Amaryx. “Get down on your knees and put your hands behind your head!” 
 
    Amaryx eyed him like he was a particularly loathsome bug. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “You’re under arrest for kidnapping, assault, and murder!” Sergeant Hernandez cast a doubtful look at me. “Er, attempted murder,” he amended. “Get down! I’m prepared to use deadly force!” 
 
    “Sergeant,” I said in as calm a voice as I could muster, “put your gun away. You don’t want to piss her off right now.” 
 
    “She tried to kill you, Peter!” he insisted. “We can’t let her get away with that.” 
 
    “Dad – I mean the Chief said to leave her alone. We’ve already lost too many people.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it right,” he said, shaking his head. “The law is the law.” 
 
    “The law is what I decide, Sergeant Hernandez,” Amaryx declared coldly, “and I’ve decided I’ve had enough of you.” Her wings flared out as she raised her hand to snap her fingers. 
 
    “No!” I launched myself forward, desperately trying to get between her and Sergeant Hernandez before she smited him. I heard the sharp crack of his pistol and then everything fell silent. 
 
    I landed on my front with a grunt and quickly rolled over, ignoring the scrapes on my arms as I tried to figure out what just happened. To my intense relief, Sergeant Hernandez was still standing there on the steps, his weapon locked onto Amaryx. A finger of bright flame protruded from the barrel, surrounded by a halo of dark smoke, both absolutely motionless, as was Sergeant Hernandez himself. All of the Acolytes were equally frozen, most of them looking shocked, and the clouds overhead looked like a painted backdrop. The only sound was the tap-tap-tap of Amaryx’s heels on the concrete as she approached the top of the stairs. 
 
    “He has good reflexes, I’ll give him that.” Amaryx bent over to inspect the bullet suspended in midair like a fly in amber. She touched the tip with her finger and I heard a distinct sizzle. 
 
    “Don’t smite him!” I begged her. “He’s just doing his job.” 
 
    “People who cause trouble need to be taught a lesson, Peter, or they’re just going to keep causing trouble.” 
 
    “He thought you killed me!” 
 
    “I did kill you,” she pointed out, “but you don’t see everyone else running around shooting at me.” 
 
    “Everyone else here is an Acolyte. They’re not going to complain about anything you do.” 
 
    “Hm, true,” she mused. “Having an army of sycophants does have its advantages.” 
 
    “Amy –” 
 
    “All right, fine, I won’t smite him this time,” she grumbled, sounding like I wouldn’t let her have a cookie before dinner, “but if he tries this again, he’s toast.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure he stays away from now on.” She reached out and twisted the bullet around like she was turning the handle of a corroded faucet. “What are you doing?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “I just said I wouldn’t smite him.” She sighted along the bullet and turned it a fraction more. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t hurt him.” 
 
    “No!” I tried to stop her but I was too late. Amaryx snapped her fingers and everything kicked into motion again. The bullet whizzed down the stairs and Sergeant Hernandez yelped and clapped a hand over his ear. When he pulled it away, it was covered in blood. 
 
    “Darn,” Amaryx smirked. “I missed.” 
 
    I leapt down the steps two at a time as Sergeant Hernandez tried to figure out how he managed to shoot himself. “Sergeant! Are you okay?” I dug my handkerchief out of my pocket and held it out to him. Blood dripped from a notch on the top of his earlobe but it didn’t seem too serious, considering the alternative. “You better get over to the ER and get that taken care of.” 
 
    Sergeant Hernandez seemed to be in shock. He stared at the handkerchief and then slowly took it and pressed it against his ear. He sucked in his breath at the pain but that shook him out of his haze. He started to raise his pistol again and I hastily pushed his arm down. 
 
    “That’s not a good idea, Sergeant,” I told him urgently. “Just go to the hospital and then report back to Dad at the station. I’ll take care of things here, okay?” 
 
    “She killed you, Peter!” he insisted. “I saw it with my own eyes!” 
 
    “I’m sure it looked like that, but I’m fine. See?” I spread my arms to demonstrate my continued health before I remembered that I was covered from head to foot with my own gore. “Just go get that ear looked at.” 
 
    “She assaulted a police officer!” 
 
    “I’m just an intern, remember? Why don’t you go make a list of her crimes and give it to Dad? He’ll know what to do with it.” Probably throw it in the trash, I told myself gloomily. We’re never going to be able to arrest her. I turned Sergeant Hernandez around by the shoulders and nudged him in the general direction of his patrol car. “I’ll check on you later.” 
 
    “Resisting arrest,” he muttered to himself, holstering his weapon as he walked away unsteadily. “Breaking and entering. Destruction of public property. Unlawful assembly. Flying without a license.” 
 
    “So that’s Hellburn’s finest, hmm?” Amaryx scoffed from right behind me. She could be astonishingly quiet when she chose to be. 
 
    “He’s a good cop,” I told her heatedly. “They’re just not equipped for this sort of thing.” 
 
    “It would hardly matter if they were,” she shrugged. “Even Agent Morgan has been remarkably ineffective, despite that soulstone of hers. Perhaps she’s distracted.” 
 
    I tried not to react but my heart skipped a few beats. Does she know about the baby? The sidelong smirk Amaryx gave me hinted strongly that she did. I need to warn her. I cleared my throat, trying to sound unconcerned. “Well, I have to go and get cleaned up.” 
 
    “You do that,” she smiled. “You’re a mess. Here, let me help.” She reached out and stroked her thumb across my cheek in a curiously sensuous gesture and then upped the ante by slowly licking the drying blood off as her icy blue eyes bored into mine. “Don’t be a stranger.” 
 
    “I’ll be back,” I promised her, resisting the urge to shudder. 
 
    “I know.” She stepped back and spread her wings. I braced myself against the gust as she launched herself into the air and I watched until she vanished into the clouds. 
 
    “What is the deal with you?” Julie the Acolyte stood a short distance away with her fists on her hips, looking irked. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “She treats us like doormats and She smites people for talking too loud while She’s trying to sleep. You’ve been trying to kill Her ever since She got here, you and those witches, and She’s practically slobbering over you. What makes you so special?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I admitted. “Why don’t you try killing her too? Maybe she’ll like you better.” 
 
    “Really? You think so?” Julie eyed the library entrance speculatively. 
 
    “I was just kidding,” I told her hastily. Julie and the other Acolytes wouldn’t get within a hundred yards of Amaryx with a weapon without getting smited. “Just stay here and chant or whatever it is you do. Better yet, just go home. You’re wasting your time worshipping her. She’s not a goddess.” 
 
    “She will cleanse this world of all iniquity,” Julie insisted. “The time of reckoning is at hand.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “It means, well, you know, judgment and stuff.” She looked embarrassed. “We’re still trying to work out the details.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, good luck with that.” 
 
    I turned away and trudged across Milton Street towards City Hall and my car. Halfway across the road, I remembered I was still covered in a disgusting multi-colored ooze. There was no way I was going to get in my car until I showered and changed. Instead, I targeted myself with Teleportal and held an image of my destination in my mind. I tapped the spell icon and, a blink and a whirling sensation later, I was standing on the tile floor of my bathroom gazing at the mirror. I looked like an extra from an R-rated zombie flick.  
 
    I heaved another sigh and started the shower before emptying my pockets on the counter and stripping off my clothes, grimacing as the cloth stuck to my skin. I piled everything on a towel, wondering if I should just toss it all into the dumpster and save myself the aggravation. Our washing machine didn’t have a Blood and Gore setting. 
 
    I had to lather, rinse, and repeat three times to get all the gunk out of my hair and I spent an inordinate amount of time scrubbing the stains off my skin, muttering imprecations about Amaryx all the while. Why doesn’t she just go ahead and smite me? I grumbled to myself. At least I wouldn’t be running out of clean clothes all the time. 
 
    She wants you, Little Peter suggested slyly. 
 
    She has a funny way of showing it, then. She kills me every time we meet. 
 
    She’s just flirting with you.  
 
    Flirting isn’t supposed to be fatal. 
 
    She knows you won’t stay dead. It’s just her way of showing you she’s interested. Besides, she got that new outfit just for you. 
 
    What do you mean, she got it for me?  
 
    She made a point of showing it off for you. I bet if you asked her, she’d show you what she’s wearing underneath it, too. 
 
    Nothing, probably. 
 
    Oh, yeah, Little Peter murmured. Let me have some of that soap while you’re at it. 
 
    We don’t have time for that. 
 
    There’s always time for that. Besides, Melissa’s fallen asleep on us for, what, five days in a row now? What’s up with that? 
 
    She’s probably just tired from all the stress. 
 
    I’m stressed too, but you don’t see me picking sleep over sex. Lather up! 
 
    Well, fine, but let’s make this quick. I need to get over to the station and talk to Dad. 
 
    Just envision Amy standing there without all that chain mail and leather getting in the way. The soul of a succubus in the body of an angel ... mmm, yes, just like that. 
 
    My personal moment was interrupted when the shower curtain was suddenly swept aside without warning and I found myself staring cross-eyed at the tip of a long, curved, and wickedly sharp sword. The other end was held by a stern-faced Daraxandriel. We stared at each other for a long moment, the silence broken only by the hiss of the shower. Then she blinked and drew back. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” she exclaimed. “I bethought thee an intruder!” 
 
    I eyed her uncertainly. “You thought someone broke into the apartment to use the shower?” 
 
    “I did not note thy return and came to investigate an unexpected sound. Yet whyfor dost thy cleanse thyself in midday?” Her eyes travelled southwards and opened wide. “Oh.” 
 
    “I was just with Amy,” I explained hastily, turning away to rinse off the soap as quickly as I could. “Things got kind of messy.” 
 
    Now her eyebrows lifted up. “Oh?” 
 
    “No, I mean she killed me again! See?” I pointed at the mound of clothes and she used the tip of her sword to lift my shirt up. 
 
    “Thou didst confront Amaryx without me?” She looked doubtful and hurt. “Hast thou supplanted me with another?” 
 
    “No, it’s not that,” I assured her. “It just happened. I was supposed to be checking up on her for Dad.” I grabbed a towel and wrapped it around my waist as I stepped out of the tub.  
 
    “Ne’ertheless, thou shouldst not go about without me at thy side,” she chided me. “We do not yet comprehend Amaryx’s intent, nor the full extent of her powers.” 
 
    “Well, you didn’t seem to want my company,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Ah.” She cleared her throat and dropped her gaze. “I was out of sorts,” she confessed. “My thoughts are clear once more and I shall henceforth cleave to thy side.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. Cleave away.” I walked into my bedroom and then across the hall to get to the second bedroom where all my clothes were stored. I rooted through my dresser for a fresh pair of boxers, wondering if I had any useable sneakers left in the closet, and then dropped my towel. A faint intake of breath alerted me to the fact that I wasn’t actually alone. “Dara! You don’t have to cleave to me inside the apartment!” 
 
    “I but wished to reassure myself that thou art whole and unharmed,” Daraxandriel explained. “Thou didst survive thine encounter with Amaryx,” her eyes slid downwards, “unscathed.” 
 
    “Er, yes.” I yanked my boxers on and grabbed the first pair of jeans I found in the closet, struggling to pull them on over my still-damp skin. “Everything still. um, works.” 
 
    “So I perceive.” She seemed incapable of blinking, until she finally shook herself and looked away. “I shall acquire more suitable attire for myself,” she declared, “an we are to depart soonly.” 
 
    “Yeah, you do that,” I urged her. “We need to pick up my car and – oh my God.” Now it was my turn not to blink when she pulled her nightshirt over her head as she walked out the door. Little Peter made a valiant but ultimately futile attempt to escape his denim prison. I swallowed with difficulty, shifted Little Peter to a less uncomfortable position, and finished getting dressed. 
 
    I dumped my old clothes into the washing machine with enough detergent and bleach to turn everything snow white and found Daraxandriel waiting for me in the hallway. She looked like a character from one of my Japanese mangas in her snug white blouse, short pleated skirt, and sword resting on her shoulder. “Are you sure that’s what you want to wear?” I asked her doubtfully. 
 
    She looked down at herself critically. “Is my attire lacking in some regard? ‘Twill not restrict my movement, ere we find ourselves in combat.” 
 
    “You’re going to pop a button if you take a deep breath.” 
 
    “This was Olivia’s blouse,” she explained. “She was less buxom than I.” 
 
    “Don’t make it sound like she’s dead,” I chided her. “I mean gone. She’s been dead for a while.” 
 
    “Without my Dread Lord’s curse to allow her to manifest, her clothing is of no further use to her,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Well, true, but why aren’t you wearing your own stuff?” 
 
    “I have no clean attire of mine own,” she admitted reluctantly. “I needs must make use of whatever clothing I can find.” 
 
    “This thing isn’t for show, you know,” I reminded her, indicating the washing machine chugging away behind me. 
 
    “Melissa has forbidden me to touch the laundering box, ever since the bubble incident.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, why don’t you borrow something from her, then? You’re the same size. No, never mind, forget that,” I immediately corrected myself. Melissa wasn’t big on sharing. “Just don’t make any sudden moves,” I sighed. “Let’s get going. Hold on to me and I’ll Teleportal us to my car.” 
 
    Daraxandriel stepped closer to me and slipped her arm around my waist, bumping her hip against mine as I pulled up my spells. Her candlewick scent tickled my nose as I tapped the icon and sent us hurtling through the space-time continuum. A vertiginous moment later, we stood in the parking lot behind City Hall. I checked the sky for any sign of Amaryx and then unlocked my doors. 
 
    “Careful with that,” I cautioned Daraxandriel as she maneuvered her sword into the passenger seat. Even with the point resting on the floorboards, the hilt extended past her shoulder. “Did you ever think about finding a different weapon?” 
 
    “I am used to this blade,” she explained. “Moreso, Hell-forged metal is lighter and stronger than thy earthly steel. It shall not fail me ere I plunge my weapon into Amaryx’s blackened heart and twist.” 
 
    I winced at the imagery. “She just stopped a bullet in mid-air. I don’t think a sword is going to bother her much.” 
 
    “Thou dost underestimate my skill and my resolve,” she sniffed. “Mark me, she shall feel the sting of my blade an she dares assail thee again.” 
 
    “Well, I appreciate the sentiment, but you don’t need to risk your life protecting mine. I’m basically immortal, remember?” 
 
    “I would not be so sanguine concerning thy soulstone, Peter Simon Collins,” she told me, shaking her head. “We do not yet comprehend her powers. Who knows what havoc she may yet choose to wreak upon thee?” 
 
    “If she could kill me permanently, she would have done it by now.” 
 
    “Nay,” she shook her head dolefully. “She but toys with thee for her own pleasure, as the cat plays with the mouse ere it is consumed.” 
 
    “Well, hopefully Agent Morgan will figure out how to link our Stones and we can get rid of her once and for all.” Daraxandriel shrugged unenthusiastically as I started the car. 
 
    Dad’s Jeep was in its usual spot near the front door of the station and I pulled in beside him. Mrs. Burns was also in her usual spot behind her desk in the lobby but she avoided making eye contact with me. Although she was no longer under the incubus’s influence, she clearly remembered everything that happened, including the passionate kiss they shared while he was using my body. I pretended not to notice. 
 
    “Anything special going on, Rachel?” I asked her. 
 
    “Nothing unusual,” she told her computer screen. “At least, nothing unusually unusual.” 
 
    “Did Sergeant Hernandez report in?” 
 
    She cast me a quick questioning look. “He’s at the watch station.” 
 
    “Not anymore.” She cocked an eyebrow at me. “There was an ... incident with Amy and he got hurt. I sent him down to the ER.” 
 
    “What happened?” Now she looked alarmed. 
 
    “He’s fine,” I assured her hastily, “it’s just a cut on his ear, but it was bleeding. He probably needs a couple of stitches.” 
 
    “I’ll call and find out,” she said, reaching for her phone. “Let the Chief know what happened.” 
 
    “I will. Is he in his office?” 
 
    “He should be.” She reached under her desk and the door leading into the station proper buzzed noisily until I pulled it open. I ushered Daraxandriel into the hall ahead of me and we walked down to Dad’s office. The door was closed and I leaned close to listen, trying to discern if he was talking to somebody inside. I didn’t hear any voices so I tapped lightly on the glass. 
 
    “Come in.” I opened the door enough to poke my head in. Dad was seated behind his desk, glowering at something on his computer screen. The circles under his eyes seemed darker and a little more gray dusted his hair at his temples. “Peter!” he exclaimed, looking surprised. “What are you doing here? I thought you’d just call after you talked to Miguel.” 
 
    “We figured it would be easier just to come over.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Oh, Dara’s with me.” I opened the door all the way and let Daraxandriel in behind me before shutting the door. She scanned the room as if she expected demons to jump out of the filing cabinets and then positioned herself at the corner of Dad’s desk, her sword resting in its usual position on her shoulder. “I guess you haven’t heard yet, but Sergeant Hernandez got hurt. He’ll be fine,” I added hurriedly when Dad straightened in his chair. “Amy was just, well, being Amy.” 
 
    “Being Amy generally means finding a pile of dust where someone used to be,” Dad reminded me grimly. “What happened?” 
 
    I recounted my encounter with Amaryx, trying to gloss over the circumstances of my most recent death, but Dad covered his eyes with his hand for a long moment when I got to that part. He didn’t say anything, though, until I reached the end. 
 
    “So we almost lost another officer,” he said wearily. 
 
    “It was my fault,” I told him. “If I hadn’t been there, none of that would have happened.” 
 
    “You don’t know that, Peter. She capricious and vindictive. She’ll smite someone for littering or whistling off-key.” I opened my mouth to argue with him and then closed it again. He was right, of course. “I’ll cancel the watch. It’s not doing us any good anyway. You’re the only person who can get close enough to her to see what she’s up to.” 
 
    “The Acolytes can,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Don’t get me started,” he said, shaking his head. “Those idiots. Do they really think idolizing her is going to save them somehow?” 
 
    “Apparently,” I shrugged. “They’re trying to create the Gospel of Amy or something like that.” 
 
    “Idiots,” he muttered again. “Why don’t they just accept that this is the way things are and get on with their lives?” He waved his hand at his window and the gloom beyond. 
 
    I had to bite my tongue to keep myself from arguing with him. He looked so down, though, that I had to offer him a sliver of hope. “Agent Morgan is going to try linking our Stones together,” I told him. “We might be able to boost our powers enough to kill her finally.” 
 
    “Do you really think that will work?” he frowned. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I admitted. “It’s worth a shot, anyway.” 
 
    “Are we going to have to evacuate the downtown area first?” he asked sourly. “The last time you two took Amy on, we lost two office buildings and that ice cream shop.” 
 
    “I hope not,” I sighed, “but we can’t just let her do whatever she wants. If we don’t stop her soon, everyone’s going to die.” 
 
    “I know,” he said heavily. “Just ... be careful.” 
 
    “I will,” I promised. “I’m going to meet up with Agent Morgan and the coven later today to work the spell. I’ll probably miss part of my shift.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Tell Bill I said it was okay.” He winced like he was in pain and rubbed his eyes. “I mean Barry.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Dad,” I told him quietly. I missed Sergeant Finney too. 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Peter,” he said wearily. “Don’t worry about your shift. What you’re doing is more important than any patrol. Everyone’s relying on you – you and the witches – to put an end to this.” 
 
    “We will, Dad,” I told him firmly. The problem was, I had no idea how we were going to keep that promise. 
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    Your first encounter with someone leaves a lasting image in your mind that colors every other interaction you have with that person, no matter how long ago it happened or how wildly inaccurate it turned out to be. If you come away with the impression that he or she is shy or rich or untrustworthy or athletic, you’ll interpret everything they say and do from then on in that light. That quiet girl might be the most outgoing extrovert on the planet but she wasn’t feeling well that day. No matter, you’ll just assume she won’t be interested in going out with you. You might figure that guy in the track suit is into sports and fitness, when in reality he’s a out-of-shape accountant who got behind in his laundry. First impressions matter. 
 
    This phenomenon leads to a lot of the common prejudices and stereotypes out there. For example, people assume that because you have red hair you must have a temper to match. The reality is, redheads get sick and tired of people assuming they have tempers and they end up getting pissed off because of the unfairness of it all. Nobody gets upset with them, though, because, well, redheads have tempers. That’s just how they are. It’s a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
 
    It takes a lot of time and a concerted effort to correct a mistaken first impression and frankly it’s probably not worth the hassle. The only truly effective solution is to change your name, have plastic surgery, and move to another country. That way, it doesn’t matter what they think of you, because they’ll never see that you ever again. Sure, it’s expensive and disruptive, but at least you don’t have to explain for the umpty-billionth time that you don’t have a temper. 
 
      
 
    We found Officer Coombs seated at Sergeant Finney’s old desk in the station’s tiny jail and passed along Dad’s message. He didn’t say anything, just nodded and sighed, as if I’d just added another twenty pounds to the weight on his shoulders. 
 
    Mrs. Burns was still on the phone when we exited through the lobby, so we just waved our farewells and walked outside. The Hellburn skyline, such as it was, stood directly in front of us. City Hall and the surrounding office buildings were just tall enough to hide the library from view, but it was easy to tell where it stood as the cloud cover slowly rotated above it. I checked the sky for any unusually large birds but the clouds obscured everything except the dull circle of the sun stuck just above the western horizon. 
 
    “Sir Collins is melancholic,” Daraxandriel observed. She seemed subdued herself. 
 
    “He practically lives at the station these days,” I agreed glumly. “Mom and Mrs. Burns have to remind him to eat.” 
 
    “The candle of our lives burns low, Peter Simon Collins,” she warned me. “I fear we shall not see the full turning of the moon ere Amaryx tires of this game and smites us all.” 
 
    I thought she was being too optimistic, frankly, but I couldn’t say that out loud. I was supposed to be one of the leaders of our little resistance movement, unfair as that seemed sometimes, so I had to keep the troops motivated. “We’ll figure something out before then,” I assured her. “If we can hit Amy with twice the power –” 
 
    “Thine attacks are not limited by the power thy Stone grants thee,” she argued, “but by thine ability to direct it at thine enemy. Thy spells are too feeble.” 
 
    “I blew up a building last week,” I protested. 
 
    “Amaryx is not a building. She is –” Daraxandriel faltered, looking worried. “She is an enigma.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” I sighed. 
 
    “She is an enigma,” she complied, eyeing me doubtfully. 
 
    “I didn’t actually mean – never mind. We need to figure out what her weaknesses are.” 
 
    “She has none that I can discern.” 
 
    “She has to have a weakness,” I insisted. “Metraxion and Nyx managed to stop her somehow.” 
 
    “They are Lords of the Courts of Hell, numbered among the most powerful demons in all existence,” she reminded me. 
 
    “But her father is the Dread Lord,” I countered, “and Nyx is her mother. She has to be at least as powerful as they are, right? How did they lock her away in my Stone? And how did they do it without the Dread Lord finding out about it?” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s face twisted. “Deceit and trickery are the currency of the Courts, Peter Simon Collins. One moment of misguided trust is all that would be needful.” 
 
    “And a lot of luck,” I surmised ruefully, and then I realized that wasn’t quite right. “No, not luck. Help. They needed help.” Daraxandriel tilted her head quizzically. “Amy told me that Metraxion and Nyx needed help to capture her. Somebody else was involved.” 
 
    “Dost thou find this assertion credible?” she asked skeptically. “Could she not have sought to mislead thee, to make thee believe thy powers are inadequate?” 
 
    “She didn’t mean to tell me, it just slipped out. Then she threw me off the roof,” I added, rubbing the back of my head. 
 
    “To distract thee from her error,” she mused thoughtfully. “It needs must have been another demon lord, prayhap another member of the Courts. Did she let slip the name? That might reveal the means by which she was taken.” 
 
    “No, but I wonder ...” 
 
    “What thought commands thine attention, Peter Simon Collins?” 
 
    “Amy’s angry with Metraxion and Nyx for what they did to her and she’s not the type to let bygones be bygones. She wants revenge.” 
 
    “Certes,” she agreed, “yet how does this aid us?” 
 
    “She’s also not the type to suffer in silence. She’s going to let everyone around her know what she’s thinking, especially since she doesn’t believe any of us can do anything to stop her.” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s expression was not encouraging. “Dost thou mean to conceal thyself in the shadows and listen to her exhortations, in the hope she will reveal the names of those who wronged her so?” 
 
    “No,” I assured her. “She always seems to know when I’m nearby. Even Conceal doesn’t help.” 
 
    “Mayhap the witches can –” 
 
    “No,” I said firmly. “She can see through glamours and they wouldn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “Then of what value is thy revelation? How are we to discover her thoughts?” 
 
    “By asking the people who are writing down everything she says.” She cocked her head at me. “The Acolytes. They’re collecting her sayings for posterity or whatever.” 
 
    “And they would share these with us?” 
 
    “They don’t seem to be keeping it a secret. Besides, I’m supposed to be Amy’s consort. I’m practically part of the team.” 
 
    Daraxandriel stepped back with a gasp of dismay. “Peter Simon Collins!” 
 
    “I’m not really her consort,” I told her hurriedly. “It’s just some stupid idea they came up with.” 
 
    “Thou dost find her attractive,” she accused me. “Thou dost favor her appearance over mine.” She looked down at herself with a sullen pout. “I am hideous in this guise.” 
 
    “You’re not,” I assured her. “She doesn’t interest me at all.” 
 
    “Yet thou wert pleasuring thyself after thine encounter with her.” 
 
    My ears burned hot enough to ignite. “No, I wasn’t thinking about her!” I lied. “I was, um, just, ah –” I stumbled into silence under her disbelieving glare. Oh, God, how do I get out of this? 
 
    “Who, then?” she demanded. “Who so inflames thy desires?” 
 
    I scanned the skies overhead, desperately hoping that Amaryx was about to attack us. No such luck, though. “Melissa?” I suggested hopefully. 
 
    Daraxandriel blinked at me and then slowly subsided. “Certes,” she murmured, “as is right and proper. She is thy true love.” She looked so disheartened, though, that I almost pulled her into my arms to comfort her. 
 
    “Well,” I said instead, clearing my throat, “we better get going.” 
 
    “Aye,” she said disconsolately, moving towards my car. “Let us stave off the utter hopelessness of our plight for one more day.” 
 
    “Good idea.” I unlocked the car and slipped in behind the steering wheel, starting it up as Daraxandriel squeezed in with her sword. She watched me silently as I sat there with my hands on the wheel, feeling the vibrations of the V8 engine through the leather. 
 
    “We are motionless,” she finally pointed out. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Are we not to glean what knowledge we can from the Acolytes?” 
 
    “Yes, but we can’t let Amy see us. If she finds out what we’re up to, she’ll smite all of them just to be safe.” If I’d thought of this earlier, I could have quizzed Julie at the Whataburger. Now I had to find someone Amy wouldn’t recognize to infiltrate the Acolytes and get hold of their Book. She knew all the witches and everyone in my family by sight so they couldn’t help. I didn’t have any friends that I could trust with this except maybe Justin and he’d stand out like a sore thumb in that crowd.  
 
    More like a sore redwood tree, I thought sourly. One of the other officers maybe? They’re more or less used to the whole magic thing by now. I wonder what Cruz is doing right now. Gabriela de la Cruz was pretty much avoiding me ever since the whole incubus incident, not that I blamed her. Being enslaved by a sex-obsessed demon was bad enough. The fact that it had been wearing my body at the time just maxed out the awkwardness level between us. 
 
    My phone pinged and I glanced at the display. The number wasn’t in my contacts but I recognized it anyway. “Great,” I muttered to myself as I opened my message app. 
 
    “Is aught amiss?” Daraxandriel asked worriedly. 
 
    “It’s just Allison.” Most of the witches treated me with sullen indifference – if not outright resentment – after I freed them from the incubus, but Allison Babcock was convinced she was in love with me and nothing I said or did could persuade her otherwise. I stopped replying to her texts after the first week but that didn’t deter her in the slightest. Her latest message was unusually cryptic, though.  
 
    I have wonderful news! Call me! ♥♥♥  
 
    Daraxandriel leaned over my arm to peruse the display. “What news is this?” 
 
    “She probably picked out a caterer for our wedding,” I grumbled as I deleted the text. “Let’s head back to the apartment. We need to figure out how we’re going to get hold of the Book without Amy finding out.” 
 
    “Mayhap Olivia could acquire it when the Acolytes are distracted,” she suggested doubtfully. “An Amaryx smites another of their number, their Book would not be foremost in their minds.” 
 
    “I don’t want to steal the Book, I just want to read it. Better yet, I want one of them to tell me if there’s anything useful in it. Besides, have you seen Olivia recently? Never mind, don’t answer that,” I sighed. “Of course you haven’t.” As far as I knew, only three people in Hellburn could see and hear Olivia now. She could still write messages with some effort but it was a pretty frustrating experience for all concerned. 
 
    “I miss her,” she said quietly. 
 
    “We’ll figure something out,” I assured her gamely, although I couldn’t imagine what that might be. I just hoped Olivia didn’t get so disconnected from the rest of us that she turned into a wraith. That would be bad news. “Let’s go.” 
 
    My phone chose that moment to ring and I closed my eyes in weary frustration, praying to whatever god might be listening that it wasn’t Allison. When I checked the display, I saw my prayers had been answered. It was Mrs. Kendricks. That wasn’t necessarily a good thing, though. Most of our conversations these days tended to be pretty depressing. 
 
    Maybe I should call Allison after all, I mused glumly. At least she has good news. “Hello?” I answered warily.  
 
    “Hello, Peter. This is Ariel. Are you free right now?” 
 
    “I guess so. What’s up?” 
 
    “Can you come over to the house? Fay – Agent Morgan – has an idea for boosting the power of your Philosopher’s Stone.” 
 
    “I know, she told me. Is she going to try it now?” 
 
    “We’ve been discussing the best way to go about linking your Stones and we think we have something that will work. I’ve asked the coven to lend a hand as well. With all of us working together, we might be able to pull this off. Or at least keep Fay from obliterating the northern half of Hellburn,” she added wryly. 
 
    “That’s not very encouraging,” I told her uneasily. 
 
    “It’s a major working,” she reminded me. “Those are always risky, but we’ll be careful. When can you be here?” 
 
    “I’ll head over now.” 
 
    “Good.” She fell silent and I thought she was going to hang up, but then she said, “There’s ... something else I need to discuss with you.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s better if we talk about it face-to-face. I’ll see you shortly.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said carefully. My stomach was starting to knot up again. 
 
    “Oh, before I forget, could you pick up Rebecca on the way? She’s the only one without a car.” 
 
    “Susie can’t drive either,” I reminded her. 
 
    “She’s already here. She ported over before I could hang up.” 
 
    “Ah. Okay, no problem, but I don’t know where Rebecca lives.” 
 
    “I’ll send you her address. It’s not far from your place.” 
 
    “This is Hellburn,” I noted dryly. “Nothing is far from anyplace else.” 
 
    “True,” she said with a chuckle that faded quickly. “I’ll let her know you’re on the way. See you soon, Peter.” 
 
    “All right. Goodbye.” She hung up and I perused my phone with an uneasy feeling. 
 
    “What is amiss, Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said slowly. “Something’s bothering her.” My phone pinged again and displayed an address on Glendale Drive. I shifted into reverse and backed out of the parking slot. “Agent Morgan and Mrs. Kendricks are going to try to link the Stones. We’re heading over there now.” 
 
    “I do not recall giving thee leave to risk my soulstone in such an ill-starred venture,” she stated haughtily. 
 
    “That’s because I didn’t ask you.” She sniffed in disdain and expressed her displeasure by crossing her arms and glowering out the side window. 
 
    Glendale Drive was about a mile due south of the police station, not far from the highway and the warehouse district. Apartment blocks lined both sides of the street, all of them dull with age but otherwise decently maintained. I cruised slowly along the street, squinting at the numbers on the signs to determine which one Rebecca lived in and wishing Mrs. Kendricks had thought to include the name of the apartment complex. And Rebecca’s phone number, I though ruefully. 
 
    “This is it, I think.” The Rosemont Apartments looked pretty much the same as the others, three stories of rectangular rooms stacked on top of one another like Lego bricks, except without the bright colors. I pulled into the parking lot between two weather-worn pickup trucks and surveyed the numbers on the doors, searching for apartment 304. “Wait here,” I told Daraxandriel. “I’ll go get her.” 
 
    There were no elevators so I trudged up the concrete steps to the third floor and then followed the narrow walkway to the back of the building. The door to apartment 304 looked like all the others, a flat gray rectangle with brass numbers screwed in above the peephole. I pressed the doorbell but I didn’t hear any chimes within. I waited a few seconds in case the apartment was better insulated than I gave it credit for and then knocked on the door. 
 
    It popped open almost immediately and a slim, brown-haired teenager nearly ran into me in her haste to leave. “Hurry!” Rebecca hissed at me. “We need to go before –” 
 
    “Rebecca?” a woman’s voice called from within. “Who’s at the door?” 
 
    “Nobody!” Rebecca called over her shoulder. “I’ll see you later!” She shoved me backwards and tried to close the door behind her but someone caught it and pulled it open, revealing an older woman wearing blue scrubs. 
 
    “Oh, hello,” she said, eyeing me suspiciously. Her resemblance to Rebecca was muted by the careworn creases at the corners of her mouth and eyes. “I thought you were going out with your friends from the library club.” 
 
    “I am,” Rebecca told her. “Peter’s just, um, driving me over there.” 
 
    “Peter?” Now the woman eyed me with disapproval. “Aren’t you a little old to be dating my daughter?” 
 
    “I’m not – ow!” I rubbed my side where Rebecca’s finger had jabbed me. She looked up at me with deep brown eyes that were both pleading and threatening. “I’m, uh, eighteen, Mrs. –” I completely blanked on Rebecca’s last name. 
 
    “Warren,” Rebecca whispered behind me. 
 
    “Mrs. Warren.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Mrs. Warren looked me over again with pursed lips. “How long have you known Rebecca?” 
 
    “Not long,” I said truthfully. “Just a couple of weeks.” Ever since the world went to Hell. 
 
    “I see. And where are you two going for your date?” 
 
    “We’re not – ow!” Rebecca’s glare threatened to burn a hole through my skull. 
 
    “Are you all right, Peter?” Mrs. Warren asked dubiously. 
 
    “Sorry. It’s just a, um, pulled muscle.” I edged away from Rebecca, keeping a cautious eye on her hands. 
 
    “We’re just meeting up with some friends, Mom,” Rebecca explained in exasperation. “Nothing special.” 
 
    “There won’t be any alcohol there, will there?” 
 
    “No, Mom,” Rebecca assured her, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “What about adult supervision?” 
 
    “Stacy’s mom will be there, and one of her, um, coworkers, Ms. Morgan.” 
 
    “Hmm. All right, but I want you to be on your best behavior, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Mom,” she sighed. 
 
    “And that goes double for you, young man,” she told me sternly. “If you so much as look at Rebecca the wrong way, I’ll send the cops after you.” 
 
    “Mom!” Rebecca’s ears were starting to turn pink. “Peter’s dad is the Chief of Police!” 
 
    “He is? Oh.” Mrs. Warren appraised me again, although it wasn’t clear that her impression of me had improved at all. “Well, that doesn’t change anything. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said sincerely. “She’s safe from me.” Rebecca twitched like she meant to poke me again but restrained herself at the last moment. 
 
    “Good. All right, I need to finish getting ready for work. Call me as soon as you get to where you’re going and let me know when you’re heading back. Stay safe and be home by nine o’clock, not a minute later.” 
 
    “Yes, Mom,” Rebecca sighed. 
 
    “All right. I love you. Have a good time.”  
 
    “We will.” Rebecca accepted a hug and a kiss from her mother and then waited until she went back into the apartment and closed the door. Then she buried her face in her hands. “Sorry about that,” she grimaced. “She’s gets worried when I’m with people she doesn’t know. You were supposed to call me from the parking lot,” she complained. 
 
    “Nobody told me that,” I argued, “and I don’t have your number. What was all that about a date?” 
 
    “Oh, um.” She tucked her straight brown hair behind her ear as she looked everywhere except at me. “I might have told her that you were ...” The rest of the sentence faded into inaudibility. 
 
    “That I was what?” I prompted her. 
 
    She cleared her throat. “That you were my boyfriend.” 
 
    “What? Why would you say something like that?” 
 
    “Well, she doesn’t know about all the witching stuff and when we were running all over town trying to save everyone from the incubus she wanted to know where I’d been all day and I couldn’t tell her the truth so I had to come up with something and you were the first boy I ever kissed so it was the first thing that popped into my head.” The barrage of words ended abruptly and she bit her lip as she nervously tapped the ends of her forefingers together. “So I told her I spent the day with my new boyfriend. She grounded me for a week,” she admitted ruefully. 
 
    I blinked at her as my cerebral processes worked their way through my auditory buffers. “What was that about kissing? We never kissed.” 
 
    “Sure we did,” she insisted. “In the cemetery.” 
 
    I ran through my memory of our final encounter with the incubus and his cohort of enthralled witches. “That wasn’t me, that was him.” 
 
    “It was your body, right? So that counts.” 
 
    I was going to argue the point but we had better things to do. “Just so we’re clear, I’m not your boyfriend. Melissa and I are still together, remember?” 
 
    “Okay.” The way she said that made it clear she was just humoring me. “Let’s go before Mom sees us standing here and changes her mind.” She took my arm in hers and starting walking towards the stairs, forcing me to do the same. “So do you know what we’re supposed to be doing? Mrs. Kendricks just said to come over as soon as possible.” 
 
    “We’re trying an experiment to see if we can link my Philosopher’s Stone with Agent Morgan’s.” Rebecca was quite a bit shorter than I was so going down the steps together was a bit awkward. She refused to let go of my arm, though. 
 
    “Really? What’s that supposed to do?” 
 
    “Make us stronger, I suppose.” 
 
    “But you’re already strong,” she frowned. “I mean, you blew up half of downtown last week.” 
 
    “It was just three buildings,” I protested. “But we’re not strong enough. Amy’s still alive.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Rebecca looked so glum I regretted reminding her of our dire straits. We completed our descent to the ground floor in silence but she perked up again as we walked across the parking lot. “So I was thinking, after we’re done at Mrs. Kendricks’, maybe we could – oh.” She stopped in her tracks, pulling me off-balance. “You brought Dara!” she exclaimed in dismay. 
 
    “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “No,” she said unconvincingly. “I was just hoping – well, it doesn’t matter. Hello, Dara,” she said as I opened the driver door and pulled the seat forward to let her in the back. 
 
    “Well met, Rebecca,” Daraxandriel greeted her. “Thou art most comely this day.” 
 
    “Oh, um, thanks. You look nice too.” Rebecca squeezed herself into the back seat, tucking her skirt decorously around her legs. She wore an outfit not unlike Daraxandriel’s, except there was zero risk of her popping any buttons. Her makeup made her look older than her fifteen years and I couldn’t help but wonder how seriously she took this boyfriend thing. I choose to ignore the problem and hope it went away. 
 
    “Watch your knees,” I warned Rebecca as I put my seat back and she shifted around sideways to avoid being crushed. The back of a Mustang was not designed with real people in mind. I climbed in and maneuvered us back onto Glendale Drive, heading east. 
 
    “So what have you guys been doing today?” Rebecca asked. “I didn’t hear any sirens or explosions.” 
 
    “Not much.” I summarized the day’s events for her, leaving off Agent Morgan’s surprise and my latest death. “We were trying to figure out who could get hold of a copy of the Book when Mrs. Kendricks called.” 
 
    “I could do that!” she offered eagerly.  
 
    “Amy knows you,” I pointed out. Rebecca was seated right behind me so I couldn’t see her in the mirror. It was like talking to another ghost. “She’ll know you were up to something as soon as she sees you.” 
 
    “Oh.” She sounded disappointed. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, we’ll think of something. Worse comes to worst, we can just stake out the library and follow one of them when they leave.” 
 
    “Isn’t that stalking?”  
 
    “We’re not going to kidnap them,” I assured her, “we just want to ask them about their Book. They should be glad to talk to us. Cults like this are always looking for new recruits.” 
 
    “The Acolytes are a cult?” she asked doubtfully. “I thought they were a religion.” 
 
    “Any new religion with strange ideas and a controlling leader is a cult,” I told her wryly. “It doesn’t matter, we just need to find out who helped Metraxion capture Amy.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “And then –” I didn’t actually know the answer to that. It wasn’t like we could just call up a demon lord on the phone and ask him to lend us a hand. “Well, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” 
 
    “Okay.” Rebecca managed to insert a truckload of skepticism into those two syllables and Daraxandriel’s expression wasn’t particularly reassuring either. 
 
    “Let’s see if we can our Stones linked first,” I told them. “Maybe we won’t need to deal with the Acolytes at all.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rebecca said again, in exactly the same tone. I just shook my head resignedly and shut up. 
 
    This proves she’s not my girlfriend, I thought sourly. A real girlfriend would be more supportive. 
 
    Oh? Little Peter asked archly. Do you honestly think Melissa would have said anything different? 
 
    Shut up. We drove the rest of the way in silence. 
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    Until human cloning is perfected, we still need babies. Babies are cute and cuddly bundles of joy, which is a good thing, because they’re also noisy drooling little poop machines. If babies were Christmas presents, they’d end up in the regifting pile faster than you can say, “Thanks, I’ll treasure it forever.” 
 
    Most animal babies are good to go just a few minutes after their heads pop out of whatever delivery mechanism is involved, ready to follow Mom around and forage for food on their own. Human babies, on the other hand, have to be carried and fed and changed for years. sometimes all the way through college. Humans have the largest brain-mass-to-body-mass ratio in the entire animal kingdom and if babies stayed in the womb long enough to become self-sufficient at birth, they’d never be able to leave the same way they went in. 
 
    So for now the reward new mothers get after enduring hours of labor is months of bottles and diapers and midnight feedings. The mysteries of human reproduction are no longer much of a mystery, so you have to wonder why there are still so many unplanned births in this country. The most effective form of birth control I can think of is seeing an actual birth and dealing with its aftermath. 
 
      
 
    A mismatched collection of vehicles lined both sides of the street in front of Mrs. Kendricks’ whitewashed cottage on Hyacinth Lane, forcing me to park further down the block. I eyed Melissa’s T-bird as we walked by and wondered where she’d been all day. She disappeared before I even finished breakfast and maintained radio silence ever since. If I were the insecure sort, I’d think she was cheating on me, but that wasn’t her style. If she decided to hook up with someone else, she’d just dump me over my bowl of cereal and tell me to move out by dinnertime. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks stood on the walkway leading to her front door, apparently waiting for us. She was dressed in her usual loose blouse and flowery skirt, with her strawberry-blonde hair pinned up in a floppy bundle with a pair of wands, but she looked uneasy as we approached, nothing like her normal calm and composed self. 
 
    “Agent Morgan and the other girls are inside,” she announced before we could even say hello. “Why don’t you two go on ahead? I need to talk to Peter for a minute.” 
 
    “I needs must cleave to Peter Simon Collins’ side,” Daraxandriel protested. “His very existence may be in peril at any moment.” 
 
    “I think I’m reasonably safe here,” I assured her. “If thirteen witches can’t deal with whatever crisis comes up in the next sixty seconds, your sword isn’t going to make much of a difference.” She looked like she was going to argue with me but I shooed her on. She capitulated reluctantly and followed Rebecca into the house. “Sorry about that,” I told Mrs. Kendricks. “She’s being extra clingy today.” 
 
    “With good reason, I gather,” she replied. “I understand you and Amy had a bit of an altercation earlier.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “It’s starting to become a habit.” 
 
    “One we need to break very soon.” She looked back at the house, lost in some private thought as she chewed her lower lip. Then she took a breath to speak, stopped, glanced at me, dropped her gaze to the ground, and smoothed out her skirt. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” I asked.  
 
    “No,” she said, shaking her head, “nothing like that. It’s just ... I have something to tell you and I’m not sure how you’ll take it.” 
 
    “That’s not making me feel any better.” A new knot started to form in my stomach. 
 
    “Nothing is wrong,” she insisted again. “This might even be good news. It’s just, well –” She fell silent again. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks let her breath out slowly, straightened her shoulders, and looked me straight in the eye. “I’m pregnant,” she said. 
 
    A feeling of déjà vu swept over me like a tidal wave. I just stared at her as my mind tried to form words but no sound came out of my mouth. Judging from her anxious expression, this was exactly the sort of reaction she feared. 
 
    “There’s a very good chance the baby is Ryan’s,” she went on hurriedly. “We talked about waiting until after we got married before having another child but we haven’t been very, ah, careful.” 
 
    “But you think the incubus was actually the father,” I stated numbly. “While he was using my body.” 
 
    She cleared her throat and lowered her eyes. “Yes,” she said quietly. “The baby might be yours. We won’t know for sure for a while.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” The world wobbled around me as my mind tried to make sense of all this. I’m having two children by two different women I never made love to. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about anything, Peter,” she assured me earnestly. “Regardless of who the baby’s father is, I’m still its mother. I’ll love it and nurture it no matter what.” 
 
    “But what happens when Agent Prescott – Ryan – comes back? Won’t he –?” I couldn’t think of a way to phrase my question that wouldn’t cast him in a bad light. 
 
    “He’ll understand,” she insisted, although I couldn’t help but suspect that was just wishful thinking. 
 
    “Maybe you could put it up for adoption,” I blurted. “Agent Morgan is going to –” Belatedly, I recalled Morgan’s entreaty to keep her condition a secret. Mrs. Kendricks stared at me in shock. 
 
    “Fay is pregnant too?” she asked disbelievingly. “By the incubus?” 
 
    “Um.” I didn’t want to lie to her but even with my foot already stuck in my mouth, it wasn’t my place to confirm that information. It didn’t matter, though. She could read the truth on my face. 
 
    “Goddess guide me,” she murmured, looking overwhelmed. “I should have realized this might happen.” She abruptly turned away from me and strode towards the house. I had to jog to catch up to her. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” I asked her but she ignored me. The front door stood open and we walked through the foyer past the hallway leading to the bedrooms and entered Mrs. Kendricks’ expansive kitchen. 
 
    The entire coven was there, along with Daraxandriel and Agent Morgan, gathered around the cooking island and chatting amongst themselves like they were attending someone’s housewarming party. Or baby shower, I thought gloomily. 
 
    Melissa was in the middle of the crowd, talking to Stacy, but she spared a moment to wave at me. She looked tired despite her smile, like she hadn’t been sleeping well for a while. She and Stacy were both wearing Hellburn High t-shirts and track pants and I wondered if they joined some secret witch’s basketball team. 
 
    Susie stood off to the side, surrounded by a Don’t even think about talking to me bubble and glowering impatiently at nothing in particular. She wore a thin linen dress almost exactly the same color as her long unbound hair, which looked even paler than normal. It used to be flaxen but now it was shading into ivory. If the trend continued, we’d have to change her name to Snow White by Christmas. 
 
    The other witches looked me over with expressions ranging from mild curiosity to niggling suspicion, as if they thought I had some ulterior motive for being there. The one exception was Allison Babcock, whose face lit up when she caught sight of me. She waved her hand over her head to get my attention, as if I was two hundred feet away instead of twenty. I pretended I didn’t see her.  
 
    “Thank you all for coming on such short notice,” Mrs. Kendricks said briskly and the hubbub of conversation faded away. “Before we tackle Agent Morgan’s project, we need to address something that’s come to my attention.” 
 
    “She doesn’t want anybody to know!” I whispered urgently. Morgan watched both of us with pursed lips and a frown but Mrs. Kendricks waved my objection aside. 
 
    “Stay where you are, Peter,” she ordered. The witches cleared a path for her as she made her way across the kitchen to the door leading to the back yard and turned to face them. “All right, I think I have a good idea what the answer’s going to be but let’s make sure. It’s very important that everyone be absolutely honest with each other. We’ve been through a lot together in the last couple of months and even greater challenges lie ahead. Secrets could be disastrous.”  
 
    That prompted confused and nervous glances all around. “What are you talking about, Mother?” Stacy demanded. 
 
    “Bear with me, please, this won’t take long.” Mrs. Kendricks cleared her throat gently. “All right, everyone who had sex with the incubus, please come stand beside me. Everyone else, go stand beside Peter.” 
 
    The combined gasps of all the witches nearly sucked all the oxygen out of the room. Now they looked at each other in shock and dismay but nobody moved, until Daraxandriel came over to stand beside me. “The incubus never laid a hand upon me,” she declared proudly. 
 
    Susie rolled her eyes and heaved a long-suffering sigh like she thought this was all a phenomenal waste of time. To my intense relief, she walked over to my other side and resumed her sullen pose.  
 
    “Dara,” she said flatly. 
 
    “Waif,” Daraxandriel replied with equal frostiness.  
 
    Rebecca scurried over to join us, her ears bright pink, with Melissa and Stacy following along looking puzzled. 
 
    “What’s going on, Peter?” Melissa asked. 
 
    “Mother’s been acting strange all day,” Stacy put in before I could come up with an answer. 
 
    “Maybe she heard something about your dad,” Melissa suggested, but Stacy shook her head vehemently. 
 
    “She would have told me,” she insisted. “We haven’t been able to contact anyone on the outside world since this whole disaster started.” She glared at me from behind her oversized glasses. 
 
    No one else seemed to want to commit themselves one way or the other, until Tara Kingsley huffed and moved over to Mrs. Kendricks’ side, lifting her chin defiantly as she faced the other witches. That broke the gridlock and one by one, others joined Team Incubus on the far side of the room. The McCaffrey twins, Karyn and Karin, were locked in a heated exchange of whispers, until one of them – Karyn, near as I could tell – finally threw up her hands angrily and stalked over to my side of the room, practically growling at me as she watched her sister join Mrs. Kendricks’ group, leaving Agent Morgan by herself in the middle of the room. 
 
    “Fay?” Mrs. Kendricks prompted her gently. 
 
    Morgan’s blue eyes flashed at me accusingly. “What’s the point of all this, Ariel?” she demanded. “We all know what incubuses do.” Mrs. Kendricks just waited and Morgan took in a deep breath and let it out slowly before standing beside her. Eight witches faced me from across the room now, most of them now looking angry and resentful. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Melissa murmured to me. “The incubus had sex with all of those women? He only controlled them for, what, half a day? When did he have the time?” 
 
    I cleared my throat awkwardly. “Uh, Melissa.” She looked at me questioningly. “You should be over there too.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I never had sex with him.” 
 
    “Yes, you did.” She just stared at me blankly. “At your office. On the stairs.” 
 
    Now her ears matched Rebecca’s. “Peter!” she admonished me in a loud whisper, as if the other girls around us weren’t already listening to us in shocked fascination. “I don’t want everyone to know what we did! It was embarrassing! Oh my God,” she muttered, nervously tucking her hair behind her ear. 
 
    “Melissa,” I said miserably, “that wasn’t me. That was the incubus.” 
 
    The blood drained from her face as she gaped at me, her dark eyes opening wide. “That was –?” she whispered. “I thought – oh my God.” She started hyperventilating. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I just thought –” 
 
    “He raped me. The incubus raped me and you didn’t tell me?” Melissa’s rising voice trembled as her eyes filled with tears. “I thought it was you!” She looked all around wildly, suddenly conscious of fourteen pairs of eyes staring at her. “Oh my God.” She bolted for the front door but I caught her arm.  
 
    “Melissa, wait!” 
 
    “Let me go!” she shrieked, trying to yank herself free. “I hate you!” 
 
    “Melissa –” Suddenly, I held nothing but black smoke as she did a Shadow Step. I spun around, frantically searching for her, until I heard the roar of a car engine outside. I ran out into the front yard just in time to see her convertible peel away from the curb and vanish down the street. 
 
    I didn’t know how long I stood there, mentally kicking myself for being such a complete and thoughtless idiot. I knew all about Melissa’s self-esteem and trust issues, that was why I never told her what really happened in the office stairwell. Why did I open my big fat mouth? I berated myself. Nobody needed to know the truth, least of all her. 
 
    I trudged back into the house, to find everyone else standing in the same spots watching me silently. “She’s gone,” I reported despondently. 
 
    “Are you happy now, Ariel?” Morgan snapped. “The deadliest witch in the coven has run off to Goddess knows where, all because of your stupid game.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks shook her head, looking a lot older than her thirty-five years. “We’re not done yet,” she sighed. Now she walked back to the center of the kitchen and turned to face Team Incubus. “And now,” she announced, “anyone who is pregnant or thinks she’s pregnant, come stand with me.” 
 
    Somebody inhaled sharply but it wasn’t until Allison spoke that I realized it was her. “Oh my God!” she exclaimed. “How did you know?” She stepped forward into the middle of the room, resting her hand on her stomach. “The doctor just confirmed it. I’m so sorry you had to find out this way, Peter,” she told me. “I wanted to tell you in person.” 
 
    Stacy, Karyn, and Rebecca stepped away from me, looking at me askance. “It’s not mine!” I protested. “I never had sex with her!” 
 
    “Of course you did, Peter,” Allison insisted. “Don’t you remember? It was practically where you’re standing right now.” 
 
    “What?” I back-pedaled hastily, scanning the tile floor as if some evidence of the act still remained. “That was the incubus!” 
 
    “It was you! Tell him, Mrs. Kendricks!” 
 
    “It was Peter’s body,” she sighed, “controlled by the incubus.” She reached out and spread her fingers a few inches away from Allison’s abdomen. She murmured something and a faint nimbus the color of budding leaves appeared between them, along with a barely-perceptible sound, like music being played a mile away. The effects faded as she pulled her hand back and nodded.  
 
    “So what happens now?” Allison asked worriedly. “I mean, Peter and I have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    “That can wait,” Mrs. Kendricks told her firmly. “Is there anyone else?” 
 
    The members of Team Incubus eyed each other, no one wanting to be next. Agent Morgan stood off to the side, glaring at Mrs. Kendricks, but Karin cleared her throat awkwardly. 
 
    “I’m a week late,” she admitted, “but I haven’t taken any tests. Could you –?” She waved at her stomach vaguely. Mrs. Kendricks urged her forward and repeated her spell, with the same results.  
 
    “You’re with child,” she confirmed. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Karyn burst out in sudden fury. “How could you let this – this – thing do that to you? Come on, we’re getting out of here.” She grabbed her sister’s arm and hauled her towards the door but paused on the way to lean uncomfortably close to me, practically nose to nose. “If you did knock her up,” she snarled, “you’d better pray Amaryx gets to you before I do.” With that, the twins left. 
 
    In the startled silence that followed, Tara raised her hand. “Mrs. Kendricks,” she said quietly, “could you check me, please?” She did and Tara covered her mouth in dismay. “Goddess give me strength,” she whispered. “What am I going to tell Brody?” 
 
    I leaned closer to Stacy. “Who’s Brody?”  
 
    “Her fiancé,” she answered curtly. 
 
    A ball of lead dropped into my stomach. “Shit,” I muttered bleakly. 
 
    One by one, the remaining witches in the coven submitted themselves to Mrs. Kendricks’ spell. Every single one of them had matching results. Two of the girls burst into tears, a few just stared blankly at the floor, and the rest wore expressions of grim resignation. Only Allison seemed pleased with her condition, although her mood was tempered by the misery and despair around her. 
 
    “Fay?” Mrs. Kendricks asked. Agent Morgan was the only witch remaining on that side of the kitchen. 
 
    Morgan shook her head. “There’s no point,” she sighed. “I already know.” She squeezed her eyes closed as she rubbed her forehead. “What on the Goddess’s green earth possessed you to do this, Ariel? They would have found out themselves in a couple of weeks anyway. None of them are in any shape to help with the Stones now.” 
 
    “Crystal magic can be hazardous to growing things,” Mrs. Kendricks reminded her, “especially when it involves something as powerful as a Philosopher’s Stone. You and I are strong enough to shield our babies. These girls aren’t.” 
 
    “What did you say?” Stacy gasped in horror. “Our babies?” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks belatedly realized her mistake. “No, it’s not what you think –” 
 
    “You’re pregnant? With Peter’s baby?” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” she insisted. 
 
    “What about Dad? What’s he going to do when he finds out?” Stacy was having trouble catching her breath. “I can’t believe you did this!” 
 
    “Anastasia –” Mrs. Kendricks pleaded but Stacy wasn’t listening. She ran from the kitchen and down the hallway. A moment later, a slamming door shook the house, followed by a gut-wrenching scream and the sound of something shattering. “Goddess guide me,” Mrs. Kendricks murmured, pressing her face into her hands. 
 
    Tara surveyed the witches and shook her head sadly. “We’d better go,” she said. “Are you going to be okay, Mrs. Kendricks?” The older witch nodded unconvincingly but Tara herded the members of the coven towards the door. None of them looked at me as they passed except for Allison, who surprised me with a peck on the cheek before hurrying out and shutting the door behind her.  
 
    Only Mrs. Kendricks, Agent Morgan, Daraxandriel, Susie, and Rebecca remained with me now, looking forlorn, angry, puzzled, indifferent, and aghast, respectively. I was just numb. I’m going to be a father eight times over in a few months, I thought bleakly. No, nine. Melissa’s probably pregnant too. That’ll solve all my problems, because she’s going to kill me as soon as she finds out. 
 
    I slowly became aware that someone was speaking my name. I pulled myself out of my pit of misery to find Mrs. Kendricks looking at me with concern. 
 
    “Are you okay, Peter?” she asked. 
 
    “Are you serious?” My voice had a panicky edge to it. “No, I’m not okay! I’m about to have a Little League baseball team on my hands!” 
 
    She opened her mouth, no doubt to say something reassuring, but then she just shook her head resignedly. Agent Morgan looked like she was ready to drop a few lightning bolts on somebody. 
 
    “This is why we fight demons,” she said tersely. “They destroy people’s lives, physically and emotionally. Present company excepted,” she added grudgingly, nodding in Daraxandriel’s direction. 
 
    “Can we stop talking about babies now?” Susie demanded. “I want to do the Stone thing.”  
 
    “I’m afraid we’re a bit short-handed now,” Mrs. Kendricks informed her. “We’ll have to try again later, after the girls have ... sorted things out.” 
 
    Susie heaved a put-upon sigh to express her disdain for the other witches for making her wait. “Fine,” she declared. “I’ll go make my own Philosopher’s Stone.” A fiery white pentagram flashed around her feet and then disappeared, taking her with it. 
 
    “Can she actually do that?” Agent Morgan asked doubtfully.  
 
    Mrs. Kendricks just shrugged. “Nothing Susie does surprises me anymore.” 
 
    “Maybe we should go too,” Rebecca suggested quietly. She looked more than ready to be anywhere but here. Her ears were still bright pink. 
 
    “What about Stacy?” I asked Mrs. Kendricks, inclining my head in the direction of the bedrooms. “Are you two going to be okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “but it’s going to take time. I planned to break the news to her later, after things settled down.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said glumly. 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault, Peter,” she insisted, “any of it. It’s just something we need to deal with and move past.” 
 
    “If we don’t find a way to kill Amy soon,” Morgan reminded her grimly, “none of this will matter at all. We’ll be dead long before the babies are born.” Mrs. Kendricks nodded silently. “I’d better go. I’ll ... try to think of something else we can try.” She didn’t sound confident that such a thing existed. Mrs. Kendricks just nodded again. 
 
    Morgan walked out of the kitchen without so much as a goodbye, heading for the front door. I reached it first and opened it, letting her, Daraxandriel, and Rebecca step out ahead of me. Before I followed them out, I glanced back at Mrs. Kendricks. She stood in the same spot with her eyes closed and both hands resting on her stomach. She wasn’t smiling, exactly, but whatever she sensed seemed to comfort her. I closed the door quietly and rejoined the others on the walkway. 
 
    “I think we’re on our own, Peter,” Morgan told me. “The coven won’t be of any use to us now.” 
 
    “I can still help!” Rebecca protested. 
 
    “Of course,” Morgan nodded, but her tone made it pretty clear that she didn’t expect much from the least experienced witch in Hellburn. 
 
    “Are we still going to try linking our Stones?” I asked. 
 
    “I think it’s our best chance to beat Amy, but it’ll be risky without Ariel’s help. I’m going to have to rethink our approach.” 
 
    “We can always ask Susie,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I’ll bear that in mind.” That meant no, not that I could really blame her. Susie wasn’t big on following safety protocols. “I’ll call you once I’ve sorted things out,” she went on. “Try not to get yourself killed in the meantime.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I promised wryly. 
 
    “Good. I’ll see you later.” She kissed me on the cheek and turned away before coming to an abrupt and startled halt. We stared at each other with matching expressions of shock. “I – I don’t know why I did that,” she stammered. “I’m not even – Never mind, just forget any of this happened. It was a silly mistake, that’s all. I need to go.” 
 
    She practically ran down the walkway to her black SUV and climbed in, but not before casting a long, doubtful look back at me. She drove off, leaving the three of us standing there blinking. 
 
    Rebecca was the first one to make a sound, clearing her throat hesitantly. “Are you and Agent Morgan having an affair?” she asked. Her eyes couldn’t possibly have gotten any bigger. 
 
    “What? No!” My denial was forceful enough to back her up a step. “We’re just working together, that’s all.” 
 
    “Mayhap the taint of the incubus yet lingers about thee,” Daraxandriel mused. “Dame Morgan’s lust for thee may be rekindled when thou art in proximity.” 
 
    “Please tell me you’re kidding,” I pleaded with her. Although that would explain Allison’s weird infatuation with me. 
 
    “Those who succumb to the touch of an incubus ofttimes pine for his return until the end of their days,” she said dolefully, “and Dame Morgan was among those to spend the most time at his side.” 
 
    “Are you saying she’ll never get over him?” I asked, aghast. 
 
    “Prayhap it will fade in time,” she shrugged. “Thou wert the last of the witches to be taken, Rebecca. Dost thou still lust after Peter Simon Collins?” 
 
    “No,” Rebecca said, but the inflection of her voice made it sound more like a question than a definitive answer. Her sudden fascination with her hands and the flare of color in her ears made me doubt the veracity of her claim. 
 
    “Great,” I muttered. “Well, we’d better get you home. Nothing’s going to happen today.” 
 
    “What?” Rebecca gasped. “No, you can’t do that!” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Mom thinks we’re going to be out for the rest of the day. If she finds out I went home early, she’ll think something went wrong.” 
 
    “Something did go wrong,” I pointed out. 
 
    “No, I mean something between you and me. She’ll never let me go out with you ever again.” 
 
    “We’re not together,” I reminded her. “That’s just a story you told her.” 
 
    “But I’m not allowed to go out by myself,” Rebecca protested. “She thinks it’s too dangerous for me to be out by myself and I don’t have any other friends except Olivia and, well, Mom doesn’t know about her. Because she’s a ghost,” she explained unnecessarily. 
 
    “You’re friends with Olivia?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “Sure. I mean, you and I are the only ones who can see her, right? Well, us and that old lady who used to work in the library,” she amended. “Mrs. Whats-her-name.” 
 
    “Mrs. Phipps?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s her. She comes over to the apartment sometimes to hang out and talk.” 
 
    “Mrs. Phipps?” I was having trouble imagining that but Rebecca rolled her eyes. 
 
    “No, not her, Olivia.” 
 
    “Oh, right. What do you two talk about?” 
 
    “Oh, um, you know, girl stuff and ... stuff.” She wouldn’t look at me as she tucked her hair behind her ear. 
 
    “Hast thou seen Olivia recently?” Daraxandriel asked anxiously. “Is she well? She appears but rarely in our abode these days and I am concerned.” 
 
    “Well, she’s dead,” Rebecca answered doubtfully. “How well can she really be?” 
 
    “I think Dara means, how is she emotionally?” I explained. “She was pretty down the last time I talked to her.” Ever since the incubus tore the Dread Lord’s curse from her and sent it after Daraxandriel, Olivia was stuck in the spirit world with scarcely any ability to interact with the rest of us. It was, I imagined, a pretty lonely existence. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s looking a little ragged,” Rebecca admitted. “She got kind of depressed when I told her you were coming over to pick me up.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, she was there? At your apartment?” 
 
    “No, she left before you got there. Mom caught me saying goodbye to her and I had to pretend I was talking to someone on my phone,” she admitted ruefully. 
 
    “Do you know where she went?” I pressed. 
 
    “No,” she frowned. “She just said something about going back to where she belonged.” 
 
    “New Orleans?” I asked doubtfully. That was where she lived, up until the day she died. 
 
    Daraxandriel shook her head. “Nay, Peter Simon Collins,” she said. “Thou needs must consider her most recent thoughts and moods. Where within Hellburn would one such as she consider to be her proper place?” 
 
    “Oh, right. The cemetery.” 
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    Angels show up throughout the Bible, usually conveying important messages and instructions from God. That’s hardly surprising, considering that the word angel literally means messenger. What is surprising is how, over time, those passages somehow inspired entire treatises on the fundamental nature of angels, most of which directly contradict each other. 
 
    By some accounts, all angels are not created equal. Regular angels are overseen by the archangels, who in turn report to principalities, then powers, virtues, dominions, thrones, cherubim, and all the way up to seraphim. Cherubs, by the way, aren’t those chubby little babies with wings, which are actually called putti. Real cherubs have four faces, four wings covered with eyes, and a lion’s body. We expect angels to resemble perfect, beautiful people but if you ever ran across a cherub in a dark alley, you’d have nightmares for the rest of your life. 
 
    Like mankind, angels supposedly have free will – but no souls – which means that they can choose to disobey God. Naturally, doing so has severe consequences, not the least of which is banishment from Heaven. These so-called fallen angels aren’t mentioned in the Bible but demons are often referred to as Satan’s angels and many speculate that Satan himself was a fallen archangel. The distance between good and evil may be a lot smaller than we like to believe. 
 
      
 
    The tiny parking lot at the Hellburn Municipal Cemetery was completely full and even more cars lined the street, forcing us to find a spot at the Whataburger and walk back. The small crowd in somber clothing huddled in the northeast corner of the cemetery made it clear what the occasion was. 
 
    “Did Amy smite somebody else?” Rebecca asked worriedly as we made our way towards the wrought iron gate marking the entrance to the grounds. 
 
    “They wouldn’t need a whole coffin if she did,” I pointed out. The black lacquered casket sat on a low stand not far from its final subterranean resting place. 
 
    “Oh, right,” she said, chagrined. “I wonder who that is. Was,” she grimaced. 
 
    “Nobody I know, I hope.” I’d only been to two funerals in my life, one for Grandpa Simon and one for Sergeant Finney. I’d be perfectly happy to never go to another one. “Any sign of Olivia?” 
 
    We all looked around, although I didn’t know why Daraxandriel bothered. Wishful thinking, maybe. I angled around the south side of the war memorial, betting that Olivia was hanging around the crater where the coven finally destroyed the incubus, but Rebecca grabbed my arm and pointed eagerly to the north. “There she is!” 
 
    It took me a moment to spot Olivia in the uncertain light. She sat slumped atop one of the fancier monuments, a long block of polished white marble carved to look like a planter filled with flowers, with her elbows propped on her knees and her chin propped on her hands, staring gloomily at the funeral proceedings. 
 
    “Olivia,” I greeted her carefully as we walked up. Her appearance had degraded along with her mood since the last time I saw her. Her colors had faded noticeably and her eyes and cheeks were dark and hollow. Her long, wavy hair was tangled and unkempt and the edges of the shirt she wore were tattered. She was starting to look more like a classical ghost and less like a sixteen-year-old girl with transparency issues. 
 
    “I wonder how many people came to my funeral,” Olivia muttered. “Nobody, I bet.” 
 
    “I’m sure a lot of your friends were there,” Rebecca told her gamely. 
 
    “I didn’t have any friends. You can’t make friends in a hospital. Everyone’s too sick or too busy.” 
 
    “Your family was there,” I assured her, “and I know all those people who watched your videos were sad when they heard you died.” 
 
    “Maybe, I guess,” she allowed reluctantly. She glanced fleetingly at Daraxandriel, who was clearly trying to deduce what Olivia was saying from our half of the conversation. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “We came looking for you. We haven’t seen you around in a while.” 
 
    “Of course you haven’t seen me!” she retorted with sudden heat. “I’m a ghost! Nobody can see me!” 
 
    “I can,” Rebecca reminded her firmly, “and Peter can and Dara wants to see you again. You’re not alone, Olivia. Maybe you didn’t have any friends when you died but you do now. Right, Peter?” 
 
    “Right, absolutely,” I agreed, nodding vigorously. 
 
    “Thou shalt always be close to my heart, Olivia,” Daraxandriel added softly, picking up on the problem, “no matter the tribulations that keep us apart.”  
 
    Olivia blinked rapidly, as if she was fighting back tears. “I want things to be like they were before,” she said miserably. “I can’t do anything anymore!” She slapped her hand on the marble flowers beside her and made no sound whatsoever. 
 
    “We’ll figure something out,” I told her. 
 
    “How?” she demanded. “None of the witches here know anything about ghosts and this stupid town is surrounded by those stupid clouds and stupid Amy is ruining everything!” She was shouting now and Rebecca and I backed up in alarm when she suddenly jumped to her feet. “And that stupid voice is still calling my stupid name! Shut up! Shut up!” she screamed at the sky. 
 
    Then she collapsed into an exhausted heap and buried her face in her hands. “I hate this,” she whispered. “I hate myself. I hate everything! I wish I was –” She stopped and shook her head with a humorless laugh. “Well, I got that wish anyway. I’m dead.” 
 
    Rebecca and I exchanged uncertain looks. Olivia had occasional bouts of melancholy before but nothing like this. She’s turning into a wraith, I thought uneasily. This is bad. We need to get her back before it’s too late. 
 
    “Olivia,” I urged her, trying not to let my concern show on my face, “come back to the apartment with us.” 
 
    “Why?” she shrugged. “So you can ignore me there too?” 
 
    “No, we need you to, um –” I looked around for inspiration but standing in the middle of a cemetery with a funeral going on wasn’t the optimal setting for treating depression. 
 
    “To help us,” Rebecca jumped in. 
 
    “Help you do what?” Olivia frowned. 
 
    “To help us, um –” Now it was her turn to get stuck. 
 
    “To help us figure out a way to, ah –” I used my eyes to beg Daraxandriel to bail us out. 
 
    “To confront Amaryx,” she suggested hesitantly, “ere she smites another.” 
 
    “Yes!” I jumped on that like a starving dog snatching a bone. “We haven’t been able to defeat her face-to-face so we need to try something different.” 
 
    “Peter got himself killed again today,” Rebecca explained helpfully. 
 
    “That wasn’t my fault,” I told her tersely, “but that’s why we need you, Olivia.” 
 
    “You can get close to Amy,” Rebecca nodded eagerly, getting into the swing of it. 
 
    “Despite all her power, Amaryx cannot perceive thee,” Daraxandriel added. 
 
    “So all you have to do is sneak up behind her,” I said. 
 
    “And kill her!” Rebecca declared triumphantly. Then she realized how bloodthirsty she sounded and she cleared her throat in embarrassment. “Um, somehow,” she said quietly. 
 
    “As thou didst dispatch Uxbranidorn,” Daraxandriel explained, talking to the space above Olivia’s head. “Thine unphysical form is to thine advantage.” 
 
    “Exactly!” I said. “You’re the only one who can do this.” 
 
    Olivia’s head swiveled between us as we constructed our tale out of thin air, like she was watching a three-sided tennis match. Now she just heaved a sigh and shook her head despondently. “It won’t work,” she pronounced glumly. 
 
    “Sure it will,” I insisted. “Amy just has to stand still long enough for you to, um, you know.” I mimed crushing something between my fists. 
 
    “I already tried it. I couldn’t get near her.” 
 
    “You did?” I asked doubtfully. “When was that?” 
 
    “After she stabbed you with that.” She pointed at Daraxandriel’s sword. I rubbed my sternum with a grimace. That had been a particularly unpleasant death. We thought we’d cornered Amaryx inside a warehouse, only to discover that she’d lured us into a trap. She took the sword from Daraxandriel’s hand and stabbed me through the heart, pinning me to a door. She didn’t even try to do anything to Daraxandriel. Instead, she just laughed at the two of us and walked away completely unscathed. My Philosopher’s Stone kept trying to heal me and I kept dying over and over, until Daraxandriel finally pulled the blade free. “I went after her and followed her back to the library. I tried to sneak up on her to do the heart-squeezing thing but I couldn’t do it.” 
 
    “Well, I guess it’s hard to kill someone in cold blood,” Rebecca told her sympathetically, “even someone like Amy.” 
 
    Olivia shook her head again. “No, I was absolutely going to do it, but she caught me.” 
 
    “She caught you?” I echoed incredulously. “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “She was just sitting there doing her nails and I was tiptoeing up behind her and she just said, Don’t even think about it, Olivia.” She shivered at the memory. 
 
    “She actually saw you?” 
 
    “She couldn’t have, I was behind her the whole time, but she knew I was there. Then she said, I’ve never smited a ghost before but there’s a first time for everything. I just ran out of there,” she confessed miserably, hunching her shoulders. “I’m afraid to go anywhere near her.” 
 
    “She was bluffing,” I said uncertainly. “She can’t smite ghosts. Can she?” I asked Daraxandriel. 
 
    “An thou dost speak of Amaryx, who can say for certain?” she shrugged apologetically. “The full scope of her powers remains a mystery. I doubt me that we have seen all that she can do.” 
 
    “Great.” I rubbed my forehead wearily. It had been starting to sound like a workable plan, too, even though we were just making it up on the fly. “Well, never mind. We’ll come up with something. Come on, let’s get going.” I turned away towards the gate but Olivia shook her head forlornly. 
 
    “There’s no point,” she said. “I know you’re just trying to cheer me up. You don’t really need me.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” Rebecca protested. “We do need you! Sure, you might not be able to murder the crazed demon girl enslaving everybody, but you’re still our friend and we care about you. Right, guys?” 
 
    “Absolutely!” I nodded. 
 
    “Certes,” Daraxandriel agreed. “Our lives are diminished for thine absence, Olivia.” 
 
    That brought the faintest hint of a smile to Olivia’s lips but it faded away almost immediately. “I miss you guys too,” she said glumly, “but I have to stay away. It’s not safe to be around me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m going crazy,” she stated bluntly. “Ever since I lost the curse, I keep hearing someone calling my name but there’s never anyone there.” She hugged herself tightly. “What’s going to happen when I finally lose it? What if I hurt somebody?” 
 
    “You’re not going crazy,” I told her, “and you’re not going to hurt anyone.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” she retorted. “Did you hear my name just then? Did you? I did!” 
 
    “Well, no,” I confessed uneasily. “Did you hear anything?” I asked Rebecca. 
 
    “No,” she admitted reluctantly, but Daraxandriel turned to look behind her. 
 
    “Didst thou hear aught just now, Peter Simon Collins?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Like what?” I asked her, listening. All I heard was street noise and the faint susurration of voices from the funeral service. 
 
    “I bethought I heard someone calling Olivia’s name.” 
 
    “What?” Olivia sat bolt upright. “You heard it too? Really?” 
 
    “Peter!” Rebecca whispered hoarsely, seizing my arm in a grip that threatened to leave bruises. “What is that?” 
 
    “What is what?” I pried myself free and sighted along her pointing finger. At first I thought it was just somebody’s porchlight in the distance but it grew steadily larger, a soft, golden radiance that seemed almost alive. The light shimmered and elongated and bifurcated until it finally resolved into the figure of a man surrounded by a gleaming nimbus, walking directly towards us. 
 
    He was tall and fit but not muscular, clad in a pleated tunic of pure white and sandals that wouldn’t have been out of place on a statue from ancient Greece. His hair was dark and curly and his eyes were a clear, deep brown. He was young, maybe in his twenties, and clean-shaven, with a cleft in his chin and full lips curved in a gentle smile. I rarely used the word beautiful to describe men – in fact, I never did – but this man was beautiful, a perfect specimen of the species. 
 
    All four of us were stunned into silence as he stopped a few paces away and looked us over one by one, favoring each of us with a benevolent smile. When his gaze fell on Daraxandriel, though, she leapt back with a hiss, raising her sword en garde. 
 
    “Keep thy distance,” she snarled, “lest thou wouldst taste my blade.” 
 
    The stranger raised his hand in a calming gesture. “Be at peace, demon,” he said placidly. His voice was strong and smooth and resonant, as if he was standing inside a church instead of out in the open air. “I am not come for thee.” 
 
    I had to swallow a couple of times before my voice worked. “Who – who are you?” 
 
    “I am called Samarael,” he replied, inclining his head in greeting. I waited but that seemed to be all he had to say on the matter. 
 
    “Okay, then,” I said carefully, “and what are you?” 
 
    “I am a messenger, dispatched from Heaven on a mission of great joy.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said. “You’re an angel?” He certainly fit the description, other than the lack of wings, but I was having a lot of trouble wrapping my mind around the concept. “You mean like an actual servant of God hark the herald guardian angel kind of angel?” 
 
    His smile didn’t change but he gave off an aura of amusement. “Nay, I am not that kind of angel.” 
 
    “There’s more than one kind?” 
 
    “There are as many as there are tasks to be undertaken,” he explained equably. 
 
    “So what kind are you, then?” I asked. “God sent you to fight Amy, right? That’s why you’re here, right?” I didn’t actually add finally but I was certainly thinking it. Divine intervention, however belated, was a hell of a lot better than everything else we tried so far. 
 
    Samarael tilted his head quizzically. “Amy?” 
 
    “Amaryx. The Spawn of Darkness. The so-called future Queen of Hell.” He maintained his expression of polite curiosity. “The evil demon girl who’s doing all this.” I indicated the roiling clouds overhead and he looked up with mild interest. 
 
    “This is not usual for thee?” 
 
    “No! Don’t you know what the sky is supposed to look like?” 
 
    “I have never set foot upon the Earth before.” 
 
    Oh, great, I thought, a rookie angel. Just our luck. “Well, okay, but you’re here now and you’re going to save us, right?”  
 
    “Nay. I have another purpose.” 
 
    I was starting to get the feeling that the cosmic forces controlling my life were just yanking my chain now. “So why are you here?” 
 
    “I am sent to deliver Olivia Grace Benard to her just reward.” He turned his warm eyes on Olivia as her jaw dropped in disbelief. “It is time to take thy rightful place among the heavenly hosts.” 
 
    “Wh – wha – what?” she stammered. “You mean I’m going to Heaven? Now? Just like that?” Samarael’s smile increased fractionally as he inclined his head. “But – I’m not ready! Oh my God, I’m a mess!” She hastily smoothed out the wrinkles in her ghostly shirt and tried to use her fingers to tame the rat’s nests in her hair. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I protested. “Why are you taking her now? She’s been dead for months!” 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia hissed at me. “Don’t screw this up for me!” 
 
    “Her soul was bound by earthly and demonic magics from the moment of her passing,” Samarael said calmly, “first to a warlock’s artifact, thence to a succubus, and finally to thy soulstone. She could not hear our summons.” 
 
    “But we freed her weeks ago,” I argued. “What took you so long to get here?” 
 
    “Most souls destined for Heaven rise of their own accord, but some are weighted by their bonds with the living and do not heed our call. I am here to release those chains and lift her up in glory.” He held out his hand to Olivia. “Come. It is time.” 
 
    Olivia slowly rose to her feet but didn’t take his hand. “But what about my friends?” she asked anxiously. “What’s going to happen to them?” 
 
    “What will happen will happen, in accordance with the Will of the Almighty,” Samarael assured her. “They are no longer thy concern. Thy place is in Heaven.” 
 
    “But I’ll see them again, won’t I?” she pleaded. “After they, you know, die.” 
 
    Samarael’s gaze swept over Rebecca and me. It felt like he was looking through me instead of at me. “It is not given to me to know what will come to pass for them, but their souls are strong and pure. I believe thou shalt be reunited in Heaven, come Judgment Day.” 
 
    “And Dara too?” Olivia asked hopefully. 
 
    Samarael didn’t even bother looking in Daraxandriel’s direction. “The demon will be consumed by the fires of Perdition,” he stated. “She and her ilk have no place before the Holiest of Holies.” 
 
    “Does Olivia plead for my admittance into Heaven?” Daraxandriel asked doubtfully. Her sword was still pointed at Samarael. “That is folly. No demon may set foot within the celestial palace.” 
 
    “But I want her to be there,” Olivia protested sadly. “I’ll miss her.” 
 
    “Thy heart shall be filled with praise for the Almighty,” Samarael told her. “Thine earthly concerns shall fade as mist beneath the morning sun, for the glory of Heaven awaits thee.” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds great,” she said unenthusiastically. She slumped back onto the marble planter. “Is there – is there any way I can say goodbye to everybody first?” 
 
    Samarael looked like he was going to refuse but then he let out the faintest of sighs. “I shall lend thee a fragment of the divine spark within me, that thou might stand more firmly in this world for a time. Then we needs must depart.” 
 
    Olivia looked up hopefully. “Really? You can do that? What do I have to do?” 
 
    “But close thine eyes,” he told her, raising his forefinger. The tip glowed with a warm golden light. “I shall do what is needful.” 
 
    Olivia sat up straight and squeezed her eyes shut, clenching her fists like a child wishing for the best birthday present ever. Samarael stepped closer and reached out to touch her forehead and I couldn’t help but flinch. The last time somebody touched me like that, she electrocuted my brain cells to give me powers I never wanted. 
 
    Nothing like that happened to Olivia, though. Instead, the glow spread from Samarael’s finger onto Olivia’s skin and then quickly swept across her entire body. For a moment, it almost looked like she was illuminated from within, but the effect faded quickly as she drew in a shaky breath and shuddered, as if Samarael was touching her in a much more intimate location. Then he stepped back and Olivia’s eyes fluttered open. 
 
    “Oh my God,” she breathed. “That was – incredible.” 
 
    “Olivia?” Daraxandriel stared at her in wide-eyed wonder. “Thou art whole once more?” 
 
    “Oh my God, you can actually see me?” Olivia leapt to her feet and flung herself at Daraxandriel, trying to wrap her up in a hug. There was a sharp crack! and an actinic flash, as if Olivia had scuffed her feet across the world’s biggest woolen carpet, and the two of them staggered apart, grimacing in obvious pain.  
 
    “What just happened?” Olivia gasped. 
 
    “The touch of demonkind is anathema to any bearing the blessing of the divine, Olivia,” Samarael explained gravely. “Thou needs must remain apart.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” she moaned. “What’s the point of making me solid if I can’t touch her?” 
 
    “Thy wish was to make thy farewells to thine acquaintances,” he reminded her, “not to embrace a demon. Make haste,” he said in a gentler tone, “for my touch upon thee will not linger long. Say what thou wouldst and let us depart. Heaven awaits thee.” 
 
    Olivia nodded reluctantly, looking at Daraxandriel with the corners of her mouth turned down. “I’m going to miss you,” she said quietly. 
 
    “And I thee,” Daraxandriel replied sadly. “Be well in Heaven.” 
 
    Olivia turned to me and cautiously hugged me, but thankfully there were no fireworks. “Thanks for everything, Peter. Take care of Dara for me.” 
 
    “I will,” I promised her, returning her embrace. I was happy for her but something ached in my chest when I released her and stepped back. 
 
    “And thanks for being my friend, Rebecca.” Olivia and Rebecca clinched briefly. “Take care.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about us,” Rebecca told her, trying to put on a reassuring smile as she surreptitiously wiped her eyes. “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    Olivia stood beside Samarael and looked the three of us over. “I don’t want to leave you guys,” she said miserably. 
 
    “Thou needs must,” Daraxandriel told her somberly. “Thy rightful place is away from this world and its strife.” 
 
    “But –” A faint, frightened shout brought Olivia’s head up in alarm. “What was that?” 
 
    The commotion came from the funeral, where several people were pointing to the west. I spun around, searching the sky, and spotted Amaryx just below the clouds, winging in our direction at a speed far greater than was usual for her. My hope that she was just passing by to cause mayhem on the eastern side of town was dashed when she abruptly folded her wings and plummeted to the ground like a stooping hawk, arrowing straight at us. Her wings flared out at the last moment with a crack! of air and she alighted not twenty feet away. Behind her, the funeral-goers scattered like ants, some racing for their cars while others took refuge behind the coffin. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Amaryx purred ominously as she strutted towards us, “what have we here?” She stopped a few paces from Samarael and studied him carefully with narrowed eyes and pursed lips. “A frat boy on his way to a toga party? No. An extra from a community theater group? No, no, that’s not it.” She crossed her arms and made a show of tapping her lips with her fingertip. “That divine aura I sense is probably a clue. You’re one of the Adversary’s minions, aren’t you?” 
 
    Samarael inclined his head. “I serve the Lord Almighty,” he acknowledged. “Art thou Amaryx, the Spawn of Darkness?” 
 
    “Don’t call her that!” I hissed at him. I waved Rebecca and Olivia back, just in case things got out of hand. 
 
    “Have you been talking about me behind my back, Peter?” she admonished me. “How rude.” Samarael held his ground as she walked around him, like she was inspecting a prized cow up for auction. “And what brings you into my domain uninvited, minion?” 
 
    “I am sent to guide Olivia into the Kingdom of Heaven,” he explained calmly. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she told him flatly. “Every soul here belongs to me.” 
 
    “Dost thou defy the Will of the Almighty?” Samarael asked. The faintest hint of a frown creased his forehead. 
 
    Amaryx laughed scornfully. “Every day and twice on Sundays,” she proclaimed. “I rule here, not some white-bearded geezer hiding in the clouds.” 
 
    “Thy words are profane, demon, and thy presence defiles this holy ground,” Samarael told her sternly. “An thou seeks to hinder my mission, thou shalt pay for it with thy blood.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” she snorted. “You really think you can take me on? You and what army?” 
 
    “The angels of Heaven are legion,” he said evenly, “yet all I require to dispatch thee is the Flame of Righteousness.” 
 
    Samarael held his right hand out to his side and then closed his fist, grasping a sword that appeared out of nowhere. Its long, straight blade was bright silver and the hilt and guard were burnished gold, gleaming even under the uncertain light. Red-gold fire wreathed the blade, dripping from its edge, and when Samarael raised his weapon overhead, the flames ran down his arm and swept across his torso. Wherever they touched, his clothing was transformed into armor, forming a cuirass, vambraces, and greaves of gold and silver. Wings feathered in pale gold shimmered into existence, stretching out to either side. If Amaryx was a raven, Samarael was an eagle. 
 
    Amaryx watched his transformation with eyes filled with uncertainty and she actually took a step back before she caught herself. “You don’t really think that sword is going to do you any good, do you?” she sneered. “I’ve beaten every witch who crossed my path. I’ve destroyed demon lords! You’re nothing compared to them!” 
 
    “My strength comes not from within,” Samarael said calmly, “but from the might and majesty of the Lord Almighty.” He pointed his sword right at Amaryx’s heart and holy fire dripped from its tip. “Thy reign is come to its end, Queen of Hell.” 
 
    For maybe only the second time in recorded memory, Amaryx looked alarmed. She licked her lips as she cast around her and then she suddenly leapt at Daraxandriel. “I need to borrow this,” she said, ripping Daraxandriel’s sword from her grip. In the same motion, she launched herself into the sky. A scant second later, Samarael gave chase, his great wings lifting him effortlessly. 
 
    We spun around, trying to keep them in sight, but Amaryx took refuge in the clouds, her wings beating desperately to keep her ahead of her pursuer. Samarael’s sword glowed like a miniature sun within the roiling mist and then it, too, disappeared. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Olivia whispered disbelievingly. “Is he actually going to kill Amy?” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” Rebecca asked, huddling close to my side. “I mean, she’s the Dread Lord’s daughter.” 
 
    “Dara?” I asked hopefully. “Can he really do it?” 
 
    “Who can say?” she replied. “I have ne’er encountered an angel afore. I do not ken the extent of his powers.” 
 
    “She thinks he can or she wouldn’t have run.” Somewhere overhead, lightning cracked, illuminating the clouds with a flash of golden light. Or was that Samarael? I wondered. “If he does kill her, that’s it. This whole nightmare will finally be over.” Somebody’s hand slipped into mine and I looked down to see Rebecca’s upturned face, her hopeful eyes scanning the clouds. I squeezed her hand and she shared a smile with me. 
 
    The remnants of the funeral service trickled towards us by ones and twos, gathering around us like undertakers watching an eclipse. Nobody spoke as we strained our ears, listening for any sign of the battle overhead. A few muffled booms echoed here and there and eager fingers pointed out fleeting glimmers of light, but they grew fainter and further apart, until the crowd started murmuring uneasily among themselves. 
 
    “Shouldn’t it be over by now?” Olivia asked anxiously. 
 
    “Maybe it is,” I said carefully. The stillness was foreboding but there was no telling how far away the combatants had gotten. 
 
    “Look!” Rebecca exclaimed, tugging on my arm. “There he is!” 
 
    The clouds directly overhead were brightening quickly, suffused with a golden glow, and then something broke through, trailing long streamers of fire. Its light waxed and ebbed as it tumbled and spun and my heart sank into my stomach. 
 
    “Guys,” I said, “that’s not him.” The object grew quickly and I realized it was heading straight for us. “Get out of the way!” I shouted. 
 
    I hauled Rebecca aside and then stumbled as one of the funeral-goers ran into me, sending both of us sprawling. The others started screaming and running in all directions as I rolled over and gaped up at the blazing meteor.  
 
     The object struck the marble planter with a sound like a cracking church bell, splattering wisps of fire in all directions. We all ducked and covered our heads, expecting to be riddled with marble shrapnel or burned to a crisp, but none of that happened. Cautiously, we peeked between our fingers and gasped at the sight before us. 
 
    Samarael’s sword stood upright in the planter, buried halfway to its hilt in the stone. Golden flames flickered around its edges, slowly fading away until only the bare metal remained. I looked up, searching the sky for any sign of Samarael himself, but he was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Olivia and Daraxandriel picked themselves off the ground. “Is he –?” Olivia couldn’t bring herself to finish her question. 
 
    “Maybe he just dropped it?” Rebecca suggested weakly, but it was clear she didn’t believe that. 
 
    “Look out!” someone shouted. “There’s another one!” 
 
    That caused another panic as everyone ran for cover but the gleaming object fluttering towards us wasn’t another sword. Instead, it spun and swooped like a leaf in the wind, drifting down to land by Rebecca’s feet. She hesitated and then picked it up, holding it out on the palm of her hand. 
 
    “It’s a gold feather,” she said wonderingly. 
 
    “It’s half a gold feather,” I pointed out grimly. “Samarael’s.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” she murmured, and then she started. “Oh!” The feather faded away into mist like a melting snowflake and a moment later, it was gone. “That’s not good, is it?” 
 
    “No,” I told her, “it’s not. We’d better get out of here before –” 
 
    We heard Amaryx’s triumphant laughter just before she broke through the clouds, circling overhead like a vulture surveying its next meal. She was in no hurry to descend and by the time she finally alighted on the ground and folded her wings, Daraxandriel, Olivia, Rebecca, and I were the only people in sight.  
 
    “Did you see that, Peter?” she gloated. “Good versus me in an epic battle to the death!” Her eyes were dilated, which was never a good sign, and her chest heaved as she panted for breath. Whatever actually happened up there, it was clear it hadn’t been as easy for her as she wanted us to believe. 
 
    “So Samarael’s dead?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “Dead, done, gone, whatever happens to angels when you stab them through the back,” she declared with a flip of her wrist. “He didn’t even get close to me.” 
 
    “What happened to your leg, then?” A long rent in her leather pants exposed her right thigh. Her pale skin was undamaged but the edges of the material were stained dark.  
 
    “Nothing!” she spat in sudden anger. “This crappy outfit just came apart.” The opening wasn’t anywhere near a seam but I didn’t dare contradict her. 
 
    Daraxandriel edged closer to me. “Samarael marked her,” she murmured. “Ne’er have we been able to do so.” 
 
    “Except he’s dead now,” I reminded her tersely. “What good does that do us?” 
 
    “He is gone,” she acknowledged softly, “but his weapon remains.” 
 
    “His –?” I almost turned around to look at the golden sword but I caught myself in time. Instead, I inched over to put myself between it and Amaryx. 
 
    “What are you two whispering about over there?” she demanded suspiciously. “Aren’t you going to congratulate me on my victory?” 
 
    “We didn’t actually see any of it,” I told her, hoping to distract her. That backfired immediately. 
 
    “Well, let me demonstrate what happened, then. I’ll need a volunteer.” Amaryx pointed Daraxandriel’s sword at me and then shook her head. “I’ve already seen your innards today.” She shifted her aim to Daraxandriel and sneered. “Your guts are nothing special. How about you?” Now she focused on Rebecca, who yelped and tried to hide behind me. “Come on out, don’t be scared,” she smiled. “This won’t hurt. Not for long, anyway.” 
 
    “Leave her alone!” I pushed Rebecca behind me. “She hasn’t done anything to you.” 
 
    “She’s a witch,” Amaryx snorted. “It’s just a matter of time before she starts getting uppity.” I lifted my left hand to pull up my spells, for all the good they would do, and targeted her with my right hand. She heaved a long-suffering sigh. “Really, Peter, you have to get over this hero complex of yours if you’re going to be my consort.” 
 
    “Your consort?” Olivia exclaimed incredulously and then she clapped her hands over her mouth in horror as Amaryx turned her icy blue eyes on her. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” she scowled. “You’re supposed to be a ghost. How come I can see you now?” I tried to block her path but she just shoved me out of the way. Olivia backed up hastily and collided with the planter, sitting down abruptly as Amaryx leaned over her and eyed her closely. “My father’s curse is gone so you shouldn’t be able to manifest anymore. What changed?” She sniffed a couple of times, grimacing like she just discovered a dead skunk. “You smell like him,” she accused. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Nothing!” Olivia squeaked fearfully. “Honest!” 
 
    “Hmph.” Amaryx stepped back with a scowl, resting her borrowed weapon on her shoulder as she tapped its hilt in time with her thoughts. Then her gaze fell on Samarael’s sword sticking up behind Olivia’s shoulder and her eyes widened in surprise. “What’s this? A souvenir?” 
 
    Daraxandriel and I exchanged horrified looks. Amaryx all by herself was bad enough. Amaryx with a divine weapon would be a disaster of biblical proportions. I lunged forward as she reached for Samarael’s sword, knocking her just off balance enough to let me get a step on her. My hand closed around the golden hilt and I pulled it from the marble like King Arthur claiming Excalibur. 
 
    At least that was the idea. What actually happened was I nearly dislocated my shoulder when the sword didn’t budge one iota. It was like it was welded to the monument. I grabbed it with two hands and yanked, with an equal lack of results. I set my foot against the edge of the planter and pulled with every ounce of strength I possessed, feeling my vertebrae pop and my back muscles strain. Nothing. 
 
    Amaryx’s mocking laughter surrounded me as she thrust me aside. “Oh, Peter,” she chuckled, “when will you ever learn? You’re just an ordinary boy. There’s nothing special about you that I didn’t give you. Let me show you how it’s done.” She weighed Daraxandriel’s sword in her hand and snorted. “I don’t need this piece of junk anymore. Thanks for the loaner.” She tossed it backhanded at Daraxandriel, who snatched it out of the air effortlessly. “Now this,” Amaryx said with great satisfaction, “is a real weapon.” She reached out and took hold of it and then she screamed. 
 
    She staggered backwards, clutching her smoking palm and shrieking in a language that stabbed my eardrums like an icepick. Covering my ears with my hands barely diminished the pain and Rebecca and Olivia were bent over in agony. Even Daraxandriel looked shocked at what she was hearing. 
 
    The litany of demonic curses slowly stuttered into silence as Amaryx groaned and moaned and stamped her feet, shaking out her hand all the while. Something about her flickered, quickly enough that I wasn’t certain it even happened, and she straightened slowly, breathing heavily through her flared nostrils as she opened and closed her now-undamaged hand.  
 
    “Well,” she gritted between her teeth, “that was unpleasant.” The look she gave the sword was murderous and we all backed up well out of reach. “Fine, I don’t need it anyway,” she proclaimed haughtily. “I’m going to find some new clothes. Come by later to see what I get, Peter, okay?” With that, she spread her wings and launched herself into the air. In just a few moments, she was gone, leaving the rest of us standing there in stunned silence. 
 
    “What just happened?” I asked finally. My ears were still tender and I winced at the sound of my own voice. 
 
    “The same as when Olivia and I touched,” Daraxandriel observed. “Mayhap Samarael’s weapon still bears the trace of his essence.” 
 
    “Then how did she beat him?” Rebecca asked doubtfully. 
 
    Daraxandriel carefully ran her finger along the flat of her blade. I couldn’t see any blood on the demon-forged metal. “The divine cannot touch the demonic without causing harm,” she explained. “The reverse is true as well. Properly wielded, my sword could slay an angel. Amaryx is canny and deceitful and a moment’s distraction is all she would require.” 
 
    “We need this sword,” I told them. “It’s the only thing that’s ever been able to hurt her.” I cautiously reached out and nudged its rounded pommel with my finger. It didn’t shift in the slightest. I grasped the hilt again and felt an odd tingling through my skin. It wasn’t painful or even unpleasant, just, well, odd. I pulled and pushed and wiggled but it was stuck tight. “What’s holding it in place?” I complained in frustration. Nobody had any suggestions. “You try,” I told Rebecca. 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” she said, hiding her hands behind her back. “You saw what it did to her.” 
 
    “It didn’t hurt me,” I pointed out. She just shook her head obstinately. “Olivia?” She copied Rebecca’s refusal. “We can’t just leave it here!” 
 
    “Whyfor not, Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel asked with a shrug. “Amaryx cannot claim it. What matters if it remains here?” 
 
    “Someone else might take it!” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And, well, you know, that would be, I don’t know, bad in some way.” The three women looked at me questioningly. “People shouldn’t be running around with swords!” Daraxandriel cocked an eyebrow at me. “Present company excluded. All right, fine,” I grumbled, “but we have to let the others know what happened. Maybe Mrs. Kendricks – okay, maybe not her right now. Agent Morgan will know what to do.” 
 
    Their expressions reflected my own doubts but I pulled out my phone anyway and tapped Morgan’s number. It rang four times before she answered. “Hello?” She sounded wary. 
 
    “You’re not going to believe what just happened,” I told her. 
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    Physicists insist that time travel is impossible but that doesn’t stop authors from imagining what it would be like anyway. In works of fiction, time travel is basically a disaster waiting to happen. If you’re not accidentally killing your own grandfather, resulting in an unresolvable cosmic paradox, you’re suggesting to that nice Austrian painter with the little mustache that maybe he should consider a career in politics. The opportunities for royally screwing things up are endless. 
 
    Time travel combines the worst aspects of the Butterfly Effect – small changes can have huge impacts – with the Principle of Unintended Consequences – what you thought would happen isn’t what actually happens. Go back in time a hundred million years and step on a bug and suddenly an entire evolutionary branch is snuffed out. Back in the twenty-first century, lizards the size of cars are roaming the streets, hamburgers were never invented, and koalas rule the Earth. No good can come from that. Marsupials can’t be trusted and I’m allergic to eucalyptus. 
 
    There’s no time that I’d want to go back to that would be worth the risk, so it’s just as well that time travel remains solely in the realm of our imaginations. Sure, there are a few decisions I’ve made recently that I’d like a redo on, but I don’t want to be the guy who brought about the great koala uprising. It’s better just to let the past stay in the past. 
 
      
 
    “I hate my life,” Olivia mumbled into her folded arms. “And my death. My death is the absolute worst. My entire existence sucks.” 
 
    Rebecca and I looked at each other but none of our previous attempts to cheer her up had worked and we were out of ideas. Our own lives weren’t looking particularly rosy at the moment. 
 
    “I’m supposed to be in Heaven right now,” Olivia went on miserably. “I’m supposed to be happy right now. You know what I’m not supposed to be right now? Here!” She sounded like a girl seated on a barstool behind a row of empty shot glasses, cursing her fiancé for dumping her, except we were sitting at a picnic table outside the Whataburger, which rather spoiled the overall effect. 
 
    “They’ll send another angel,” Rebecca assured her gamely. 
 
    “Why? So Amy can kill him too?”  
 
    “Well –” Rebecca’s eyes begged me to help but I just shrugged. Heaven might have an infinite supply of angels but sheer numbers weren’t going to beat Amaryx. We needed someone far stronger than Samarael and Olivia just wasn’t important enough to warrant a visit from an archangel. 
 
    Why isn’t Heaven trying to stop Amy? I wondered gloomily. This isn’t the real Apocalypse, is it? That’s supposed to start somewhere in the Middle East, not Hellburn, Texas. Why would God let her do this to us? God might move in mysterious ways but this made no sense at all. 
 
    The glass door behind me bumped and thumped and finally inched open, revealing an orange plastic tray bearing four cups and a large order of fries. Daraxandriel maneuvered her load carefully through the opening, hindered by the sword tucked under her arm, and finally managed to squeeze through without dropping everything. She set the tray on the table and propped her sword up against the wall. 
 
    “Thy Coke,” she said, handing me my drink, “thy Sprite,” she passed another cup to Rebecca, “and thy –” She stopped with the third drink in her hand. “Did Olivia depart?” she asked doubtfully, looking right at her. 
 
    Olivia’s head came up in alarm and then she checked her hands. “Oh, no!” she moaned. “I’m invisible again?” I peered at her closely. I hadn’t noticed the change but I could just see the cars in the parking lot through her torso. 
 
    “I guess Samarael’s spirit or life force or whatever it was finally wore off,” I said glumly. 
 
    “No no no!” Olivia groaned. “Why does the universe hate me so much?” She buried her face in her hands. “Somebody smite me,” she insisted. “Just get it over with.” 
 
    A black SUV pulled into the lot and parked beside the Mustang. Morgan got out and strode over to us, favoring me with a sour look. “Any new surprises I should be aware of?” She sat down on the bench right on top of Olivia, who yelped and shifted over hastily, forcing Rebecca to make room for her. Morgan eyed Rebecca suspiciously, no doubt wondering why she was keeping her distance. 
 
    “You sat on Olivia,” I informed her. 
 
    “I did?” she asked, surprised. She rubbed her bare arm. “Is that why I’m so cold? I thought it was the air conditioning coming through the door.” 
 
    “No, it’s her,” I sighed. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said to the space beside her. “I thought you said she was visible again.” 
 
    “It just wore off. Samarael said it was temporary.” 
 
    “Unlike my suffering,” Olivia muttered. 
 
    “Did you see the sword?” Rebecca asked.  
 
    Morgan nodded. “It’s definitely a divine artifact. The aura is unmistakable. What I can’t understand is why it’s here.” 
 
    “Maybe Samarael left it for us when he realized he was about to be killed.” 
 
    “So we can avenge his death?” Morgan couldn’t quite keep the sarcastic tone out of her voice. “I can think of a dozen things he could have done that would have been more useful. None of us know how to wield a sword.” Daraxandriel looked up from her drink and Morgan rolled her eyes. “Present company excepted, but you can’t touch it, can you?” Daraxandriel shook her head silently. “It’s all moot anyway,” Morgan went on. “Nobody can pull it out of that monument.” 
 
    “Did you try?” I asked her. 
 
    “Briefly, just to confirm what you told me. There’s a limit to how much dignity I’m willing to sacrifice in front of strangers.” 
 
    “Strangers?” 
 
    “There were two young men in suits trying to pull it out. I gather they were attending a funeral nearby when all this happened. They were still at it when I left.” I leaned sideways to check but the corner of the Whataburger blocked my view of the cemetery.  
 
    “Maybe it’s waiting for the right person,” Rebecca suggested hesitantly. 
 
    “Whoso pulleth out the Sword of the Stone and Anvil is rightwise King born of all England?” Morgan quoted sardonically. “Whosoever holds this hammer, if he be worthy, shall possess the power of Thor? Maybe you’re right,” she shrugged, “but it would have been nice if Samarael left some sort of instructions along with it. Who in Hellburn is worthy to pull the sword out? If it’s not Peter, I can’t imagine who it would be.” 
 
    Morgan’s casual compliment startled me. I wouldn’t have thought she harbored any positive impressions of me, considering how just about every problem she had could be traced back to me. 
 
    “In any event,” she went on, “we can’t just sit around and hope that the right person happens to wander by the cemetery. We have to come up with a new plan of attack.” 
 
    “Linking our Stones, you mean.” 
 
    “That’s part of it, assuming we’re successful, but that just gives us more power to work with. We need to figure out Amy’s weaknesses and use them against her.” 
 
    “She’s cruel,” Rebecca said. 
 
    “And arrogant,” Daraxandriel added around a mouthful of fries. 
 
    “And bloodthirsty,” I grimaced, rubbing the back of my head. 
 
    “And she ruined my only chance to be happy,” Olivia groused. 
 
    “Those are character flaws, not weaknesses,” Morgan argued. “None of us have ever been able to lay a finger on her. Even Samarael barely managed to scratch her, right?”  
 
    I nodded with a thoughtful frown. “You know, it’s kind of strange,” I mused. “It’s not like she’s invulnerable or anything. We just keep missing her.” 
 
    “She’s very fast,” Morgan pointed out, “and very canny.” 
 
    “No, it’s not that. It’s like she’s not there the moment the spell hits and then she’s back.” 
 
    “You think she’s teleporting?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “No, not teleporting.” The thought whizzing around my brain finally slowed down enough for me to grab it. “I think she’s doing something to time.” 
 
    All four women looked at me askance. “She’s a time traveler?” Rebecca asked doubtfully. 
 
    “No, I mean she manipulates time.” They stared at me blankly. “Look, she can stop time. I told you about that, right? She’s been doing that ever since she showed up in the first place. She did it again this morning.” 
 
    “So when we attack her, she can just step out of the way,” Morgan said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Exactly, but it’s more than that.” She raised a questioning eyebrow. “I think she can also see the future, at least a little bit.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “She knew Mom was bringing cupcakes over to the apartment before I even knew she was coming at all.” Morgan gave me a Seriously? sort of look. “Okay, maybe that’s not the best example, but she knew when and where I was going to be after I got away from you at the library. She knew Olivia was trying to sneak up on her and she knew where to find Dara when the Dread Lord’s curse was chasing her. In fact,” I said excitedly, warming up to my thesis, “I think all those times when her appearance changed, those were just future versions of her. Except none of those had wings,” I recalled ruefully. “Oh, and when she healed herself, maybe she just went back in time to before she was hurt.” 
 
    “So she is a time traveler?” Rebecca repeated skeptically. 
 
    “If I understand what you’re saying, Peter,” Morgan said carefully, “you think Amy has access to past and future versions of herself, including their memories.” 
 
    “Something like that, I guess,” I said, spreading my hands. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.” 
 
    “Like Merlin,” she murmured. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Morgan shook herself. “Sorry, just an idle thought. According to some Arthurian legends, Merlin aged backwards. He was able to predict the future because he remembered it happening.” 
 
    “But how can we beat her if she always knows what’s going to happen?” Rebecca asked anxiously. 
 
    “Even if all this is true, and I’m not sure how we’d go about proving it, I doubt she can see the future with any reliability. If she could, she wouldn’t have been surprised by Samarael’s arrival and she certainly wouldn’t have let him hurt her. No, she’s powerful but she’s not omniscient.” Morgan steepled her fingers and stared past my left shoulder as she thought. “So far, we’ve been attacking her head on, trying to defeat her with superior firepower. Maybe the trick is to trick her instead.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “If we can distract her somehow, so that she doesn’t have time to check her future self, or better yet, doesn’t see the need to do so, we might be able to hit her when she’s not expecting it.” 
 
    “How are we supposed to do that?” 
 
    “That’s the million-dollar question,” Morgan admitted. “We need to come up with something that captures her interest for a while without making her suspicious.” 
 
    “Like what?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “You tell me,” she retorted irritably. “I’ve barely exchanged a dozen words with her since her transformation. You know her better than anyone.” 
 
    “She just likes killing me,” I protested. “It’s not like we hang out together.” 
 
    “Maybe you should. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer, as they say. The more we know about how she thinks, the better we’ll be able to come up with a strategy to defeat her.” 
 
    “But we can’t get close to her,” I argued. “She always knows we’re coming.” 
 
    “You can,” Olivia pointed out sourly. “You’re her consort, after all.” 
 
    “I’m not her consort,” I said testily. “That’s just some stupid idea she has lodged in her head.” 
 
    “What’s this about a consort?” Morgan frowned. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Amy’s been telling everyone I’m her consort. Apparently I’m supposed to rule in Hell with her after all this is over.” 
 
    “Really?” She looked thoughtful. “How interesting.” 
 
    “It’s probably just an after-effect from when the incubus enthralled her,” I explained. “I just need to stay away from her until it wears off.” 
 
    “No, actually, you need to get closer to her.” 
 
    “Huh? Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Don’t you see? This may be our opening. If she’s infatuated with you, you can keep her distracted while the rest of us ...” Her voice trailed off. “Well, I’m not sure what yet but we’ll come up with something.” 
 
    “You want me to go out on a date with her?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. 
 
    Morgan cleared her throat delicately. “Actually, you might need to engage her at a more ... intimate ... level. I doubt dinner and a movie will occupy her enough to keep her from noticing what the rest of us are doing.” 
 
    Rebecca drew in a sharp gasp when she finally grasped Morgan’s meaning. “You want Peter to have – to make – to – to seduce her?” 
 
    “Not yet, we’re not ready, but when the time comes, well,” she shrugged eloquently, “she’s beautiful, regardless of her other shortcomings. It shouldn’t be too much of a hardship for you.” 
 
    “Up until the part where she kills me again,” I retorted. 
 
    “You’ll get over it.” Morgan rose to her feet. “I still need to work out exactly how we’re going to link our Stones. Once that’s done, we’ll devise the rest of the plan. In the meantime, try not to get on Amy’s bad side.” 
 
    “That’s the only side she has,” I grumbled. 
 
    “You know what I mean. I’ll talk to you later.” Morgan returned to her SUV and drove away without a backwards glance. 
 
    “This is just perfect,” Olivia complained bitterly. “Now my boyfriend is sleeping with my worst enemy.” 
 
    “One, I’m not your boyfriend,” I reminded her, “and two, I’m not sleeping with Amy.” 
 
    “Hast thou conceived a plan to defeat Amaryx elsewise?” Daraxandriel asked pointedly. 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    She leaned closer to me and lowered her voice to a theatrical whisper. “Dost thou fear thy manhood is inadequate to the task?” 
 
    “No, of course not!” I grabbed a wad of french fries and munched them down to disguise my discomfort with this line of questioning. 
 
    “Dost thou have doubts of thine ability to give pleasure to a demon?” she breathed huskily. Her hand slowly slid up my leg. “Prayhap thou shouldst practice aforehand.” 
 
    “Whoa, hold on there!” I grabbed her hand, pinning it in place. “What’s gotten into you?” I sniffed cautiously. “I smell chocolate. What have you been drinking?” 
 
    “Naught untoward,” she insisted. 
 
    “Oh, really?” I grabbed her cup. It felt empty but I popped the lid off and looked inside. “This is a double fudge milkshake! You were supposed to get a soft drink! Wait a minute.” I checked Olivia’s cup as well. All that remained of its contents was a film of brown sludge on the inside. “You drank two entire milkshakes while we were talking?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    She turned her back on me and crossed her arms. “Olivia could not consume hers. ’Twould have been wasteful elsewise,” she insisted. 
 
    “You told me you were giving up chocolate.” 
 
    “I shall,” she mumbled, “on the morrow.” 
 
    “This day just keeps getting better and better,” Olivia groused, shaking her head. “Now my girlfriend is making moves on my boyfriend.” 
 
    “For the last time, I’m not your – Look, let’s just get out of here. There’s no reason to hang around here anymore.” I took a swallow of my now-watery Coke and gathered up the cups to toss into the nearby trash can. Rebecca and Daraxandriel raced to the Mustang to claim the front seat – Daraxandriel won – but Olivia remained at the table, slumped into a gloomy heap. “Come on,” I urged her. 
 
    “What’s the point?” she said dully. “There’s no room in the car and there’s nothing for me to do at the apartment. All it’ll do is remind me of what I can’t have anymore.” 
 
    “It’s better than staying here.” 
 
    “How? At least here I can be around people who aren’t expecting to die soon.” I wanted to assure her that that wasn’t the case but we’d both know I was lying. “Don’t worry about me, Peter,” she sighed. “Go do your hero stuff. Just – don’t forget about me, okay?” she added quietly. 
 
    “We won’t,” I promised her. “We’ll come check on you later tonight.” She just nodded silently and I tried to think of something to say that would cheer her up but nothing came to mind. I finally just waved farewell to her and walked back to my car. 
 
    “Olivia’s not coming?” Rebecca asked worriedly. 
 
    “No, she’s going to stay here.” I unlocked the car and there was a minor scuffle around the passenger door before Rebecca was relegated to the back seat again.  
 
    “I don’t see why I have to sit in the back all the time,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Thou art small in stature,” Daraxandriel informed her tartly, “and thus better suited for confined spaces.” Rebecca stuck out her tongue at her and I shook my head resignedly. 
 
    “Don’t make me turn this car around, you two,” I said, despite the fact that I hadn’t even put the key in the ignition yet. I started the car and pulled out of the parking space.  
 
    Our route took us past the cemetery again and Rebecca craned her neck to peer out the window. “There’s a bunch of people over where the sword is,” she reported uneasily. 
 
    “Word’s starting to get out,” I guessed. “Maybe someone will be able to take it.” I still wasn’t convinced that would be a good thing. Whoever managed to claim Samarael’s sword would be facing Amaryx immediately afterwards. I knew who I’d bet on in that fight. 
 
    The rest of our trip proceeded in glum silence and I tried to shake off a growing sensation of despair as I pulled into my spot in front of the apartment. It’ll take a miracle to get out of this alive and the last miracle we had got himself stabbed in the back. Things were looking pretty bleak right now. 
 
    “Are we just going to sit here?” Rebecca asked from behind me. “I’m starting to get claustrophobic.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” I climbed out and pulled the seat forward for her. She extracted herself carefully, smoothing her skirt back into place as she looked around. 
 
    “This is nice,” she observed. “It’s a lot better than my apartment.” 
 
    “Well, Melissa’s dad is paying for it,” I explained as I dug out my door key. “I certainly couldn’t afford to live here on my own.” 
 
    “What’s it like, living with someone? Someone you’re not related to, I mean.” 
 
    “Well, we had to make a lot of adjustments.” I unlocked the door and let the two women go in first. “And by we I mean me. Melissa likes things to be a certain way. Don’t tell her I said that,” I added hastily. 
 
    “I don’t know that I could do that,” she grimaced. “Mom and I have been on our own for a long time now and we’re just kind of used to each other. I can’t imagine what living with a boy would be like.” She eyed me as if she was hoping I’d invite her to move in with us on a trial basis, but I didn’t take the bait. 
 
    “It’s a big commitment,” I agreed. “Learning to live with someone else is hard. Speaking of which.” I looked in the garage and found Melissa’s convertible sitting there. “Uh-oh,” I murmured to myself. I’d hoped to talk to her without quite so many witnesses. “Melissa?” I called up the stairs. “Are you here?” There was no response, which was either really good news or really bad news, depending on the reason why. I started up, feeling the dread build up in my stomach step by step. “Melissa?” 
 
    I reached the top floor without getting an answer and I cautiously poked my head into the kitchen and the living room before heading down the hall towards the bedroom. The door was ajar and I couldn’t remember if I’d left it that way. “Melissa?” I pushed it open slowly, peering through the opening, and then shoved it wide in surprise. “What in the world?” 
 
    The bedroom was in a shambles, with clothes scattered all over and most of the drawers hanging open. Half of the stuff on Melissa’s vanity was on the floor and her mirror looked like a spiderweb where something had smashed it. A hurricane sweeping through the room couldn’t have done more damage. 
 
    “Melissa!” I checked the bathroom and the closet. Both were trashed out as well but there was no sign of Melissa herself. I ran back into the bedroom with my heart in my throat. Daraxandriel stood in the middle of the room with her sword at the ready while Rebecca stared wide-eyed from the doorway. “Something’s happened to her!” 
 
    Daraxandriel surveyed the room warily. “Amaryx, dost thou believe? Such clutter does not mind me of her. She seeks blood, not wanton destruction.” 
 
    “Nothing’s actually broken,” Rebecca pointed out hesitantly, “except for the mirror. It looks like someone just ransacked the place.” 
 
    “Looking for something?” I asked doubtfully. “Like what? There’s nothing in here except Melissa’s clothes and makeup.” 
 
    “Is aught missing?” Daraxandriel asked. “Mayhap that may give us a clue as to what has transpired here.” 
 
    “Well –” I turned in a circle, trying to recall everything she kept in here. The problem was, Melissa owned a lot of clothes and I tended to pay more attention to what she wasn’t wearing. I rifled through her dresser drawers but all I got was a vague impression that they weren’t as full as they normally were. There were a lot more empty hangers in the closet than I remembered, too. 
 
    I checked the bathroom and discovered that all of Melissa’s toiletries were gone. I couldn’t imagine why an ambushing demon would steal her toothbrush, so the obvious conclusion was that Melissa took them. She must have packed up in a hurry, I thought, but where did she go? And why did she leave her car here? 
 
    I turned back to the bedroom to see if the others had any insights but I stepped on something that crunched under my weight. It looked like a digital thermometer but when I picked it up, I realized that it served a very different medical purpose. The + sign on the display was still visible. 
 
    “Shit,” I breathed as my stomach knotted up again.  
 
    “What is amiss?” Daraxandriel appeared in the doorway with Rebecca hovering anxiously by her shoulder. 
 
    “Melissa’s pregnant.” I tossed the device into the wastebasket and washed my hands in the sink. 
 
    “And thou dost contend that she threw her room asunder in despair?” she frowned. “Yet the child is thine. Should she not be glad to bear it?” 
 
    “She thinks it’s the incubus’s child,” I argued. “Hell, it is the incubus’s child, he was just using my body at the time. Damn it!” I muttered, shaking my head. “She nearly went full Melisandre the last time something bad happened to her. This’ll be a hundred times worse.” 
 
    “Thou needs must find her ere such comes to pass,” Daraxandriel told me. 
 
    “How? She could be anywhere!” 
 
    “Mayhap the coven could assist,” she suggested. 
 
    “Except they’re all mad at me for pretty much the same reason,” I reminded her. “Other than Susie. Hey, maybe she can find her! She knows Melissa well enough to track her down with her portal spell.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you just call her?” Rebecca asked with a frown. 
 
    “I was about to,” I told her, wondering why she was suggesting something so obvious. “Hopefully she’ll answer. She doesn’t always pick up my calls.” 
 
    “No, not Susie,” she retorted, “Melissa.” She rolled her eyes at my blank stare. “Just call Melissa and ask her where she is.” 
 
    “Oh.” I pulled out my phone and looked at it doubtfully. “I’m not sure she wants to talk to me right now.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll do it.” Rebecca removed her phone from her shoulder bag and flipped through her contacts, tapping one of them. She chewed her lip nervously as she listened to the rings and then she looked surprised. “Hello?” she said hesitantly. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked but she flapped her hand at me to shut me up. 
 
    “This is Rebecca,” she said. “I’m a friend of Melissa’s. Who’s this? Oh? Oh, hello! Um, is Melissa there? Oh, I see.” Rebecca shot me a worried look. “Well, I’m not really sure. Peter and I are at her apartment and we – yes, that Peter. Oh, okay, just a minute.” Rebecca held the phone out to me. “She wants to talk to you.” 
 
    “Who does?” She just shook the phone at me urgently and I gingerly held it up to my ear. “Hello?” 
 
    “Peter?” The woman’s voice sounded puzzled and worried at the same time. “This is Lauren Andrews, Melissa’s stepmother. We met a couple of months ago.” 
 
    “I remember. Um, what’s going on?” 
 
    “I was hoping you could tell me. I came home from work a little while ago and found Melissa’s purse and her suitcase in the hallway.” 
 
    “What about Melissa? Is she there?” 
 
    “She’s locked in her old bedroom, crying hysterically. What happened? Did you two have a fight?” Now she sounded accusing. 
 
    “No! I mean, well, no, not exactly. She, uh, found out something that upset her.” 
 
    “Were you cheating on her?” Mrs. Andrews’ voice was definitely shifting towards the chilly end of the spectrum. 
 
    “No! It’s just – well, it’s hard to explain.”  
 
    “This is about those other two girls you live with, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed. “Look, can I just talk to her?” 
 
    “I don’t think she wants to talk to anyone right now.” 
 
    “Just ask her, please. I don’t want her to, well, do something bad.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll try,” she sighed. I heard a muted tap-tap-tap followed by, “Melissa? It’s Lauren. Peter –” 
 
    “Go away!” Melissa’s voice was muffled and raw. A moment later, I was startled by a sharp crack! in my ear, followed by a heavy thud. 
 
    “Mrs. Andrews?” I asked anxiously. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine, just a little startled is all.” She sounded a bit breathless. “She threw something at me and it hit the wall behind me.” 
 
    “What was it? It sounded like a gunshot!” 
 
    “No, I think it’s the souvenir paperweight Bob and I picked up in Lake Tahoe on our honeymoon.” 
 
    “You think it’s a paperweight?” 
 
    “Well, I’m afraid to touch it,” she confessed. 
 
    “Oh, did it break?” 
 
    “No, but it’s on fire.” 
 
    I had to replay her sentence in my head a couple of times to make sure I heard her properly. “It’s on fire?” 
 
    “Black fire. It went through the door without leaving a hole,” she added bemusedly. 
 
    “Oh.” That sounded like Shadow Shift, an obscure Lorecraft spell that let projectiles pass through walls. It was generally used on arrows but apparently it worked just as well on paperweights. 
 
    “You don’t sound very surprised,” she observed suspiciously. “Has Melissa done this sort of thing before?” 
 
    “Not that specific thing, no,” I hedged. 
 
    “But other things like this?” I stayed silent, unsure what to say. “She’s a witch, isn’t she?” 
 
    I shook my head resignedly. I wanted to deny it but flaming paperweights were hard to explain away. “Yes,” I admitted. 
 
    “I see.” Mrs. Andrews fell silent and I wondered what she was thinking. “Is she a good witch?” 
 
    “Well, she’s kind of new at it.” 
 
    “No, I mean is she helping Amaryx?” 
 
    “What? No, absolutely not! None of the witches are!” 
 
    Mrs. Andrews’ breath whooshed in my ear. “Thank God,” she murmured. “Does whatever upset her have anything to do with her being a witch?” 
 
    “Um, yes, sort of.” The incubus probably wouldn’t have touched her otherwise, at least not until after he consolidated his hold over the coven. Except he wanted her to spy on us for him, I thought miserably. She didn’t need to be a witch for that. 
 
     “All right,” Mrs. Andrews said. “It’s clear she’s not ready to talk to anyone. I’ll keep an eye on her until she calms down. We’ll call you back when she feels up to it, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed reluctantly. If Melissa revealed that she was pregnant with my baby, there was no telling what would happen. I didn’t think Mrs. Andrews was the evil stepmother type but I hardly knew her. 
 
    “In the meantime,” she went on, “what should I do about this paperweight? Should I get the fire extinguisher?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’ll do any good. It’ll probably stop on its own in a couple of minutes.” Shadow Shift didn’t have a long effect duration. 
 
    “If you say so,” she said dubiously. “Take care, Peter.” 
 
    “You too.” She hung up and I let me breath out in a long sigh. 
 
    “Is Melissa okay?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “She’s fine, she’s just ... upset. She’s at her parents’ house.” I handed her phone back and she tucked it away. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” 
 
    “Straighten up the mess, I suppose, and wait for her to call.” I wasn’t looking forward to either of those things. The other two seemed equally unenthused. 
 
    “I’m supposed to be hanging out with friends,” Rebecca complained. “What if Mom asks me what we did?” 
 
    “Lie,” I shrugged. 
 
    “I’m not good at lying. Why don’t we actually do something instead of just sitting around here?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Go to a movie, maybe, or Mini-Golf Mountain?” 
 
    “You want to play miniature golf in the middle of the Apocalypse?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “I want to do something on our date,” she complained. “All I’ve done so far is sit in the back of your car.” 
 
    “We’re not on a date,” I pointed out. 
 
    “No, I didn’t mean date,” she explained hastily. Her ears were pink again. “I meant our day out together.” 
 
    “You meant date,” I accused her. She wouldn’t look me in the eye but she didn’t deny it either. “Rebecca, come on. I have enough things to deal with already without you jumping on the pile.” 
 
    She hunched her shoulders in a diffident shrug. “I just thought maybe we could have some fun while we’re waiting for things to happen,” she mumbled. 
 
    “I don’t even remember what the word fun means,” I sighed. 
 
    “See?” she exclaimed eagerly. “That proves that you need a break. Come on, let’s go do something and forget about all this for a while.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me towards the bedroom. “Dara can stay here, just in case Melissa comes back while we’re gone.” 
 
    Daraxandriel looked at her askance. “I needs must cleave to Peter Simon Collins’ side, lest Amaryx seeks him out with murderous intent.” 
 
    “It’s my turn to cleave with him,” Rebecca insisted. “You can sharpen your sword or whatever it is you do when you’re alone.” 
 
    “Thou art but an apprentice witch,” Daraxandriel argued dismissively. “How canst thou protect Peter Simon Collins from Amaryx’s predations?” 
 
    “How can you?” Rebecca countered. “Have you ever stopped Amaryx from killing him?” 
 
    Daraxandriel opened her mouth and then shut it again, looking chagrined. “Nay,” she admitted. 
 
    “So it doesn’t matter if you’re with him or not.” Daraxandriel didn’t look happy about her conclusion but she didn’t protest it. “Look, I’ll make a deal with you. Let me go with Peter and I’ll –” She stopped, looked me over, and then drew Daraxandriel away, whispering in her ear. 
 
    Daraxandriel’s eyes flew open wide. “Verily?” she asked excitedly. “Thou wouldst do such for me?” Rebecca nodded emphatically. “Yet I would be forsworn.” Rebecca whispered again and Daraxandriel’s lips formed an O. “Thou hast the right of it. I had forgotten.” The two of them eyed me speculatively. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked nervously. No good ever came of girls whispering about me. “What’s this deal about?” 
 
    “Naught,” Daraxandriel assured me firmly. She got behind me and pushed me towards the door. “Thou needs must depart with Rebecca. I shall eagerly await thy return.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to go anywhere!” I protested. 
 
    “It’s too late, I promised Dara.” Rebecca took over the task of propelling me into the hallway. “Bye, Dara!” she called over her shoulder. “Don’t wait up for us!” 
 
    “But I don’t know what’s going on!” 
 
    “I’ll explain in the car. Hurry, before she changes her mind.” 
 
    Her headlong rush to get us out the door was interrupted by my cellphone. I pulled it out eagerly, hoping it was Melissa, and then sagged when I saw who it actually was. “Hey, Justin,” I answered unenthusiastically. 
 
    “Hey, Pete,” he said, oblivious to my tone as usual. “You’re into all that magic stuff, right? Have you done the Excalibur Challenge yet?” 
 
    Justin made a career out of spouting non sequiturs but this one deserved a blue ribbon. “The what?” 
 
    “Some guy set up a magic sword in the cemetery and he’s giving a thousand dollars to the first person who can pull it out of the stone.” 
 
    “The sword?” I looked at Rebecca in alarm but she just looked baffled. “Who’s doing that?” 
 
    “Beats me, but there’s a line all the way down the street already. You better get down there before someone else wins it. It’s five bucks a try,” he added. 
 
    “Someone’s charging people to pull the sword out?” I asked in disbelief. I didn’t know whether to condemn that guy for scamming everyone or applaud him for his entrepreneurial spirit. “That’s not even his sword!” 
 
    “Really? Man, that sucks,” Justin mused. “So anyway, I just thought you’d be interested.” 
 
    “How did you even find out about it? Was it on the radio or something?” 
 
    “No, Ashley told me.” 
 
    “Ashley? Your Ashley? I thought she wasn’t talking to you.” 
 
    “Nah, we’re all good now. I called her up like you suggested and she said she missed me and she wanted us to get back together. I didn’t even have to buy her flowers.” 
 
    “That’s great, but what does that have to do with the sword?” 
 
    “She was about to try it herself when I called. She didn’t get it,” he reported ruefully. 
 
    “Why was she even there in the first place?” 
 
    “She said Amaryx ordered all the Acolytes to try getting the sword.” 
 
    “Uh-oh, that’s not good.” Having a minion with a divine weapon wasn’t nearly as good as having it yourself, but it was better than nothing. “Hang on, what does that have to do with Ashley? She isn’t an Acolyte.” As soon as I said that, the light came on and my jaw dropped. “Are you kidding me? Ashley’s an Acolyte?” 
 
    I could almost hear Justin’s shrug over the phone. “I guess she figured that prayers weren’t working so she might as well join the other side.” 
 
    “But that’s – that’s –” I sputtered. I couldn’t believe that someone I knew and liked would join forces with my immortal enemy. Then another thought rose unbidden from the depths, accompanied by fireworks and fanfare. “Wait a minute,” I breathed. “Does she know about the Book?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The Book. The Acolytes are writing a book about Amy.” 
 
    “Never heard of it.” 
 
    “Where’s Ashley now?” I asked urgently. “We need to talk to her.” 
 
    “She’s on her way over to the house. We’re reconciling.” I had no trouble at all imagining his grin. 
 
    “Keep her there!” I ordered. “We’re on our way!” I hung up and grabbed Rebecca’s hand, hauling her towards the stairs. “Come on! We’re finally going to find out what Amy’s afraid of.” 
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    Faith is believing in something that can’t be proven. Science doesn’t have all the answers and it doesn’t even try to address the existential questions people have, like Why are we here? and What’s the meaning of it all? Every religion claims to have the answer to life, the universe, and everything, but none of them can prove that they got it right. Of course, science can’t prove that those claims are wrong either, which leaves us with faith. We choose to believe what our religion of choice tells us, because otherwise we’d have no answers at all. 
 
    A religion’s articles of faith are often derived from books and letters written hundreds, if not thousands, of years ago, carefully preserved and studied and interpreted. This source material is said to be true and infallible and divinely inspired but there’s no way to verify that assertion. The reality is, those writings have to be infallible or they’re useless. If you think the story of Noah is just a cautionary tale of the dangers of immorality and the Flood never actually happened, then why would you believe that Genesis accurately describes the origins of the universe or that Jesus actually walked on water? Once you start doubting the validity of one passage, all of the others are called into question. 
 
    Doubt is a crack in the foundations of faith and once it sets in, it’s just a matter of time before the whole thing crumbles. This is why religions work so hard to reinforce their teachings and weed out dissenting views. Even the very existence of another religion is a threat, because it tempts people to start thinking, What if they’re right and we’re wrong? It’s no wonder so many conflicts around the world have religious undercurrents. After all, if you can’t convince someone that yours is the One True Faith, your only recourse is to kill them before they talk your members into switching sides. 
 
      
 
    Justin’s family lived in a sprawling Victorian-style house on the south side of town. Rebecca eyed the front yard with a dubious expression as we pulled up by the curb behind Justin’s rattletrap coupe and another car I didn’t recognize.  
 
    “Did a toy factory explode nearby?” she asked. The lawn was an obstacle course littered with bicycles, sports gear, dolls in various states of undress, and an automobile transmission that probably belonged to the mechanic’s shop next door. 
 
    “They clean it up every couple of days,” I assured her. “Come on.” 
 
    We climbed out and I guided her through the maze to the front porch, where an eclectic pyramid of shoes almost blocked the door. “How many people live here?” Rebecca asked incredulously. 
 
    “There’s eight kids,” I told her, reaching for the doorbell, “plus Justin’s parents, so ten total.” 
 
    “Ten?” Her expression would have been the same if I’d said one hundred. “Where do they all sleep?” 
 
    “It’s cozy,” I admitted, “but they make it work.” I pressed the doorbell. Somewhere in the depths of the house, something bonged, setting off a chain reaction of shouting we could hear through the door. 
 
    “Ma, there’s someone at the door!” 
 
    “Well, answer it!” 
 
    “I’m busy!” 
 
    “I’m busy too! Do you want to answer the door or do you want to have dinner?” 
 
    “Kimmie’s closer!” 
 
    “Kimmie, answer the door!” 
 
    “I’m reading!” 
 
    “Mama, I had it first! Kimmie took it!” 
 
    “Kimmie, give your sister her book!” 
 
    “It’s my book!” 
 
    “Well, she was reading it so let her finish!” 
 
    “No, she wasn’t! She was going to draw in it!” 
 
    “Abby, don’t draw in your sister’s book!” 
 
    “But I’m bored!” 
 
    “It’s almost dinner time. Watch something on TV!” 
 
    “Jimmy’s playing his stupid game on the TV!” 
 
    “Then play it with him!” 
 
    “He won’t let me!” 
 
    “Jimmy, let your sister play with you!” 
 
    “Aw, she always messes it up!” 
 
    “Then teach her how to do it properly! And for the love of God, somebody answer the door!” 
 
    Rebecca glanced over her shoulder as if she was contemplating making a run for it but the front door opened at that moment, revealing Nick, a younger and shorter version of Justin with shaggy reddish-brown hair and a sullen expression. A long hallway stretched out behind him, strewn with discarded articles of clothing and board game pieces. In the distance, a pair of squealing toddlers in diapers chased each other around in circles. 
 
    “Did anyone get the door yet?” Now that the door was open, Mrs. Lewis’s voice was a lot clearer but no less exasperated. 
 
    “I got it!” Nick yelled back. “It’s Peter and his girlfriend!” 
 
    “She’s not my – ow!” I rubbed the spot in my side where Rebecca elbowed me. Nick just shrugged indifferently and walked away, leaving the front door open. He disappeared around a corner and Rebecca looked at me questioningly. 
 
    “They’re a very casual family,” I explained. “Come on.”  
 
    We entered and I shut the door behind us. Despite the clutter, the house was clean and smelled delicious. Whatever Mrs. Lewis was cooking reminded my stomach that I hadn’t eaten much of anything all day but we had more important things to take care of first. 
 
    “Justin’s room is upstairs,” I said, pointing to the stairs. Before we could set foot on the first step, though, a harried-looking woman in an apron leaned out of an open archway further down the hall. 
 
    “Hello, Peter!” she called, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “I didn’t know you were coming over.” 
 
    “Sorry, we just needed to talk to Justin about something.” Mrs. Lewis looked Rebecca over and then gave me a significant glance. “Oh, sorry! This is Rebecca. Rebecca, this is Mrs. Lewis, Justin’s mom.” 
 
    Rebecca put on a smile. “I’m pleased to meet you. You have a very, ah, nice place here.” 
 
    “The word you’re looking for is hectic,” Mrs. Lewis said wryly. Right on cue, somebody started wailing. “Excuse me a moment. Maggie? Why are you crying?” 
 
    “Jackie hit me!” 
 
    “Jackie, don’t hit your sister!” 
 
    “I didn’t!” 
 
    “Did!” 
 
    “Didn’t!” 
 
    “I’ll hit both of you if you don’t stop this minute!” The argument cut off like a switch was flipped. “So, Peter,” Mrs. Lewis went on pleasantly, “are you two staying for dinner?” 
 
    Something about the pinched look around her eyes warned me that our presence at the dinner table would strain her resources, if not her last ounce of sanity. “No, we need to head back out pretty quick. Thanks, though.” 
 
    Her smile of relief was unmistakable. “All right, maybe next time. Let Justin know that dinner will be ready soon, okay?” 
 
    “I will,” I promised. 
 
    “Thanks. It was nice to meet you, Rebecca. It’s about time Peter got himself a girlfriend.” 
 
    “She’s not – ow!” 
 
    “It was nice to meet you too, Mrs. Lewis.” Rebecca’s smile disappeared the moment Mrs. Lewis went back into the kitchen. “Oh my God,” she breathed. “I am never having children.” 
 
    “Just stop after the first two or three,” I told her, rubbing my side resentfully as I started up the stairs. “I don’t think Justin’s parents ever figured out what causes them.” 
 
    The steps were littered with potential safety hazards, including a basketball, Lego blocks, and a skateboard, but we made it to the summit without incident. The second floor resembled a hotel corridor, with four identical doors on either side leading to bedrooms and the communal bathroom. I led Rebecca to the last one on the right and tapped on it lightly before twisting the knob. 
 
    “Hey, Justin, your dinner’s –” My words died in my throat as I beheld a sight that would forever remain etched in my memory. 
 
    Justin lay on his back with his feet dangling over the end of his bed and his pants down around his ankles. A black-haired girl straddled his hips with her back arched and her eyes closed as she rocked back and forth. The only thing she wore was a pair of black cardboard wings secured with elastic straps and her pale, perky breasts joggled with every thrust.  
 
    I told myself we needed to leave before they noticed us but I couldn’t even get my eyes to blink as their grunts and moans grew closer and closer together, until the girl threw her head back and gave out a tiny gasping sigh with every lingering spasm. Finally, she slumped forward and lay on Justin’s chest with a happy smile playing on her lips. 
 
    “Oh my God,” she murmured, “that was amazing.” Her gray-green eyes opened sleepily and then closed again. A moment later, they snapped open again in shock. “Justin!” she shrieked. “You were supposed to lock the door!” 
 
    The blankets exploded all around the two of them as they floundered about, trying to cover up all evidence of their recent activities. The girl ended up falling off the far side of the bed and Rebecca turned her back in horror as Justin hopped around pulling his pants back up.  
 
    “Hey, Pete,” he greeted me casually, buckling his belt as if we hadn’t just been emotionally scarred for life. “I didn’t think you’d get here so fast.” 
 
    “Justin!” hissed the girl from under one of the blankets. “Where are my clothes?” 
 
    “Oh, um, I’m not sure.” He hunted around and discovered a pair of white silk panties and a black t-shirt under the bed. The girl snatched them from his outstretched hand and wriggled around like a sackful of puppies trying to pull them on. 
 
    “Where’s the rest?” she demanded in a loud whisper. 
 
    I looked around and discovered a crumpled pair of black jeans that were far too small to fit Justin. Rebecca awkwardly pointed out a lacy bra the same color as her ears dangling from the doorknob and I silently handed them to Justin to pass along. The girl’s contortions went on for a few more minutes and then she went still. 
 
    “Are they still there?” she asked after a moment. 
 
    “Yep,” Justin told her. 
 
    I heard a long, resigned sigh and then she slowly sat up and pulled off the blanket. “Hi, Peter,” she greeted me with a shaky smile. 
 
    “Ashley?” The last time I saw her, she was a fresh-faced teen with wavy brown hair. Now her hair was straight and jet black and her eyelids were overloaded with mascara and eyeliner. “Oh my God, you really are an Acolyte.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She stood up, tugging her clothes back into place, and retrieved her wings from the floor. They were badly mangled and one of the straps was broken. “Damn,” she muttered. She tossed the cardboard remnants onto the bed and ran her fingers through her hair, disarranging it even more. 
 
    “What – how – why –?” 
 
    “Who and when,” she finished for me, rolling her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, I got the same thing from my parents. What did you do to your hair? You used to be such a nice girl. You’re going straight to Hell, young lady! Like their way is any better,” she grumbled bitterly. “All that praying and Bible-quoting and for what? People still got smited. God doesn’t care about Hellburn.” 
 
    “Well, actually, that’s not true,” I told her. “An angel showed up today, after all.” 
 
    “Seriously?” she asked, startled. “An angel? For real?” 
 
    “How can you not know about the angel?” I asked incredulously. “Justin said you tried to pull his sword out of that monument.” 
 
    Ashley gaped at me in astonishment. “That was an angel’s sword? Nobody said anything about that. I thought it belonged to that guy collecting the money.” 
 
    “No, it’s a real divine weapon,” I assured her. 
 
    “Oh my God,” she breathed. “Then where did the angel go?” 
 
    “Well –” I cleared my throat awkwardly. “Amy killed him.” 
 
    Ashley blinked at me and then let her breath out in a despondent sigh. “Oh my God,” she muttered. “And people wonder why there are so many Acolytes now. Justin, help me fix my wings.” She tried to flatten out the cardboard and then tied the loose ends of the strap together. Justin held them while she wriggled her arms through the straps and settled them around her shoulders. She grimaced at herself in the mirror and then shrugged. “Is your friend going to be like that all day?” 
 
    I glanced at Rebecca. She stood stock-still facing the hallway with her hands clenched at her sides, as if she was auditioning for the role of the Nutcracker at the next Christmas pageant. “Are you okay?” I asked her. 
 
    “Peter!” she whispered through the corner of her mouth. “They were doing things! Right in front of us!” 
 
    “Well, they’re done now,” I pointed out.  
 
    “But we saw everything!” 
 
    “Look, I’m traumatized too but we’re here for a reason, remember?” Rebecca closed her eyes and shuddered. “You can wait downstairs if you want.” 
 
    “No, I can do this,” she declared unsteadily. It was clear she was trying to reassure herself, not me. “I’m a mature, worldly woman who isn’t easily shocked by the sight of things that are supposed to happen without witnesses in the dark behind closed doors.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I agreed, resisting the urge to roll my eyes. 
 
    Rebecca took a few deep breaths and then slowly turned around. Her own smile was a bit wobbly as her eyes fastened on a point midway between Justin and Ashley. “Hi,” she said weakly. 
 
    “This is Ashley and Justin,” I explained. “Guys, this is Rebecca. She’s a –” I was going to say witch but, considering Ashley’s recent conversion, that seemed like a bad idea. “– friend.” 
 
    “Where’s Dara?” Justin asked, peering past us into the hallway. “She didn’t come with you?” He sounded disappointed and Ashley glared at him. 
 
    “Dara’s the Dark Angel, Justin,” she informed him tersely. “She’s our sworn enemy.” 
 
    “She’s not my enemy,” Justin frowned. 
 
    “She’s my enemy so that makes her your enemy!” 
 
    “Speaking of the Dark Angel,” I jumped in hastily, “we heard you guys were putting together a book about Amy.” 
 
    “Not a book,” Ashley retorted. “A Book.” 
 
    “Right,” I nodded. “Have you read it?” 
 
    “Not all of it,” she admitted. “We’re supposed to go through the whole thing and pass the entrance exam before we’re allowed to wear these,” she shrugged her wings, “but hardly anyone bothers. The Book’s not very well organized yet,” she confessed, “and it’s really gruesome in places.” 
 
    “Do you have a copy?” I asked eagerly. “I’d really like to see it.” 
 
    “Why?” Ashley asked suspiciously. “Aren’t you one of the people trying to kill Her?” 
 
    “Well –” I couldn’t actually deny that, since the Acolytes witnessed a lot of our failed attempts. “You see, the thing is –” I looked to Rebecca for help but she just stared back at me. “I’m starting to, um, come around to her point of view. I’m, ah – oh!” Inspiration struck finally. “I’m supposed to be Amy’s consort, right? So I need to know everything about her before we get married or whatever.” 
 
    “Julie told me about that,” Ashley acknowledged reluctantly, “but I don’t get it. How come you’re trying to kill Her if you’re supposed to marry Her?” 
 
    “It’s ... complicated,” I said with a sigh. “You know Amy. She’s an enigma.” 
 
    “True,” she nodded thoughtfully. “It’s one of Her Aspects.” 
 
    I almost asked her what an Aspect was but I didn’t want to get sidetracked. “So do you have a copy of the Book with you?” 
 
    Ashley gave me a weird look. “It’s the twenty-first century, Peter,” she informed me tartly. “Everything’s online.” 
 
    A few minutes later, all of us crowded around Justin’s laptop as Ashley logged into the Acolytes’ web site. An animated banner welcomed her to the online home of the Acolytes of Amaryx in bold Gothic script, but Ashley clicked past that and navigated to a page that looked like every other user forum on the Internet. 
 
    “They’re still transcribing all the notes,” Ashley explained, “so there’s a bunch of stuff missing.” 
 
    “These are all quotes from Amy?” I asked doubtfully. The categories listed in the menu didn’t resemble anything I remembered from Bible study: Amaryx, Commandments, Aspects, Past, Present, Future, Heaven, Hell, Earth, Rituals, Enemies, Retribution, Miscellaneous. 
 
    “Most of it is, I guess. Frankly, a lot of it just sounds like complaining,” she admitted with a shrug, “but the senior Acolytes are trying to add commentary so that it makes more sense.” 
 
    “Has Amy seen this?” 
 
    “I think they’re planning to surprise Her with it when it’s done.” 
 
    “And we all know how much she likes surprises,” I muttered to myself. I didn’t want to be anywhere near the library when the Acolytes unveiled their Book. “So that Enemies one looks interesting,” I said, feigning mild curiosity. “What’s that about?” 
 
    “It’s a list of everyone who ever wronged Her or is out to get Her. It goes on forever,” Ashley confided. “There are a lot of people who don’t like Her.” 
 
    “Really? I never would have guessed. Do any names stick out in particular? Someone she might be especially worried about, maybe?” 
 
    Ashley eyed me doubtfully but she clicked on the link. The screen filled up with one- or two-sentence quotes, along with occasional annotations in italics. At the top of the page, someone provided a running tally of names. 
 
    Nicks (sp?): 109 
 
    Metraksyon, Metrakkyon, Metrachyon (sp?): 77 
 
    Fay, Fay Morgan, Agent Morgan, Morgan Le Fay (?): 31 
 
    Ariel Kendricks, Mrs. Kendricks, That Witchy Bitch: 17 
 
    Susie, Suzy (sp?): 5 
 
    Melissa, Melisandre (different people? check with DJ): 3 
 
    Other names mentioned only once: 188 
 
    “She has 194 different enemies?” I wondered aloud. That actually seemed rather low. 
 
    “I guess,” Ashley shrugged. “I haven’t counted. She really hates that Nicks person, though.” 
 
    “Nyx is her mother.” 
 
    “Really?” she breathed, wide-eyed. “Wow. I thought I had issues with my parents.” 
 
    “How come you’re not on the list, Peter?” Rebecca asked. We both looked at Ashley. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be Her Consort, aren’t you?” she shrugged. “I guess She doesn’t consider you to be Her enemy.” 
 
    I bit my tongue to keep from contradicting her. “Can you do a search across the site? I’d like to see all the references to Metraxion.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Metraxion is the demon lord who imprisoned her,” I explained. “If we can find out how he did it, we can make sure nobody does it again.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just ask Her?” 
 
    “She ... doesn’t like to talk about it.” 
 
    “Then why do you think it’s in here? This whole website is nothing but stuff She said.” 
 
    “Well, she, ah, might have let something slip without realizing it.” Ashley looked at me askance and I directed her attention back to the screen. “It won’t hurt to take a look,” I insisted. 
 
    She shook her head silently and typed. The search was hampered by the multiple misspellings of Metraxion’s name but we worked our way through the variations, our heads practically touching as we skimmed the results. 
 
    “She really thought through what She’s going to do to this guy when She finds him,” Ashley observed uneasily. “She’s going to have to resurrect him at least ten times to get through the whole list.” 
 
    “She’s had a lot of time to think about it.” 
 
    “The brochure didn’t say anything about all this torture and bloodshed,” she grimaced. 
 
    “Brochure?” 
 
    “You know, the recruitment brochures the Acolytes hand out at grocery stores and places like that. That’s how I learned about them in the first place. You know, Join the Acolytes of Amaryx and see the end of the world! Be among the last to be smited! It’s hard to resist a message like that.” 
 
    “I can see how that might appeal to a lot of people,” I said carefully. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m an Acolyte now,” she shrugged. “I hope I don’t have to torture anyone I know.” 
 
    “They’ll probably ask for volunteers. So does anyone see anything that talks about someone helping Metraxion and Nyx capture Amy?” We all huddled together in tense silence as Ashley slowly scrolled through all seventy-seven entries. “Wait! Back up. What’s that one?” 
 
    “How did that four-eyed bastard catch me in the first place?” Ashley read out loud. “I knew he was coming after me, I foresaw it, but I couldn’t stop him. How did Metrakkyon break my spells without me noticing? I’ll peel the skin from his bones until he tells me.” She shuddered, looking ill. “I’m not volunteering for that.” 
 
    “What’s so special about that quote?” Rebecca asked. “It doesn’t say anything about getting help.” 
 
    “No, but there’s something about it, something somebody said a while ago.” I squeezed my eyes closed, trying to dredge the memory up from the depths of my subconscious. “Something about breaking spells. Breaking spells,” I muttered to myself. “Someone who can break spells. A spell breaker. Spell breaker? Spellbreaker!” I exclaimed triumphantly. “Who was that demon lord we were trying to summon when we were fighting the incubus, the one Dara knew?” 
 
    “We were only pretending to summon him,” Rebecca reminded me doubtfully. 
 
    “Yes, fine, but what was his name?” I wanted to take her by the shoulders and shake the answer out of her but I doubted that would actually help. 
 
    “Gar-something?” she frowned. “Garrett? Garrick?” 
 
    “Garrax! That’s it! Garrax Spellbreaker! Metraxion must have had him use his powers to cancel out Amy’s!” 
 
    “She doesn’t actually say it was him,” she pointed out. 
 
    “No, because he was banished from the Courts of Hell long before Metraxion and Nyx locked her up. It probably never occurred to her that he was still alive.” I gnawed on the end of my thumb as my thoughts tumbled all over each other. Garrax, I wondered. Would this really work? Could we actually pull this off? 
 
    “What are you thinking, Peter?” Rebecca asked nervously. 
 
    “If we can summon Garrax,” I said slowly, putting the pieces together in my mind, “he can block Amy’s powers. She’ll be helpless.” 
 
    “You want to summon a demon lord?” she exclaimed, aghast. “Peter!” 
 
    “It’s the only way we can beat her,” I argued. 
 
    “But how will we beat him?” 
 
    “Well –” To be honest, I hadn’t thought that part all the way through. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Ashley interjected suspiciously. “Are you talking about getting another demon to kill Amaryx?” 
 
    Oh, crap. I’d forgotten that Ashley was officially in the enemy camp. “No, of course not!” I assured her hastily. “We’re talking about what someone might do to hurt her. So now we have to, um, stop that from happening.” 
 
    “That’s not what it sounded like,” she pressed. “You said if we summon him, not if somebody summons him.” 
 
    “No, I meant if we let somebody summon him. I’m her consort, remember? I’d never let anyone hurt her,” I lied. 
 
    Ashley seemed unconvinced. She glanced up at Justin, who just looked bemused, and then shook her head. “I don’t think Consorts should be trying to kill each other all the time,” she muttered. “That should be one of the Commandments.” 
 
    “Maybe you can propose that at the next meeting,” I suggested, eyeing the door. We needed to leave before Ashley got it in her head to report this whole conversation to the rest of the Acolytes. Why is there never a distraction when you need one? 
 
     For once, the cosmic forces were paying attention. “Justin! Ashley!” Mrs. Lewis called up the stairs. “Dinner’s ready!” 
 
    “Great!” Justin grinned, clapping his hands together eagerly. “Who’s hungry?” 
 
    “We need to get going,” I told him, nudging Rebecca towards the door. “Dara’s waiting for us.” 
 
    “You’re still friends with the Dark Angel?” Ashley frowned. 
 
    “No! No, we’re, um, just keeping an eye on her,” I told her, edging closer to the door. “To make sure she doesn’t cause any trouble for Amy.” 
 
    “Oh.” She looked a bit crestfallen and she studied her hands. “Tell her – tell her I said hi, okay?” 
 
    I exchanged a startled look with Rebecca. “I will,” I promised. “Come on,” I told Rebecca. We stepped out into the hall but Ashley’s voice stopped me, 
 
    “Peter?” I looked back at her. Ashley’s eyes were bright and her lower lip trembled. “You’re going to fix everything, right, so that nobody else has to die?”  
 
    Justin stood behind her and wrapped his arms around her gently, pressing his lips to the top of her head. Her face crumpled and she closed her eyes as tears coursed down her cheeks. 
 
    “I’m going to try,” I promised her somberly. I just wished I knew how. 
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    Thirteen times a year, give or take, Aunt Flo comes to visit women all around the world, stays for a few days, and then moves on, leaving her hosts tired, cranky, and bloated. Men have learned to either hide while all this is going on or arm themselves with chocolate. Some cultures even declare women on their periods to be unclean, shutting them away until the ordeal is over. Let’s face it, absolutely nobody likes Aunt Flo. 
 
    Some people believe that menstruation is God’s punishment for Eve tempting Adam with that apple, as if getting kicked out of Paradise wasn’t a pretty harsh sentence all on its own. Making Eve and all her descendants search for the Midol every twenty-eight days seems excessive, if not outright vindictive. Interestingly, there are only a handful of mammals that experience menstruation: humans, primates, a couple of species of bats, and the elephant shrew. It’s hard to imagine God getting ticked off at a shrew, so the whole divine retribution theory doesn’t hold a lot of water. 
 
    Not all that long ago, doctors believed imbalances in a woman’s uterus caused emotional outbursts, hysteria, and general moral weakness. In extreme cases, the solution was to surgically remove the uterus, a procedure known as a hysterectomy, which literally means to cut out hysteria. That, of course, didn’t actually solve the underlying problem, but at least Aunt Flo had nowhere to stay afterwards. 
 
      
 
    I called Agent Morgan as soon as we got back in the car. Her first words were, “Let me guess. Leprechauns slid down a rainbow and left you a pot of gold.” 
 
    “Um, no. Something better, I hope.” 
 
    “I’m all ears,” she said sardonically. 
 
    I told her about the Acolytes’ Book and repeated the quote we found. “If we can bring Garrax here somehow, he can take away Amy’s powers. We can kill her once and for all.” The silence on the other end of the call wasn’t reassuring. “It’s the only way,” I insisted. 
 
    “It’s the worst possible way, Peter,” she retorted in exasperation. “You’re basing all of this on a transcription of a comment that reminds you of the name of a demon that Dara happened to mention once. That doesn’t prove he was the one who helped Metraxion and Nyx. You don’t know what kinds of spells Garrax can break, even assuming his name isn’t the usual sort of self-serving hyperbole demons are prone to. You don’t even know if he’s still alive.” 
 
    “Dara talked to him,” I argued. “He helped her get the Philosopher’s Stone.” 
 
    “Back when Dr. Bellowes called himself Parathraxas,” she reminded me. “How long ago was that? Five hundred years?” 
 
    “Four hundred and thirty,” I admitted grudgingly, “but nothing else we’ve tried has worked. Maybe this will.” 
 
    “The only maybe about this plan is maybe Garrax won’t team up with Amy and kill us all.” 
 
    “Amy’s the bigger threat to him, he has to deal with her first.” 
 
    “And afterwards?” I didn’t have an answer for that so I stayed mute. “Peter,” Morgan sighed, “I’ve been dealing with demon incursions for most of my life. Not once – not once – has a summoning done anything except cause misery, pain, and death for everyone involved.” 
 
    “Dr. Bellowes summoned demons to slay other demons,” I pointed out. 
 
    “And fed them the souls of innocents to preserve his own life,” she countered acidly. “You do recall where he ended up, don’t you?” Burning in Hell, I thought morosely, because of me. “Demons are evil, Peter,” she went on, “every single one of them. Never forget that.” 
 
    “Dara isn’t,” I objected. 
 
    “Defying the Dread Lord doesn’t make her good,” Morgan said tersely. “Her attachment to you is the only thing keeping her from following her sister’s footsteps.” 
 
    “That and the fact that’s she really bad at being a succubus,” I muttered. 
 
    “I consider that a bonus,” she noted wryly, but she sobered quickly. “Forget about Garrax, Peter, it’s a fool’s errand. I’ll have the spell to link our Stones sorted out shortly. I’ll call you in a couple of hours and let you know what we need to do. In the meantime, please, please, don’t do anything rash.” 
 
    “People are dying,” I protested. 
 
    “So let’s not make things worse. Be patient. We’ll find the answer soon.” I was afraid I’d say something I’d regret so I held my tongue. Morgan waited a few seconds and then said “Goodbye” in a sad sort of way. I hung up and just stared at the phone. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Rebecca asked quietly. 
 
    “Nothing, apparently.” I closed my eyes and let my head fall back against the headrest. “Dara’s right. Throwing a bigger fireball at Amy isn’t going to do any good, not if she can stop time and just step out of the way. Why can’t Agent Morgan see that?” 
 
    “She’s afraid of demons,” Rebecca suggested, “or at least of what demons do.” 
 
    “They’re not all bad,” I insisted. “Dara isn’t, no matter what she says. Even Metraxion has his good side.” The incredulous look on Rebecca’s face was almost comical. “He helped us deal with Lilith,” I reminded her, “as a favor for rescuing him from Dr. Bellowes. He didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “I guess,” she said, obviously unconvinced. “But what makes you think Garrax is good?” 
 
    I didn’t have an answer for that. Even if I was right about Garrax helping Metraxion and Nyx lock Amaryx away in my Philosopher’s Stone, that might have been simple self-preservation to keep her from running rampant through the Courts of Hell. There was no way to know without summoning him and then it would be too late. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I confessed. “Maybe it’s just wishful thinking, but what choice do we have? Garrax is the only one I know who can capture a demon as powerful as Amy.”  
 
    I started the Mustang and pulled away from the curb. Rebecca let out a frustrated sigh and shook her head resignedly. She maintained a pensive silence most of the way back to the apartment, until she suddenly sat up and grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Wait! Pull in over there!” She pointed at a convenience store on the corner just ahead. 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “I have to get some stuff.” She cleared her throat. “Girl stuff.” 
 
    “Oh? Oh!” I pulled into the tiny parking lot beside the store and she jumped out before I even shifted into park. To her credit, she was back in just a few minutes, clutching a small plastic bag. It didn’t appear to hold the small cardboard box I expected, though. 
 
    “What did you get?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “That’s none of your business!” She hid the bag under her seat and refused to make eye contact with me. I shrugged and carefully maneuvered back onto the street to continue our journey. 
 
    A few minutes later, I pulled into my usual spot in front of the apartment and got out. Rebecca retrieved her bag and hid it behind her back while I unlocked the door. I was tempted to tell her that there was no need to be embarrassed about a natural bodily function but I figured that was a conversation neither of us wanted to have. Instead, I stepped inside and pointed up to the second floor. 
 
    “You can use Dara’s bathroom,” I told her. 
 
    “For what?” she frowned. 
 
    “For your – you know.” She shook her head doubtfully. “That.” I pointed to her bag. 
 
    “You want me to give this to Dara in the bathroom?” 
 
    “It’s for Dara?” Not once in all the months we’d been together did Daraxandriel mention the need for feminine products. I just assumed that her demon physiology didn’t require them but maybe I just hadn’t noticed. I cleared my throat. “Dara!” I called up the stairs. “We’re back!” 
 
    “Thou art here?” Footsteps pounded across the floor overhead and then she bounded down the steps, making enough noise for three demons. “Didst thou keep thy promise, Rebecca?” she asked eagerly. Rebecca held out the bag and Daraxandriel snatched it from her hand, opening it to peer inside. She gasped in surprise and delight. “Thou art truly a good friend! I am indebted to thee!”  
 
    She spun around on her heel and leapt back up the steps to the second floor, disappearing into the hallway. A moment later, her head popped back out. “The waif is in thy chambers!” she informed me and then she retreated again. Her bedroom door slammed and the apartment fell silent again. 
 
    “Wow, I guess she really needed those,” I observed. “What’s Susie doing here?” Rebecca shrugged her ignorance and followed me upstairs.  
 
    Melissa’s bedroom door was open and I found Susie seated at the vanity, rooting through the contents of Melissa’s jewelry box. Someone had made a half-hearted attempt to pick up the scattered clothes and makeup from the floor – Daraxandriel, I guessed, since Susie couldn’t be bothered with foreign concepts like helping out or putting stuff away – but there were still shards from the broken mirror glittering in the carpet. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked her. She must have ported straight from home, since all she wore was her oversized pink-and-white robe. 
 
    “I need a ruby.” She held up one of Melissa’s pendants, inspecting it critically. The stone in the center of the gold fitting was red but it looked more like a garnet to me. “Mom doesn’t have any.” 
 
    “What do you need a ruby for?” Most of the rings on her fingers were plain silver bands but one sported an amethyst and another had a small cluster of diamonds. 
 
    “To make a Philosopher’s Stone.” The duh was implied. 
 
    “Since when do you know how to make one?” 
 
    “It’s not hard. You just have to link the gem to the essence of the earth. And maybe some other stuff too.” 
 
    I looked at Rebecca, who shrugged again. “And you think you can actually pull that off?” 
 
    “Not without a ruby.” Susie held an emerald earring up to her earlobe and peered at herself in the cracked mirror. “Does it hurt to get your ears pierced?” 
 
    “You’re asking the wrong person and those aren’t rubies.” 
 
    “I know, they just looked nice. Do you think Cameron would like them?” 
 
     “Still asking the wrong person and stop stealing Melissa’s stuff. Half of those rings you’re wearing are hers, aren’t they?” 
 
    “She made me give back the good ones,” she grumbled, as if Melissa was being unreasonable. 
 
    “Well, don’t make it worse.” I took the earrings from her and placed them back into the jewelry box, closing the lid. “Go look for a ruby somewhere else.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “I don’t know, how about a jewelry store? Look, there’s a lot going on right now and I don’t need you distracting me. So unless you know something about summoning demons from Hell –” 
 
    “You’re going to summon a demon?” she frowned. 
 
    “We might have to.” I summarized what we discovered about Garrax, or at least what I thought we discovered about him. “Agent Morgan thinks it’s too dangerous, though.” 
 
    Susie mulled that over. “Do you have something that belongs to him?” 
 
    “Who, Garrax?” She nodded. “No. Why?” 
 
    “It makes it easier to summon him against his will. Otherwise you have to offer him something he wants.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “A soul.” The duh was still silent but it was definitely there. 
 
    “We’re not offering anybody’s soul to anyone,” I insisted. 
 
    “Then I guess you have to hope he wants to come here to kill you like all those other demon lords. Can I have your Stone if he does?” 
 
    “There’s no point. The Stone will just revive me again.” Susie waggled her hand. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Whatever Amy’s doing cut off our access to the Goddess.” She held up one of Melissa’s nail polish bottles to the light and then slipped it into the pocket of her robe. “Once we use up all the life energy in town, we won’t be able to do any more magic.” 
 
    The shocked look on Rebecca’s face echoed mine. “What? Are you kidding me?” Susie just gave me a look. She never kidded. “Mrs. Kendricks never said anything about that!” 
 
    “I guess she didn’t want you guys to worry.” Susie seemed indifferent to the whole thing. 
 
    “But what does that have to do with my Stone?” 
 
    “Where do you think its power comes from? Your batteries are going to die one of these days.” 
 
    I hastily pulled my Stone out from under my short and peered at it closely, trying to discern if it looked any different. It seemed darker than normal but that might just have been my anxious imagination. “Does Agent Morgan know about this? Why is she trying to link our Stones if we don’t have access to any power?” 
 
    Susie mimed another duh by rolling her eyes. “You have power now, it’s just going to run out eventually. Maybe she wants to make sure hers doesn’t run out first.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. I couldn’t entirely discount the possibility that Susie was lying about the situation to get me to give her my Stone but that seemed too far-fetched even for her. “So every time the Stone revives me after I die –” 
 
    “– it sucks more juice out of everything around you. Are there any jewelry stores around here?” Susie rose to her feet and her fiery portal appeared around her bare feet. I backed away hastily. 
 
    “Wait! How long do we have before it all runs out?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she shrugged. She didn’t need to add and I don’t care. This was Susie, after all. 
 
    “Doesn’t that portal spell use a lot of magic?” I asked, eyeing the flickering pentagram uneasily. 
 
    “Quite a lot, actually.” 
 
    “Well, stop using it! I’ll drive you home!” 
 
    “That takes too long.” With that, the pentagram flashed and vanished, taking Susie with it. I sank into the chair she vacated, shaking my head in disbelief. 
 
    “This is bad, isn’t it?” Rebecca asked quietly. 
 
    “Not yet,” I told her, “but it will be.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to commune with the Goddess ever since Amy rose,” she said. “We all have. We thought she’d be able to help us, since she’s, you know, a goddess, but there’s been no sign of her anywhere.” 
 
    “An angel was able to break through whatever Amy is doing,” I observed doubtfully. “You’d think the Goddess wouldn’t have any problems.” 
 
    “She’s not as powerful as God is,” Rebecca pointed out glumly. “I guess she’s not as powerful as Amy is either.” 
 
    “That’s a scary thought.” I rubbed my forehead wearily. “Man, can anything else go wrong today? Amy killed me again, Justin’s girlfriend is an Acolyte, Dara’s an chocoholic, Melissa’s freaking out, I’m the father of nine children – or is it ten now?” I started to tally all the names and then gave up. “An angel showed up to take Olivia to Heaven and got himself killed, so she’s all depressed. Did I miss anything?” 
 
    “Um, what was that about Dara?” Rebecca asked hesitantly. 
 
    “You saw her with those milkshakes. She’s been begging people for chocolate all day long. It’s like an aphrodisiac for succubuses.” 
 
    Rebecca’s face went white and she gaped at me with her mouth open. Her eyes drifted to the hallway door and she started shuffling in that direction. “I’ll, um, be right back. I need to talk to Dara about ... something.” She bolted out of the room before I could ask her what was wrong. 
 
    “Now what?” I muttered. I eyed myself in the broken mirror, wondering how I ended up here trying to stop the Apocalypse with my bare hands. Opening that geode for Susie, I reminded myself sourly. That’s where it all started.  
 
    I heaved a sigh and got up before I succumbed to a crippling bout of self-pity. I started picking up the shards of glass from the floor, carefully depositing them into Melissa’s wastebasket, but my phone rang before I was even half done. It was Mrs. Burns. 
 
    “Peter,” she said, “there are reports of a disturbance at the Municipal Cemetery. Can you go see what’s going on? The other patrols are tied up.” 
 
    “I already know what happened. Amy got into a fight with an angel who dropped a sword that some guy was charging people money for to try to pull it out of a gravestone.” The long silence on the call just highlighted how bizarre that sentence was. “Really.” 
 
    “I see. Was there a ghost involved?” 
 
    “Er, yes, actually. How did you know?” 
 
    “The specific complaint states that the cemetery is haunted by a ghost who’s attacking people.” 
 
    “Uh-oh.” That had to be Olivia, but she wouldn’t hurt anyone. Unless she finally turned into a wraith, I thought uneasily. “I’d better go check it out.’ 
 
    “Wear your uniform,” Mrs. Burns instructed. “This is an official assignment.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I mean Rachel.” She sighed in my ear and hung up. 
 
    I crossed across the hall and exchanged my t-shirt and jeans for the tan shirt and brown pants of the Hellburn Police Department. I gave my trainee badge a cursory polish and then hurried down the hall to the top of the stairs to lean over the railing. 
 
    “Dara? Rebecca?” I pulled up my support spells and held my finger over the Teleportal icon. I felt a bit guilty about using up more of our limited magic supply but I figured speed was the critical factor here. “I need to go out on a police call. It shouldn’t take long.” I hope.  
 
    “Okay!” Rebecca’s voice was muffled by the intervening doors as I fixed an image of the cemetery in my mind and tapped the icon. “Everything will be fine by the time you get back!”  
 
    The world twisted around me and I found myself standing in front of the war memorial before her odd phrasing fully registered. I pulled up Teleportal again to go back and ask her what she meant by that, but getting there and back would triple the cost of this trip and the shouting from the other side of the memorial suggested my presence was needed here. I smoothed my shirt, settled my utility belt with the empty holster around my waist, straightened my shoulders, berated myself for leaving my Stetson back at the apartment, and let my breath out in a whoosh before striding around the memorial to confront this new crisis. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised to find a small crowd gathered around Samarael’s sword, still stuck upright in the floral monument, but I didn’t expect to see Olivia standing on top of the sculpture swinging a small sledgehammer around her like Thor battling frost giants. Three male Acolytes surrounded her, spray-painted wings and all, crouching with their arms spread ready to grapple her the moment she let her guard down. Another two Acolytes, one male and one female, stood a short distance off watching the proceedings anxiously, while a couple of civilian spectators recorded everything on their phones for posterity and social media fame. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” I demanded in my most officious voice, hoping they’d pay more attention to the uniform than the guy wearing it. My sudden appearance on the scene distracted the stalking Acolytes and one of them narrowly avoided a concussion when the sledgehammer skimmed his scalp. “Olivia, stop that! What are you doing?” 
 
    “They’re trying to steal my sword!” Olivia’s eye sockets were sunken and her cheeks were hollow, reminding me of the last images I saw of her just before her death. Her unkempt hair fluttered in a nonexistent breeze and her shirt, an ectoplasmic replica of the one I wore, looked like she’d stolen it from a cadaver in a crypt. 
 
    “What do you mean, your sword?” The golden blade seemed undamaged but the planter itself was badly chipped and one entire corner had broken off. “What did you do?” I asked, aghast. 
 
    “It wasn’t me!” she insisted. Even her voice was different, echoing and raspy. If she wasn’t a wraith already, she was well on her way there. “They did it!” She jabbed the sledgehammer at the closest Acolyte, who ducked back out of reach. “They were trying to cut the sword out of the stone!” 
 
    I was inclined to believe her, since she never exhibited the ability to conjure sledgehammers out of thin air before. Another hammer lay on the ground nearby and one of the Acolytes held a masonry chisel, which he hastily hid behind his back. “So, vandalism, desecration, and destruction of public property, hmm?” 
 
    “No, man,” protested the one with the chisel. “I mean officer. It wasn’t like that. We tried to get the sword the regular way, we even paid that guy the five bucks, but it wouldn’t come out and Amaryx really wants it. We can’t go back without it.” All of the Acolytes nodded their syncopated agreement. “You gotta let us have it. We don’t want to get smited.” 
 
    “You can’t have it!” Olivia screeched. “It’s mine!” 
 
    “It’s not yours,” I told her. “It’s Samarael’s.” 
 
    “Well, he’s dead! He was supposed to take me to Heaven but Amy killed him so it’s all her fault I’m still here and it’s my sword now! She can’t have it!” She whipped the sledgehammer around in a whizzing arc and everybody jumped back out of range. 
 
    “I don’t want her to have it either, but you can’t go around threatening people like this. Someone might get hurt.” 
 
    “I don’t care!” she snarled. “You’re all going to die anyway, who cares if it happens today?” 
 
    “They do,” I told her firmly. “Just put down the hammer and come back to the apartment. Dara and Rebecca are waiting for us.” 
 
    The Acolytes eyed me uneasily. “Are you talking to the ghost?” one of them asked uncertainly. “You can actually see it?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, taken aback. “Can’t you?” 
 
    “All I see is a hammer acting crazy.” His companions nodded. “You mean that’s a real ghost?” 
 
    “A real ghost that you pissed off,” I told him tersely. “I suggest you get out of here before she really gets mad.” The five Acolytes exchanged worried glances. By unspoken agreement, four of them retreated towards the parking lot while Chisel Guy edged closer to the planter, keeping a cautious eye on the sledgehammer as he bent to retrieve his fallen tools. 
 
    “Can I, uh, get my sledge back?” he asked tentatively. “Those things are expensive.” He yelped and covered his head when Olivia threw it at him but it missed him by a good two feet and fell to the ground with a thud. He snatched it up and hightailed it out of there, leaving me, Olivia, and our smartphone-toting audience with the sword. 
 
    “You two, move along,” I told them sternly. “There nothing to see here.” 
 
    “Because it’s a ghost,” one of them snorted, nudging the other. 
 
    “Aaaaaaaaaahhhhhhh!” Olivia screamed at them and a clammy wind suddenly kicked up, swirling dust all around and driving the two back a step. They gaped at me and then at each other, and then bolted for their cars. Olivia sagged like a marathoner at the end of the race and the supernatural breeze faded away. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked her worriedly. 
 
    “No, I’m not okay,” she said dully. She sat down on the broken edge of the planter and dropped her head into her hands. “I don’t know what happened. I saw them hitting this thing with that hammer and I just saw red. Well, gray, actually. All the color went out and I just –” She shook her head. “I don’t know what to do, Peter,” she said in a small voice. “I’m going crazy.” 
 
    “You’re not,” I assured her, hoping I sounded truthful. “You’re just spending too much time by yourself, that’s all. Come on back to the apartment and we’ll figure things out.” 
 
    For a moment, I thought she was going to refuse, but she heaved a sigh and nodded. She stood up and eyed the sword, looking forlorn. 
 
    “I almost got to go to Heaven,” she said sadly. “Why couldn’t Amy have just left us alone? We weren’t bothering her.” 
 
    “That’s how she is,” I sighed. 
 
    “This stupid sword didn’t do any good at all. What’s the point of having a magic sword if you can’t use it properly?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just standard angel equipment,” I shrugged. 
 
    “It can’t be, it had a cool name and everything. The Flame of Righteousness!” Olivia declared, grasping the sword’s hilt and lifting it up in the air. Reddish-gold fire wreathed the blade and ran down her arm and she shrieked, dropping the weapon on the planter with a clatter of metal and backing away, hastily beating out the dying flickers on her skin. “Oh my God!” she breathed in a strangled voice. 
 
    “What did you just do?” I gasped. 
 
    “Nothing! I was just fooling around and it came out!” 
 
    We both looked at the sword. The flames had vanished, leaving it no worse for wear. “Pick it up again,” I urged her. 
 
    “No way!” she said, shaking her head vehemently. “It tried to set me on fire!” 
 
    “I think that’s just the same thing that happened when Samarael held it. It didn’t hurt him.” 
 
    “Because he’s an angel! Do I look like an angel to you?” 
 
    Olivia looked very unangelic, frankly, but I didn’t think it would improve her mood if I told her that. Instead, I edged closer to the sword and cautiously reached out to grasp its hilt. Nothing happened when I closed my fingers around it, other than the same tingling sensation I felt before, but when I tried to lift it, it refused to budge, like someone had superglued it in place. I stepped back with a frustrated sigh.  
 
    “You have to take it,” I told her. “We can’t just leave it here.” 
 
    Olivia hid her hands behind her back. “No way! What if it can’t tell the difference between ghosts and demons? You saw what happened to Amy!” 
 
    “Did it hurt you when you picked it up just now?” 
 
    “Well, no,” she admitted reluctantly. 
 
    “Did the fire burn you?” 
 
    She snuck a peek at her hands. “No.” 
 
    “You already held it longer than Amy did and it didn’t do anything to you. I think you’re supposed to have it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she frowned. 
 
    “You’re the only person who’s been able to do anything with it.” She shook her head stubbornly. “Look, Samarael came here to bring you to Heaven but Amy stopped him. I think he knew he was about to die and he left you his sword.” 
 
    Olivia eyed the weapon doubtfully. “What for?” 
 
    “Let’s find out.” I gestured to the sword and she reluctantly approached it. 
 
    “If I die because of this,” she warned me, “I’m coming back to haunt you forever.” 
 
    “Deal.” Olivia let her breath out slowly, flexed her fingers, and then screwed her face up into a grimace as she carefully took hold of the sword. She flinched when it burst into flames again but held on. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, in the same tone she would have used if she was holding a slug. She cautiously lifted the sword off the planter and stepped back. Red-gold driblets of fire slid off the tip of the sword, misting into nothingness before they touched the ground. “Now what?” 
 
    “Hold it up,” I suggested. “Let the fire run down your arm like Samarael did.” 
 
    She made a Do I really have to? sort of sound but complied, slowly lifting the sword over her head. Fire swept down over her arm and across her body, shrouding her completely from head to toe. “Peter!” she exclaimed, shrill and panicked. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Hold still!” I urged her. “Let it –” My voice faded away as Olivia’s shirt suddenly transformed into burnished armor, similar to Samarael’s but conformed to her feminine outline. Silver and gold vambraces covered her forearms and matching greaves and boots protected her legs. Her hair, tangled and ratty just moments before, now flowed in gentle waves around her bare shoulders. Her face lost its dark and hollow lines and her blue-gray eyes almost glowed with an inner light. “Oh my God,” I breathed. Olivia was always pretty, at least before her descent into wraithdom. Now she was flawlessly beautiful.  
 
    But the sword wasn’t done with her yet. Blindingly white wings sprouted from her back and spread out wide, fluttering as she lost her balance and stumbled backwards. She spun around in a circle, trying to reach behind her with her free hand like a puppy chasing its own tail. “Peter!” she called out plaintively, “there’s something on me! Get it off!” 
 
    “Those are your wings!” I told her disbelievingly. 
 
    “My what?” She caught one with her hand and pulled it forward, her jaw dropping open as she gaped at the long pinions covered in glossy white feathers. “Why do I have wings?” 
 
    “Olivia,” I swallowed with difficulty, “you’re an angel.” 
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    Buying a gift for someone you hardly know is an almost impossible task. You have no idea what things they like or what they already have. Household goods won’t match their decor, clothes won’t fit them, and CDs and DVDs won’t be to their taste. Foodstuffs? They’re either allergic to it, disgusted by it, or philosophically opposed to it. Alcohol? Same thing. Cookbooks? They wouldn’t recognize a bay leaf if it landed on their head. You’re pretty much guaranteed to get something they don’t want, although they’ll smile and pretend that they love whatever it is. That forbearance is what keeps civilization from collapsing on itself. 
 
    You could always include a return receipt with your gift in the likely event that the recipient isn’t as enthralled with your present as you’d hoped, but that approach has two major drawbacks. First, they’ll have to make a special trip to the store to dispose of the item and maybe find a less-unpalatable replacement. Second, they’ll discover exactly how much you spent on them, which could lead to some awkwardness around the water cooler at work the following Monday. 
 
    Hiring a private detective to discover the other person’s innermost desires in order to determine the perfect gift is an effective but impractical strategy. Instead, the best approach is just to buy a card with an amusing message and include a crisp $20 bill inside. Sure, it’ll look like you had no idea what to get the person, but that was always going to be the case no matter what. This way, though, they get something they can use anywhere they want and they don’t have to waste half their weekend standing in the line at the returns desk.  
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, I’m an angel?” Olivia sounded like she was barely holding herself together. “I’m not an angel! I’m a girl! A dead girl!” 
 
    “You look pretty solid to me and you definitely have wings.” I cautiously reached out and brushed her feathers with my fingertips. In the brief moment before they twitched out of reach, they felt more like silk than actual bird feathers. “Wow,” I murmured. “I never expected this.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be an angel!” Olivia protested. “Amy kills angels! Help me get these off before she finds out!” She yanked on her wing like she thought it was tied on instead of sprouting from her shoulder blade. “Ow! Peter, help me!” she begged. “What do I do?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I don’t know anything about angels!” 
 
    “This is all your fault! You made me pick up this stupid sword!” 
 
    “So put it down! Maybe you’ll go back to normal.” 
 
    She eyed the flaming sword still clutched in her hand and carefully held it out at arm’s length. She opened her hand but instead of dropping to the ground like before, the Flame of Righteousness simply faded away into nothingness. We both waited in anxious anticipation, but her wings remained firmly in place. “Peter! It’s not working!” 
 
    “Well, maybe you have to will yourself back to normal or something,” I suggested doubtfully. She huffed in frustration and then squeezed her eyes closed. She peeked after a few seconds, pressed her lips into a narrow line, and tried again, to no avail. “Try to relax.” 
 
    “Relax?” I winced at the shrill note she hit. “I have wings! How am I supposed to relax when I look like a seagull?” 
 
    “A swan,” I told her gamefully. “A beautiful swan.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” she said, rolling her eyes. “That makes it so much better. And now I don’t even have that stupid sword anymore! I’m a swan without a sword!” 
 
    “Maybe it’s only there when you need it.” I was grasping at any straw I could think of. “Samarael just grabbed it out of the air. Try that.” 
 
    “How?”  
 
    “Just pretend it’s floating in front of you.” I mimed closing my hand around the sword’s hilt at chest level. Olivia heaved a sigh and copied the motion, but she came away empty-handed. Her sullen glare implied that her failure was all my fault. “Try again but this time imagine the sword being in your hand.” 
 
    “Like I imagined my wings going away?” she sniped sarcastically. “That worked out well, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Just try it,” I insisted. 
 
    Her sigh had a hint of an irritable growl buried in it but she complied. This time, the Flame reappeared and she gaped at it in astonishment. The red-gold flames flickered around her hand but climbed no further. “Oh my God!” she exclaimed in wonder. “It actually worked!” 
 
    “I’m impressed.” That wasn’t my voice. Olivia and I both whirled around, to find Amaryx standing a short distance away with her arms crossed and a scowl creasing her forehead. “I’m also puzzled,” she went on. “I could have sworn we took care of our little angel infestation earlier.” Her eyes narrowed as she perused the divine weapon in Olivia’s hand and then shifted her gaze to the broken monument. “I see. And what are you planning to do with that?” 
 
    Olivia shot a wide-eyed look at the Flame and then hastily cast it aside. It vanished like the last puff of smoke from a blown-out candle. “Nothing!” she insisted, hiding her hands behind her back. “I was just, um, holding it!” 
 
    “Of course you were,” Amaryx smirked. She stepped closer and Olivia backed away nervously, her wings flapping to keep her balance as she stumbled over a ragged lump of marble. “So our fine feathered friend had one last little trick up his toga, did he? Did he really think you could beat me after he failed so miserably?” 
 
    “No!” Olivia squeaked fearfully “I don’t want to be an angel!” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like you have much of a choice now, does it? Those wings are a bit of a giveaway.” Amaryx looked her over critically and then held out her hand, palm up. “Touch my hand,” she ordered. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s just a test to see how angelic you really are. Come on, it won’t hurt, I promise.” 
 
    Olivia cast me an anxious look and then slowly reached out with her forefinger. Before she even got within an inch of Amaryx’s hand, a bright spark crackled between their fingers. Olivia jumped back with a yelp. “You said it wouldn’t hurt!” she protested, clutching her finger. 
 
    “I lied.” Amaryx shook out her own hand, looking annoyed. “Well, it seems you really do have the divine fire in you, literally and figuratively. That’s going to be a problem.” 
 
    “Leave her alone,” I warned her, stepping between them. “She’s no threat to you.” 
 
    “I’m really not,” Olivia insisted, shaking her head vigorously. 
 
    “Maybe not now,” Amaryx argued, “but you will be. That’s the problem with you, Peter, and those annoying witches. You get ideas lodged in your tiny brains and you start thinking maybe you can be heroes and save the world. Well, you can’t. This is my world and you can’t do anything about it!” 
 
    “Then just smite us and get it over with,” I told her. 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia gasped. “Don’t tell her that!” 
 
    “Oh, what would be the fun in that?” Amaryx smiled. “Your futile assassination attempts are the only thing keeping me from being bored.” I held my ground as she stepped closer to me and placed her hands on my chest. “Keep her away from me,” she ordered, her face close enough to mine that I felt her warm breath. “Things are about to happen and I don’t need the distraction.” 
 
    “What sort of things?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “Just things,” she smiled. “Come see me tonight and maybe I’ll show you.” Her tongue teased her lips as she batted her icy blue cat eyes at me. 
 
    “I, uh, can’t,” I said, clearing my throat, “I’m busy tonight.” 
 
    “Plotting my destruction, no doubt,” she smirked. “I guarantee you’ll have more fun with me. Be at the library at midnight.” 
 
    “I’m not going to –” 
 
    “Midnight,” she said sharply, her eyes hardening, “or someone gets smited.” She didn’t wait for my response, just stepped back and spread her wings. A blast of wind later, she was well over our heads and she vanished into the clouds. 
 
    “Great,” I muttered. Spending the evening with a murderous winged demon wasn’t something I was looking forward to. 
 
    “Peter,” Olivia asked plaintively, “what are we going to do now? Amy’s going to kill me!” She hugged herself and shivered, looking very small despite the wings looming behind her. 
 
    “She can’t kill you,” I assured her. I pulled her into a hug, carefully avoiding her wings. Her skin was smooth and warm. “She doesn’t have Dara’s sword anymore, remember?” 
 
    “But what’s stopping her from taking it again?” I didn’t have a good answer for that and she looked up at me with wide, worried eyes. “I’m scared, Peter,” she whispered. “I don’t want to be an angel. I especially don’t want to be a dead angel.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” I promised her. Up close, she was even more unbelievably gorgeous and holding her felt really nice, despite the armor pressing against me. She laid her head against my chest and her wings folded around us, encasing us in a white cocoon. 
 
    Kiss her! Little Peter urged me. When was the last time you got to kiss an angel? 
 
    Angels don’t do things like that, I told him sternly. 
 
    Says who? You’ll never know until you try. Here, I’ll get you started.  
 
    Entirely of its own accord, my hand slid down Olivia’s bare back until it encountered the waist of her pleated skirt. The material felt like soft leather, dotted with metallic studs.  
 
    “Peter!” Olivia gasped as her wings flared out in surprise. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Sorry!” I stammered, feeling my cheeks get warm. “I, uh, just – my hand slipped.” 
 
    “Not here,” she whispered, looking around guiltily. “Oh my God, what if someone sees us?” 
 
    “No! I wasn’t going to – we need to, um –” I released her and hastily pulled out my phone. “We need to call Agent Morgan.” 
 
    “Right now?” She sounded disappointed. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t want to be an angel.” 
 
    “Well, what’s she going to do about it?” Olivia argued petulantly. “She’s a witch, not a priest.” 
 
    “I don’t think a priest is going to help us much, but she needs to know what happened.” 
 
    She heaved a frustrated sigh. “Fine,” she said curtly, crossing her arms. “You just like Amy’s wings better than mine.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” 
 
    “Then why are you going to see her tonight?” 
 
    “Because she’s going to smite someone if I don’t!” 
 
    “So what you’re saying is,” she mused as her eyes narrowed thoughtfully, “if I threaten to smite someone, you’ll spend time with me?” 
 
    “No, I’m saying smiting is bad and you’re supposed to be one of the good guys,” I reminded her. “Besides, angels don’t smite people.” 
 
    “I bet we could if we wanted to,” she retorted. “We’re the soldiers of God, after all!” 
 
    “You’re the messengers of God. You’re just supposed to proclaim important events and stuff.” 
 
    “Then why do I have a sword, hmm?” She reached out to the side but I grabbed her hand before she could conjure the Flame of Righteousness. 
 
    “Don’t do that!” I hissed. “Do you want Amy coming back here?” We both scanned the sky apprehensively but there was no sign of Amaryx overhead. I let my breath out in a shaky sigh. “Look, let’s just talk to Agent Morgan and see what she says, okay? We’ll sort out the rest later.” 
 
    “Okay,” she grumbled, “but something good better start happening to me today or I’ll joining Amy’s side!” 
 
    “You will not,” I told her, pulling up my contacts. “You’re an angel now, so start acting like one.” 
 
    “Fallen angels are still angels,” she muttered as I tapped Morgan’s number. 
 
    “The sasquatch rode by on a unicorn,” Morgan answered, sounding tired and irritable. “The Seelie Court invited you to join the eternal feast. Aliens are holding you captive on their spaceship.” 
 
    “Um, none of the above.” I wondered if her pregnancy was messing with her hormones already. “We have another angel.” 
 
    “Like Samarael?” That perked her up. “Is he here to take Olivia?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “What, then?” 
 
    “It’s better if we just show you. Where are you now?” 
 
    “In my hotel room. What’s going on, Peter?” she asked suspiciously. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Not wrong, exactly,” I assured her, “just different. We’ll be there in a second.” 
 
    Morgan sighed in my ear. “Maybe we should get married,” she groused. “We’re spending all this time together anyway.” She hung up before I could ask her if she was serious. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked Olivia, holding out my right hand as I pulled up my Teleportal spell with my left. She nodded and locked fingers with me and I tried to recall what Agent Morgan’s room looked like. There were two chairs and a couch – no, four chairs, and the bar with all those bottles. The TV was there and the bedroom door was there, so we should arrive right about – I tapped the icon and the spell whirled us away to room 416 of the Hellburn Hilton. 
 
    Olivia swayed on her feet and her wings flared out, one of them striking the bar and rattling the bottles on top. From the half-open bedroom door, I heard Morgan’s voice call out.  
 
    “Who’s there?” A moment later, she appeared in the doorway with a service pistol gripped in both hands. Her eyes fastened on Olivia and flew open wide, scanning her from head to toe and wingtip to wingtip before finally registering my presence. “You weren’t kidding,” she said weakly. “There’s another angel.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “That’s not the sort of thing I would normally kid about.” 
 
    “I suppose not. So why are you here?” she asked Olivia. “Were you sent to take Olivia to Heaven, like Samarael?” 
 
    Olivia and I exchanged puzzled looks. “Agent Morgan,” I said carefully, “this is Olivia.” 
 
    “Really?” Morgan leaned closer, peering at Olivia’s face. “Are you sure? I don’t remember her being this stunning.” 
 
    “Thanks, I guess?” Olivia said doubtfully. 
 
    “I saw her transform when she picked up Samarael’s sword,” I said. I explained what happened between my call-out from Mrs. Burns and our arrival here. “Amy obviously believes she’s a real angel now.” 
 
    “Well, those wings certainly support that theory,” Morgan noted sardonically. She finally recalled she was still holding her pistol and set it on top of the bar. “Turn around,” she ordered. Olivia complied and Morgan gently ran her fingers along the seam where Olivia’s wings merged with her shoulder blades, making her shiver. “Unbelievable,” she breathed. “Can you fly?” 
 
    “What do you mean, fly?” 
 
    “Amy flies. Samarael flew. You should be able to, right?” 
 
    Olivia twisted around to eye one of her wings. “I don’t know. I don’t have any control over them.” 
 
    “Try moving them,” Morgan urged her. “Spread them out.” 
 
    Olivia’s face twisted into a grimace as she tried to convince muscles she didn’t have a few minutes ago to obey her thoughts. Her wings twitched and fluttered but refused to extend themselves. She gave up with a resigned shake of her head. 
 
    “I imagine real angels are created with that knowledge,” Morgan mused. “Keep trying,” she urged Olivia. “This could be the break we were looking for.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked her. 
 
    “Even if we find a way to get around Amy’s control over time, we’re still at a disadvantage. We can’t reach her if she’s up in the clouds.” She nodded significantly at Olivia’s wings. “With Olivia in the air and the rest of us on the ground, we can box her in no matter where she goes.” 
 
    “I can’t do that!” Olivia protested in horror. “She’ll kill me!” 
 
    “You have Samarael’s sword,” Morgan pointed out. “She can’t protect herself against a divine weapon.” 
 
    “She killed Samarael!” 
 
    “And you killed Uxbranidorn with your bare hands. Samarael had no experience fighting demons. You do.” 
 
    “That’s not the same!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Olivia,” Morgan said, shaking her head. “It’s risky, just like everything else we’ve tried, but we don’t have much time left. If we don’t defeat Amy soon, we never will.” 
 
    “Because you’re running out of magic?” I asked. 
 
    Morgan went very still, just staring at me, and then she let out her breath and nodded. “Yes,” she admitted. “How did you know?” 
 
    “What?” Olivia gasped. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Susie told me,” I explained. “She said Amy cut off your link to the Goddess.” 
 
    “How does she know these things?” Morgan muttered to herself, shaking her head. “Ariel knows, but we agreed not to tell the other witches. We didn’t want to worry them unnecessarily.” 
 
    “I’m worried!” Olivia interjected. 
 
    “So it’s true?” I pressed.  
 
    “It’s a bit more complicated than that,” Morgan sighed. “The life energy we use to work our spells is still being renewed, although we’re using it up faster than it’s being replaced. The thing is, it’s our bond with the Goddess that allows us to tap into it in the first place.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “That means that we’ll lose our ability to work magic at all, long before the energy itself runs out. The less-experienced witches are probably starting to notice their spells aren’t working as well as they used to.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “How much longer do you have?” 
 
    Morgan spread her hands ruefully. “Nothing like this has ever happened before, so there’s no way to know. My Stone gives me a significant advantage and Ariel can probably carry on for a while, maybe Stacy as well, but the others –” She shook her head. “Without access to the Goddess, their ability to cast spells will just fade away.” She stopped with a frown and then perused Olivia with pursed lips. 
 
    “What are you looking at me for?” Olivia asked uneasily. Her wings bowed out like she was considering the flight option of her fight-or-flight response. 
 
    “You’re divine.” 
 
    “Um, thanks? You look nice, too.” Morgan still wore her summery dress, although she’d discarded her shoes and scrubbed off her makeup. 
 
    “Thanks,” Morgan replied wryly, “but what I meant was, you have the divine spark.” 
 
    “You mean she’s a goddess?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Not even in her wildest dreams, but maybe she’s close enough.” Morgan cocked her head in thought as Olivia fidgeted nervously. “We might be able to use her to keep our magic going for a while longer.” 
 
    “Really? How?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she admitted. “I’ll need to run some experiments.” 
 
    “What?” Olivia’s wings snapped out to their full extension as she backed away, striking one of the standing lamps and nearly toppling it. “I’m not letting you experiment on me!” 
 
    “It won’t hurt,” Morgan huffed impatiently, “I promise.” 
 
    “That’s what Amy said!” 
 
    “I’m not Amy,” she pointed out irritably. “All you have to do is stand there. We’ll need to get one of the younger witches to help,” she told me. 
 
    “I can call Susie,” I offered. 
 
    “She’s probably not the best choice,” Morgan grimaced. “No offense, but she’s rather strange, even for a witch.” 
 
    “You’re not the first person to notice. Rebecca’s over at the apartment with Dara. I can ask her.” 
 
    “All right,” she nodded. “It shouldn’t take long to see if we can tap into Olivia’s divine nature.” 
 
    “What about our Stones? Are we still going to link them?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she nodded, “but that will take some preparation. We’ll try that later tonight.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll go get Rebecca.” I pulled up Teleportal but Olivia grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Peter, don’t leave me here!” she begged. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a minute,” I told her, trying to free myself. Angels had strong grips, apparently. 
 
    “But she’s going to do things to me!” she said in a loud whisper that Agent Morgan couldn’t help but overhear. 
 
     “She’s not going to hurt you. She hunts demons, not angels.” I peeled off her fingers and stepped out of range. “Just stay here and relax. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” she grumbled, eyeing Morgan uneasily. “You’re not a science project.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” I assured her, tapping Teleportal before she could protest any further. The hotel room swirled away, replaced with the living room at the apartment. It was empty and unnervingly quiet. “Dara? Rebecca? Are you guys here?” There was no answer. 
 
    I checked the kitchen and Melissa’s bedroom, which was, sadly, exactly the way I’d left it. I headed down to the second floor and tapped on Daraxandriel’s bedroom door. “I’m back,” I announced as I opened it and stepped in. “What’s – oh my God! What happened?” 
 
    Daraxandriel lay sprawled across her rumpled bed, back in her normal demon form. She was completely naked and dark smudges streaked her hands and face and torso. For an awful, stomach-churning moment, I thought it was blood, until I noticed the crumpled wrappers scattered across the floor. I picked one up and caught the distinctive whiff of chocolate.  
 
    “Oh my God!” I exclaimed again, aghast. “Where did you get all this?”  
 
    Daraxandriel stirred and her eyelids slowly opened. Her eyes, normally a dull ruddy glow, were bright orange now. Her tongue snuck out between her lips and lapped a streak of chocolate from the side of her nose.  
 
    “Peter Simon Collins,” she murmured sleepily. “Hast thou come to take thy pleasure with me?” She held her arms out to me. “Entwine with me, that we might join as one.” 
 
    “No entwining,” I told her sternly. I grabbed her arm and tried to pull her upright, but she was practically a dead weight. “Get up! You have to walk this off.” I wondered if black coffee would help. 
 
    “Nay!” she pouted. “I would have thee for mine own! I have waited too long for thee and I to couple as true lovers.” She fumbled for the nightstand and managed to get the top drawer open. She rooted around inside and came up with a purple plastic packet with the number 1 written on the back in felt pen. “This! This is the symbol of our mutual desire.” She shoved it into my hand and fumbled with my belt buckle as her tail wrapped itself around my thigh. “Make haste!” she insisted. “Claim my maidenhead for thyself!” 
 
    “Dara, stop! You’re not thinking straight!” I grabbed her hands and she looked up at me in shock. 
 
    “Dost thou not desire me?” she asked, dismayed. “It is this form that turns thy glance aside, I know it. I am hideous in thy regard.” She turned her head away, slumping in misery. 
 
    “No, it’s not that!” I assured her hastily. “I love the way you look, it’s just that you’re not yourself right now.” 
 
    “This is how I am,” she frowned. “I am no other.” 
 
    “What I mean is, all that chocolate is messing with your head. You don’t know what you really want.” 
 
    “My heart is unchanged,” she said quietly, “ere the day thou didst free me from mine imprisonment.” She looked up at me with those big glowing eyes and I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Look, maybe we can talk about all that after the chocolate wears off.” Judging from the number of wrappers on the floor, I figured that would take at least a couple of days. “Where did you get these? There’s no chocolate in the house.” 
 
    “Rebecca did acquire them for me,” she admitted sulkily, “in recompense for remaining behind.” 
 
    “This is what she bought at the store?” I asked. “I thought it was – well, never mind that. Where is she? Did she go home?” 
 
    “Nay, she is in the bathing room. She sought to clean herself in advance of thy return.” 
 
    “Trying to hide the evidence, I bet,” I grumbled. Rebecca and I were going to have a few words. “Look, just go get cleaned up. I need to bring Rebecca over to Agent Morgan’s.” 
 
    I hauled Daraxandriel to her feet and unwound her tail from my leg, sending her out into the hallway with a firm push. I tossed her condom back into the drawer and knelt down to collect the discarded candy bar wrappers, making sure there were no crumbs left to tempt her later. 
 
    “Hurry!” Rebecca’s voice sounded from the hallway. “We need to get everything straightened up before Peter gets back.” Daraxandriel’s reply was too quiet for me to make out the words but her tone was definitely gloomy. “Don’t say that! Nothing’s going to happen as long as he doesn’t find out what we did.” 
 
     Rebecca hurried into the room and headed straight for the closet. My angry reprimand never made it past my throat as I watched her search through the hanging clothes. All she wore was a bath towel loosely wrapped around her torso and narrow rivulets ran from the ends of her still-damp hair down the pale skin of her back. 
 
    The moment to alert her to my presence and avoid a scene came and went as she pulled out a plain cotton shift and held it against her front before rejecting it with a shake of her head. She needed both hands to replace the hanger on the overcrowded rail and her towel slipped to the floor unheeded. My involuntary intake of breath must have been louder than I thought, because she paused and glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    “Dara?” she called and then her searching eyes fell on me. The moment stretched out for at least four beats of my heart against my ribcage before she screamed and tried to cover herself up with her hands. “Peter! What are you doing there?” 
 
    She scrabbled around her feet for the towel, snatching it up just as a silvery dome popped into existence around her. Normally, her protective shield was a solid hemisphere, but this one resembled a translucent soap bubble and I could see her inside desperately trying to restore her towel to its proper position.  
 
    She finally succeeded, clutching the ends together in a death grip, and then she noticed me staring at her, which drew her attention to her shield. Her expression shifted from embarrassment to disbelief as she tentatively reached out to poke the inner surface with her fingertip. It resisted for a moment and then the entire thing vanished in utter silence, startling both of us. 
 
    “What happened to my shield?” she asked herself uneasily. Then her puzzled gaze strayed back to me and she leapt backwards, colliding with the closet door. “Peter! Oh my God! I was changing!” 
 
    My normal response would have been to stammer out an apology, but this time, none of this was actually my fault. “What’s this?” I asked her sternly, holding out one of the wrappers.  
 
    It’s hard to feign innocence when you’re practically naked but Rebecca tried it anyway. “Oh,” she said, looking everywhere except at me as her ears turned even redder than they were. “That’s a, um, chocolate bar wrapper.” 
 
    “I can see that. What’s it doing here?” 
 
    “Ah, Dara must have dropped it.” She hazarded a smile but it didn’t survive long. 
 
    “And who gave it to her?” Rebecca freed up a hand to tuck a strand of wet hair behind her ear, mumbling something audible. “What was that?” 
 
    She cleared her throat. “Me,” she admitted. Before I could chastise her, she went on hurriedly, “But I didn’t know she was addicted to chocolate! I just wanted her to stay behind so we could be together and I knew she liked chocolate because of those milkshakes so I promised her I’d bring some back. I tried to take them back when you told me about the, you know, aphrodisiac thing but she’s a lot stronger than I am,” she finished meekly. 
 
    “But eight of them?” I asked incredulously.  
 
    “Twelve, actually,” she admitted. “They were on sale.” 
 
    I did a quick recount. I had five wrappers in my hands and another three littered the floor near Daraxandriel’s bed. “Where are the other four?” 
 
    “Oh, um.” We both looked around but there was no sign of the missing bars. I checked under the bed and in the nightstand while Rebecca surveyed the rest of the room. She found the bag from the store but it was empty. “Maybe she’s saving them for later,” she suggested. 
 
    “That’s not a good thing,” I said irritably. “What happened to your clothes?” 
 
    That prompted another hair-tucking gesture. “Well, Dara’s really warm and the chocolate melted all over her hands. It kind of got on my clothes when I was trying to take them back. Everything’s in your washing machine. I was hoping you’d be gone longer,” she added sheepishly. 
 
    “Great,” I said, shaking my head. “Look, I came back to get you. Agent Morgan needs your help with Olivia.” 
 
    “Olivia?” she echoed in alarm. “Did something happen to her?” 
 
    “You could say that. Come on,” I told her, holding out my hand. “I need to get back here before Dara does something I’ll regret.” Rebecca looked at my hand and then down at herself. “After you find something else to wear.” 
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    The vast majority of animal and plant species reproduce through sex, where the male seed fertilizes the female egg to produce some random combination of their genes. The specific mechanics of the operation vary quite a bit, but without sex, the Earth would be populated solely by algae and bacteria in fairly short order. 
 
    In humans and other mammals, the male’s climax serves to expel his sperm into the female. He’s got basically one chance to get this right, since a man typically requires a day or two to recharge. This makes sense, biologically speaking, because it takes time to replenish the sperm supply. Having sex without the chance of generating offspring is a waste of time and energy as far as evolution is concerned. 
 
    Females, on the other hand, don’t need to reach climax to become impregnated and yet women may experience multiple orgasms during a single sex act. This hardly seems fair. The only thing keeping teenaged boys from masturbating all day long is the long downtime after climax, not to mention the risk of blisters. If I was suddenly turned into a girl – a not-uncommon occurrence in Japanese mangas – you’d probably never see me again. The prospect of breasts within easy reach combined with the opportunity for nonstop orgasms would be too great a temptation. 
 
      
 
    My Teleportal spell deposited us just outside Agent Morgan’s hotel room. Thankfully, there was no one else in the hallway to witness our arrival and I rapped on the door as Rebecca fidgeted nervously in her borrowed clothes. Olivia’s t-shirt and thin-strapped shift fit her reasonably well but her undergarments seemed to be giving her trouble. I pretended not to notice. 
 
    “Agent Morgan!” I called through the door. “It’s Peter and Rebecca!” 
 
    The door opened a few moments later, revealing Morgan’s frown. “What are you doing out here?” she asked, stepping back to let us in. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure where you and Olivia were standing,” I explained. “I didn’t want to teleport into you.” 
 
    “Has that been a problem before?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted, “but better safe than sorry.” 
 
    “I suppose,” she acknowledged. “Hello, Rebecca. Thanks for coming.” 
 
    “Hi,” Rebecca said hesitantly. “What’s going on? Peter didn’t say –” Her voice trailed off as she caught sight of Olivia standing in the middle of Morgan’s silvery pentagram, looking frustrated. “Oh my God!” she breathed. “Is that another angel?” 
 
    “That’s Olivia,” I told her. “She picked up Samarael’s sword and this happened.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” Rebecca crept closer, as if she was afraid Olivia would attack her if she made any sudden moves. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I have wings,” Olivia grumbled with a sour shrug, causing the appendages in question to flare out momentarily. “I can’t even sit down.” 
 
    “Samarael didn’t have wings when he first showed up,” Rebecca said doubtfully. “Can’t you turn them off or something?” 
 
    “She seems to be stuck in combat mode.” Morgan made it sound like it was Olivia’s fault. She dismissed her pentagram with a gesture and Olivia let her breath out in a relieved sigh. “She might be able to switch back to normal if she would just relax.” 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say,” Olivia retorted. “You don’t have wings!” 
 
    “Have you learned anything yet?” I asked Morgan. 
 
    “I learned that certain people are skittish around magic and won’t stand still when they’re told.” Olivia sniffed but didn’t rebut the observation. “Other than that, I’ve confirmed that she really is a divine being now.” 
 
    “Do you feel any different?” Rebecca asked worriedly. 
 
    “I suppose,” Olivia said with a grimace. “I didn’t really feel anything at all when I was a ghost, so I guess this is an improvement.”  
 
    “You look beautiful,” Rebecca assured her brightly. “Your wings are really pretty.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Olivia replied, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “All right, let’s get down to business,” Morgan interjected. “Rebecca, we’re going to see if you can tap into Olivia’s divine energy to work magic.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Morgan hesitated. “Have you noticed any difficulties with your spells recently?” 
 
    “No. Well, yes, just a few minutes ago,” she said, shooting me an embarrassed glance. “My shield wasn’t working properly.” 
 
    “Have you had any contact with the Goddess or the Horned God since Amy rose?” Rebecca shook her head. “You’re starting to lose your ability to cast spells.” 
 
    “I know,” Rebecca admitted glumly. “Susie told us about it. I guess I’m not a witch anymore.” 
 
    “You’re still a witch,” Morgan told her firmly, “you’re just locked out of the house, so to speak. We’re going to try to open a new doorway.” She nodded significantly at Olivia. 
 
    “Really?” Rebecca perked up. “You can do that? What do I have to do?” 
 
    “Do you need me for this?” I interrupted. “I have to get back to the apartment.” 
 
    “Is there a problem?” Morgan frowned. 
 
    “Well, sort of. Dara’s ... not feeling well.” 
 
    “Demons don’t generally get sick,” she argued. “What’s wrong with her?” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” I sighed. “I’ll go take care of her. Just call me when you’re done here and I’ll take Rebecca home.” Rebecca looked like she was going to protest but she subsided without saying anything. 
 
    “All right,” Morgan nodded. “Try not to come up with any more surprises in the meantime.” 
 
    “No guarantees.” I targeted myself with Teleportal and tapped the icon. 
 
    Melissa’s living room – our living room, I reminded myself – swirled around me, leaving me a bit dizzy. I couldn’t remember the last time I used Teleportal so much in a single day. In Legends of Lorecraft, there was no penalty for using Teleportal like this, other than consuming the spellcaster’s magical energy, but this was real life, or at least what passed for it these days. 
 
      “Dara?” I called cautiously, unsure what state I’d find her in. If she finished off those last four chocolate bars, there was no telling what she might do. There was no response and I walked downstairs, tugging at my collar. The apartment seemed uncomfortably warm, as if someone had shut off the AC, although I couldn’t imagine why anyone would do that. 
 
    Dara’s bedroom door was ajar and I nudged it open. “Dara? Are you in here?”  
 
    She was. She lay on her bed with her eyes closed and her lips parted, her breath coming in short little gasps. Her tail was clamped between her thighs and both hands stroked its length as it writhed between her breasts. Beads of water from her shower dotted her skin, slowly evaporating from the heat of her body as she threw her head back and shuddered with a low moan. 
 
    She slowly relaxed with a contented smile and her tail sagged limply in her hands, its spade tip gently caressing one breast. Her eyes, still bright orange, opened languidly and she smiled as she saw me standing there with my mouth open. 
 
    “Join me, Peter Simon Collins,” she purred, beckoning me with an outstretched hand, “and let us take our pleasure of each other.” 
 
    I swallowed with difficulty. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I told her as my utility belt slid to the floor. “All that chocolate is messing with your head.” 
 
    “It but gives my desires free rein,” she said, her tongue teasing her lips as I discarded my shirt. “What harm is there in that?” 
 
    “It’s a distraction,” I argued, kicking off my shoes. “We’re trying to figure out how to kill Amy, remember?” I dropped my pants and stepped out of them. I was close enough to the bed now to let her tail snake out and snag my arm, reeling me in. Something crackled under my foot and I looked down to see another crumpled Hershey’s wrapper. “Oh my God, you ate another one?” 
 
    “We needs must take what joy we can from life ere we are slain, Peter Simon Collins,” she argued breathily. She got up on her knees and hauled my t-shirt over my head, casting it aside. “Amaryx is too powerful.” She tugged my boxers down and Little Peter stood at attention, already at DEFCON 2. 
 
    “Agent Morgan is going to join our Philosopher’s Stones tonight,” I insisted. “That’ll give us enough power to stop her.” Daraxandriel took hold of my shoulders and fell back, pulling me on top of her. “And if that doesn’t work, I know who captured Amy before. We can mphf!” Her lips burned against mine as her tongue explored the back of my throat. My hand covered her breast of its own volition and her gasp pulled the air out of my lungs. 
 
    We broke apart and stared at each other. She was so incredibly beautiful, with her glowing eyes and ruddy skin and curving horns and spiky red hair. I couldn’t imagine wanting anyone more. Her legs and tail wrapped themselves around me, pulling us together, and I felt her slippery wetness pressing against Little Peter. 
 
    “Claim my maidenhood for thine own, Peter Simon Collins,” she whispered huskily, “and I shall be thine forevermore.” 
 
    “Wait, what’s happening?” I was standing by the door, I recalled muddily. What am I doing in bed with her? I started to pull away from her but she held me tight, her fingernails scraping my back as she wriggled urgently underneath me. 
 
    “Please,” she begged, “I have waited too long for this moment. Take me and make me thine!” 
 
    “No, this isn’t right. We shouldn’t –” My breath caught in my throat as she lifted her hips and Little Peter slipped into her. It felt like he was being dipped in boiling oil, hot and slick, but the sensation wasn’t painful. Quite the opposite, in fact, and he eagerly burrowed deeper, only to encounter resistance. Daraxandriel’s breath caught in her throat and I tried to pull back but she tightened her legs to hold me in place. 
 
    “Nay!” she told me urgently. “I shall bear it. Have thy will with me and grant me my most fervent desire!” 
 
    Little Peter needs no further encouragement. He pushed on as Daraxandriel’s nails dug into my back and then the barrier suddenly gave way. Daraxandriel cried out in pain and pleasure and then her hips moved in concert with mine. It didn’t take long for Little Peter to receive the order to go to DEFCON 1 and he launched just as her body arched, squeezing every last drop from my body. I collapsed onto her, listening to the pounding of her heart gradually slow as her spasms faded. 
 
    I don’t know how long we lay there in each other’s arms, but she finally stirred, gently running her fingertips down my back. I felt her smile against my cheek.  
 
    “I love thee, Peter Simon Collins,” she murmured. “I am thine, now and forever.” 
 
    I lifted myself up on shaky arms. Daraxandriel looked up at me sleepily and she stroked my cheek with the back of her fingers. “What just happened?” 
 
    “Bliss,” she whispered contentedly. 
 
    “But this wasn’t real!” 
 
    “An this were a dream,” she smiled, “I would sleep until the end of time.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” I rolled off of her, grimacing as Little Peter pulled out of her, and lay beside her. “You used your succubus powers on me to make me sleep with you,” I accused her. 
 
    “Nay, it is not so,” she insisted. “Didst thou feel coerced to lie with me? Dost thou regret consummating our love?” 
 
    “Well, no, not exactly –” 
 
    “Do I hear remorse in thy voice?” she asked with a dangerous edge. “Now that thou hast slaked thy lust upon me, am I to be cast aside?” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I meant either! You’re hyped up on chocolate and your – your – aura or whatever it is just made me want you!” 
 
    She sat up abruptly, glowering at me. “Dost thou not return my feelings for thee?” Her eyes were shading into the red zone and her tail roused itself from its torpor, lifting its head menacingly. 
 
    “No, it’s not that!” I gulped, eyeing her tail uneasily. “I love you, Dara, I really do, but I didn’t come down here to have sex with you. Something just came over me.” 
 
    “Methinks thou dost protest too much,” she declared, throwing her leg over me to straddle my hips. “An thou truly dost not desire me, thou shalt not rise to couple with me again.” She planted her hands on my chest and slowly teased Little Peter with her hot wetness. He immediately surged into DEFCON 3 and she smiled triumphantly as she closed her eyes. 
 
    “That’s not fair!” I protested. She ignored me and rocked her hips back and forth, her breasts swaying freely just inches away from my face. Little Peter was already well on his way to DEFCON 2 again when something fondled my testicles, even though both of her hands were accounted for. “What’s your tail doing?” I squeaked, trying to wiggle away, but I couldn’t shift Daraxandriel off. 
 
    “Dost thou still wish ... to discard me,” she asked breathlessly, increasing her tempo, “or wilt thou admit ... thy yearning for me?”  
 
    She thrust back against me and Little Peter plunged into her. Both of us sucked in our breaths and then all conversation ceased as she rode me harder and faster, bringing us both to another toe-curling climax. She collapsed on top of me, gasping, adding the inferno of her body heat to mine. I didn’t even have the strength to move my arms to hold her. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I groaned. “That was unbelievable.” 
 
    “Mm,” she agreed. She shifted higher to nuzzle me, leaving Little Peter behind. “Thou art mine, Peter Simon Collins, and I am thine,” she informed me, “body and soul.” 
 
    “Dara,” I cleared my throat, “what about Melissa?” 
 
    “What of her?” 
 
    “She’s not going to be very happy that we, um, slaked our lusts together.” I glanced at the door guiltily, just in case she was standing there. Of course, if she were, I wouldn’t know it, because I’d be dead. 
 
    “She has spurned thee,” Daraxandriel pouted, toying with the Philosopher’s Stone lying on my chest. “Her own heart has turned against thee.” 
 
    “She’s just confused right now,” I argued. “That whole incubus thing really messed her up. She’ll be fine after the shock wears off.” I wasn’t sure whether I was trying to convince her or me. 
 
    “Mayhap thou hast the right of it,” she sighed resignedly. “Melissa is my friend and I do not wish to give her distress. I will share thee.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, relieved. This was just a one-time fling, I thought, just something that happened without anyone meaning it to. Melissa doesn’t need to know about it and I’m certainly not going to tell her. Then Daraxandriel’s full statement finally clicked. “Wait a minute, what do you mean, share?” 
 
    “I give thee leave to satisfy her needs,” she declared magnanimously, “after thou hast satisfied mine.” Her knee nudged Little Peter but he was too spent to react. 
 
    “That’s hardly fair to her,” I argued. “I’m not going to be able to satisfy anyone for at least a week after this.” 
 
    “Hast thou forgotten my special gift to thee?” She propped herself up with a wicked grin. “Grasp thy soulstone.” 
 
    “Huh? Why?” I wasn’t injured or dead, just completely wrung out. 
 
    “Do so,” she insisted as she slithered backwards down my torso. Little Peter tried to perk up at the warm, smooth touch of her skin against mine but he couldn’t do more than twitch. 
 
    I fumbled around for the ruby crystal and wrapped my fingers around it. My eyes flew open as the Stone’s healing energy rushed up my arm and through my body and Little Peter stood up tall and proud, ready for more. Daraxandriel continued south, keeping her eyes locked on mine as she teased him with her breasts and then slowly extended her unnaturally long tongue. 
 
    “Wait, hang on!” I told her uncertainly, trying to sit up. “We don’t have time for this, we need to – oh my God!” My fingers threatened to tear a hole in the sheets as the most incredible sensation swept through me, centered about six inches below my navel. I couldn’t get my eyes to focus and Daraxandriel’s head was just a crayon red blur as it bobbed and twisted. “Don’t –” I gasped. “I can’t – you have to – stop, don’t do – I – oh God – don’t – yearrgh!”  
 
    I must have blacked out for a few seconds. When I came to, Daraxandriel was tucked under my arm, holding the Philosopher Stone by its chain and using it to trace circles on my chest. 
 
    “And now,” she informed me, “it is thy turn to pleasure me.” 
 
    “Oh God, no,” I groaned. “I can’t take any more of this. We have to stop.” 
 
    “Use thy Stone!” she ordered imperiously. “I am not yet sated.” 
 
    “No, stop,” I begged her. “Save something for later. We have to take care of Amy first.” 
 
    “Let her seek out her own paramour,” she sniffed. “Thou art mine and mine alone. And Melissa’s,” she added after a moment. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” I extracted myself from her embrace, wincing as the sheets stuck to my sweaty skin. “I need your help.” 
 
    “Grasp thy soulstone again,” she urged me eagerly, “and thou shalt be ready.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant either. I need your help to find Garrax.” 
 
    She blinked at me and then sat up with a doubtful expression. “Whyfor?” 
 
    “He’s the one who helped Metraxion imprison Amy in my Philosopher’s Stone. We need to find him and get him to do it again.” 
 
    She looked at me like I was insane and I couldn’t really blame her. “What would compel Garrax Spellbreaker to aid thee? He is a Lord of the Court and she is the Dread Lord’s spawn.” 
 
    “He did it before,” I reminded her, “and she’s even more dangerous now. She’s a threat to everyone, not just us. Do you know how to find him?” 
 
    Daraxandriel gathered in her tail, twisting it anxiously between her hands. “It is four hundred years and more ere I spoke with him.” 
 
    “But he’s probably still alive, right? Demons don’t grow old, do they?” 
 
    “Nay,” she admitted, “yet he was exiled and cursed by the Dread Lord. His life is forfeit.” 
 
    “You said he broke that curse with his powers. Is there anyone left in the Court who’s strong enough to capture him?” 
 
    “The Dread Lord,” she said quietly, hugging herself, “and Lady Nyx. Metraxion as well, mayhap.” 
 
    “Nyx and Metraxion are the ones who got him to help with Amy in the first place. They’re not going to turn him in. He’s probably still hiding out in the Shadowed Mountains.” 
 
    “The Shattered Lands,” she murmured. “Yet this is folly, Peter Simon Collins. Thou canst not summon a demon lord here against his will, not one so powerful as Garrax. He would not heed thy call.” 
 
    “That’s what Susie said,” I acknowledged, “so we’re going to have to go get him.” 
 
    She practically leapt off the bed to stare at me in disbelief. “Are thy thoughts so completely addled? Thou wouldst dispatch me to Hell to seek out a banished demon lord? I am forsworn there, Peter Simon Collins! The legions of Hell would hunt me down and rend me apart as the pack does the fox!” 
 
    “If we do this right, they won’t even know you’re there,” I assured her. “You said there were portals into Hell, right? We can use one of those to get close to Garrax.” 
 
    She eyed me doubtfully. “We?” she echoed. “Thou wouldst accompany me?” 
 
    “You and me and Agent Morgan, if I can talk her into it. You’ll be our guide and we’ll provide the firepower. Once our Stones are linked, we should be able to beat anything that tries to stop us.” 
 
    She shook her head vehemently. “Thou dost not comprehend the magnitude of such an undertaking, Peter Simon Collins. One cannot simply march into the Shattered Lands unremarked, nor suade a demon lord to assail the Dread Lord’s offspring.” 
 
    “You said it yourself,” I reminded her. “Our spells aren’t strong enough to kill Amaryx. We’re probably all going to die anyway, but I’d rather die trying to do something, not hiding in bed until the end.” 
 
    Her eyes perused her disheveled bed forlornly. “Would that be such a burden?” 
 
    “I can only slake my lust so many times in a day,” I said ruefully, “even with the Stone.” I stood and took her into my arms. “It’s a lot to ask, I know,” I told her quietly, “but if we don’t try to save everyone, who will?” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s horns scraped my cheek as she laid her head on my shoulder. “The life of a hero is fleeting and fraught with adversity,” she observed unhappily. 
 
    “You only live once,” I quoted. “Or in my case, only nine or ten times.” I felt her smile but it didn’t last long. “Come on, let’s get cleaned up before anyone comes home. We’ve got plans to make.” 
 
    She released me reluctantly and I started gathering up my discarded clothing. My phone fell out of my pants pockets and I picked it up, checking it for any messages I might have missed while I was otherwise occupied with Daraxandriel. The only new items were a handful of coded status updates from the other patrol officers but that reminded me that I was technically still on duty. 
 
    “Shoot, I forget to report in to Mrs. Burns!” It seemed like hours since she dispatched me to the cemetery. I was surprised she hadn’t called to check up on me. 
 
    I tried to remember the code for Situation resolved without incident – there wasn’t one for Ghost transformed into angel – but the list was back at the station and I didn’t want a troop of armed officers showing up at my door because I used the wrong one. Instead, I just called Mrs. Burns directly. She answered after the second ring. 
 
    “Is everything all right, Peter?” she asked. “I was starting to get concerned.” 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” I assured her. “The ghost is gone and the other, um, participants left without causing any more trouble.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it. Be sure to file your incident report as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on that,” I lied. It hadn’t taken me very long to discover that the worst part of a policeman’s job wasn’t chasing down criminals, it was filling out the paperwork afterwards. “Is there anything else going on that I need to know about?” 
 
    “No, but the day’s not over yet,” she assured me. “Keep your phone handy, just in case.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I mean Rachel.” She heaved a sigh in my ear and hung up. “Do you want to take your shower first?” I asked Daraxandriel, “or should I go?” 
 
    She looked at me slyly as a slow smile took over her lips. “There is room enough for two,” she reminded me. 
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    Guilt is kind of a strange emotion. It makes us feel bad when we’ve done something wrong or unacceptable, even when nobody else knows about it. Human beings are social animals so feelings like guilt are important to keep things from completely falling apart. Without guilt or remorse, we wouldn’t stop doing the things we’re not supposed to be doing. That way lies anarchy. 
 
    When we do something wrong to someone, we’re expected to apologize, but it’s not clear that apologies actually do anyone any good. An apology doesn’t undo the original transgression, the person giving the apology is forced to admit they made a mistake, and all the person receiving the apology gets is a promise that it will never happen again. With any luck, it’s actually sincere. 
 
    I feel guilty about all sorts of things, many of which aren’t actually my fault. I also feel guilty about not doing things, even when I know darn well there was nothing I could possibly have done. Christians are especially guilty of coming up with reasons to feel guilty all the time. According to some interpretations, we’re even guilty of sins committed by Adam and Eve at the start of all creation, but I’m not going to apologize for that. I wasn’t even there at the time. 
 
      
 
    Our shower took a lot longer than it should have, since Daraxandriel insisted on washing my back. That in and of itself wasn’t the problem, but her hands kept straying around to the front and one thing led to another. By the time we finally exited the bathroom, we were out of hot water, my fingers and toes were wrinkled, and my trembling legs were having trouble holding me upright. 
 
    Finally dried and dressed in my patrol uniform again, I sat on the corner of Olivia’s bed with my legs crossed to keep Little Peter from reacting as I watched Daraxandriel shimmy into a denim skirt and a sleeveless checkered blouse that looked too small for her. Her tail lifted the back of the skirt way too high and I wondered if I should just cut a hole in the fabric to preserve what little modesty she had. 
 
    I felt a strong sense of déjà vu sitting there trying to pretend I wasn’t paying attention. I did the same thing with Melissa whenever the opportunity arose, which wasn’t nearly as often as I would have liked. Melissa wasn’t exactly shy but she didn’t go out of her way to tease me, not that she really needed to. She liked sex as much as I did and all she needed to do was pat the bed beside her with a smile to get me started. 
 
    Thinking about it now, though, it occurred to me that making love to Melissa felt like a privilege, something she allowed me to do with her. Sex with Melissa was incredible but I was always in awe that I got to be the one to sleep with her and make her happy.  
 
    Sex with Daraxandriel, on the other hand, felt as natural as breathing, even though we just started half an hour ago. It was something I could do every day for the rest of my life and still look forward to. There was no stress, no pressure, no awkwardness between us. When I slept with Melissa, I was grateful. When I slept with Daraxandriel, I was content. 
 
    But I still love Melissa, I thought uneasily. How are we going to make this work? Dara might be willing to share me but I doubt Melissa will. 
 
    The source of my dilemma stood in front of me and presented herself for my approval, twisting left and right to give me a good look at her outfit. If we could find a cowboy hat that would fit between her horns, she’d look right at home on horseback or on the dance floor in a honkytonk or maybe up in a hayloft stretched out in the straw waiting for me to –  
 
    I hastily corralled my wandering thoughts. “You look nice,” I assured her, clearing my throat. 
 
    “I thank thee,” she beamed, taking my hand to pull me to my feet. “What is thy desire now?” She pulled me close, looking up at me with those big glowing eyes and teasing her unbroken fang with her tongue. Clearly the chocolate hadn’t finished running its course. 
 
    “We need to check in with Agent Morgan and see how Olivia is doing,” I told her resolutely. She made a noise in the back of her throat, obviously displeased with my choice, but she allowed me to pull out my cellphone and dial Morgan’s number. 
 
    “What now, Peter?” Morgan asked irritably. 
 
    “I was just calling to see how things were going,” I said, taken aback. “Did your experiment work?” 
 
    “The results are ... inconclusive,” she admitted. “Rebecca’s shield is working fine, but it’s not clear whether it’s because of Olivia or simply the fact that she’s concentrating on the spell.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Ariel is trying it herself to see if she can notice the difference.” 
 
    “She’s at the hotel?” 
 
    “No, we’re at her house. We have more room to work with over here and her wards might keep Amy from noticing what we’re doing.” 
 
    “How is she doing?” 
 
    “Ariel?” Morgan hesitated. “As well as can be expected, I suppose, given everything that happened today. Stacy’s not here,” she added quietly. “Ariel’s not sure she’s coming back.” 
 
    “Great,” I sighed. The coven was the only hope Hellburn had against Amaryx but now it was basically just me and Agent Morgan, thanks to the incubus. Thanks to me, I corrected myself gloomily. 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself,” Morgan said, as if she could read my thoughts. “Let’s just find a way to deal with Amy. The rest will sort itself out in time.” 
 
    “But what if none of this works? What if we’re just not strong enough?” 
 
    “We have to be, Peter,” she said quietly. “There’s no one else.” 
 
    “Garrax –” 
 
    “Don’t even think about it!” she ordered sharply. “We’re nowhere near that desperate.” 
 
    I swallowed my protest with difficulty. “If you say so. Should we come over there?” 
 
    “There’s no point, you can’t help with this. We’ll get together tonight to link our Stones.” 
 
    “I’m supposed to bring Rebecca home before nine.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure she gets back before then. Just take it easy for now but stay alert.” 
 
    “Those are mutually exclusive goals.” 
 
    Morgan chuckled in my ear. “I suppose so. Don’t worry about us. I’ll let you know when it’s time. How’s Dara, by the way?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, she’s fine.” Daraxandriel was standing right beside me, trying to listen in on our conversation. She was close enough that I could feel her body heat and her tail was fondling my butt. “It was just something she ate.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it. The last thing we need is another demon to worry about. All right, I’ll call you later. Goodbye, Peter.” 
 
    “Goodbye.”  
 
    I hung up with a frustrated sigh and Daraxandriel watched me with concern. “Is aught amiss, Peter Simon Collins?” 
 
    “No, she just wants us to wait here until they’re done.” 
 
    “Then we needs must abide by her wishes,” she declared with a sly smile. She tried to pull me over to the bed but I resisted. 
 
    “No, there’s no time for that!” I insisted. “We have to get ready, just in case.” 
 
    “In case of what?” she pouted. 
 
    “In case none of this works. What are we going to need to find Garrax?” 
 
    Daraxandriel blinked at me, as if she’d completely forgotten our previous discussion. “Peter Simon Collins, such an undertaking will be fraught –” 
 
    “With peril, yes, I know that. What do we need?” 
 
    She cast a last, forlorn look at her bed and heaved a reluctant sigh. “A portal,” she said resignedly, “and the favor of the fates.” 
 
    “Let’s just start with the portal. There are three around here, right? The one inside the library, the one in the back alley, and the one on the bridge.” 
 
    “There may be others,” she noted, “opened by the demon lords who sought to slay thee at Lilixandriel’s behest.” 
 
    “But we don’t know where those are.”  
 
    She shook her head. “Nay, and they may have faded ere now.” 
 
    “Are the other ones still there?” I asked doubtfully. The ones at the library were a couple of months old now. Even the last one opened over a month ago. 
 
    “I needs must touch them to ascertain their state.” 
 
    “Okay, we’d better check them out.” I reached out and took her hand as I pulled up Teleportal on my spell bar. “If they’re gone, we’re going to have to come up with another plan. Unless you can open one yourself?” I asked hopefully, but she shook her head. 
 
    “Nay, I have not that skill. Only demon lords can pierce the veil between our worlds at will. All others must follow in their footsteps or walk the shadowed paths.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing most of them don’t want to,” I observed, “or Agent Morgan’s Occult Investigations team would need a lot more agents.” I fixed an image of the Highway 174 bridge over the Brazos River in my mind and tapped the icon. 
 
    Nothing had changed since the last time I visited Kimball Bend Park. Concrete barriers still blocked off the highway and yellow lights blinked randomly to ward off the unwary. Construction machines stood ready to complete the task of replacing the broken span of the bridge, but nothing was going to happen until Amy was gone. The roiling dome of clouds surrounding Hellburn cut right across the center of the bridge and only a complete idiot would get within a hundred yards of that unnerving mystical barrier.  
 
    So what am I, then? I wondered sourly, perusing the dark, shifting mist that marked the boundary of our personal Hell, no more than fifty feet away. A gusting breeze ran its clammy fingers across my skin, making me feel vaguely ill. “Do you know where the portal is?” I asked Daraxandriel. 
 
    She didn’t answer right away. She scanned the ground pensively, slowly working her way closer to the clouds, and her tail flicked back and forth like a nervous cat’s. I tried to remember where Metraxion and Nyx had been standing during our last confrontation but it had been dark and I’d been more concerned with keeping everyone else alive. 
 
    Daraxandriel hesitated and then squatted down, pressing her palms against the pavement. She closed her eyes in concentration, holding so still I had to check that Amy wasn’t nearby screwing around with time again. 
 
    “It is here,” she said finally, sitting back on her heels, “yet it is very faint.” 
 
    “Can you open it?” I asked anxiously. If we couldn’t use this one, the others were probably useless as well. 
 
    She placed her hands on the ground again and tendrils of shadow writhed between her fingers. “Aye,” she said, “yet we dare not delay for long.” 
 
    “How long do we have?” 
 
    “Days,” she told me worriedly. “At most.” 
 
    “Great,” I sighed. “Okay, let’s mark it and get out of here before anyone wonders what we’re doing.” I found a shard of crumbling sandstone and used it like chalk to sketch a rough circle around the portal, following Daraxandriel’s pointing finger. “Can you tell where this portal goes?” 
 
    “Nay, not without traversing it.” 
 
    “Maybe we should take a look,” I suggested doubtfully. I bent down to place my own hand inside the circle but it just felt like ordinary asphalt to me. “We don’t want to end up on the other side of Hell from Garrax.” 
 
    “We are ill-prepared to face whatever may await us on the other side, Peter Simon Collins,” she said reprovingly, shaking her head, “and opening the portal may alert Amaryx to our intent.” 
 
    “She can sense that?” I asked, hastily withdrawing my hand. 
 
    “Mayhap. I fear we may have but one chance to use it.” 
 
    “Great.” I chewed on my lip as I studied the circle. It was large enough for four people to stand in without bumping elbows, twice that many if we didn’t mind getting cozy. “How long does it take to open one of these things?” 
 
    “A demon lord may step through a newly-crafted portal without breaking his stride,” she stated, “yet I am no lord and this is scarce more than a memory.” 
 
    “What does that mean? Are we talking minutes? Hours? Days?” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s lips twisted in doubt. “I cannot say for certain ere I make the attempt. Less than an hour, certes, yet much more than a minute.” 
 
    “But if Amy really can sense that you’re opening a portal, she’ll be here before you’re finished!” 
 
    She ducked her head apologetically. “I cannot promise more. Someone needs must keep her at bay until we are through.” 
 
    “How?” I exclaimed in dismay. “She can stop time!” 
 
    “I warned thee this plan was folly,” she said dolefully. “We cannot prevail against her.” 
 
    “I’m not giving up yet,” I told her firmly. “There’s got to be a way to make this work.” I still had my sandstone fragment and I threw it into the barrier. It disintegrated the moment it touched the clouds and the dust was swept away by the wind. “There’s only one person who might be able to distract her long enough,” I realized uneasily. “Olivia’s going to have to fight her.” 
 
    “Nay!” Daraxandriel protested. “She will be slain as Samarael was!” 
 
    She was right, of course. Olivia wasn’t capable of stabbing anyone with a sword, divine or otherwise. She couldn’t even control her own wings, let alone fly with them. It would be a suicide mission. Can I send someone to her death, I asked myself bleakly, even if it’s the only way to save everyone else? I wasn’t sure I could. 
 
    “We’ll figure something out,” I told her, not really believing it myself. “Let’s get out of here. We can’t do anything until Agent Morgan and I link our Stones anyway.” Daraxandriel took my outstretched hand and I Teleportaled us back to our living room.  
 
    “Melissa?” I called out. “Are you home?” There was still no response. I thought about calling her phone but if she wanted to talk to me, she’d be here. I started pacing back and forth, trying to sort everything out in my head. Daraxandriel perched on the lounger with her tail across her lap, stroking its head like a cat’s as she watched me. 
 
    “Okay, so Amy’s planning to take over the planet and turn the entire population into an army for the Dread Lord. I’m guessing that involves killing everybody.” Daraxandriel confirmed that with a nod. “Except all she’s managed to do in the last four weeks is cut Hellburn off from the outside world and smite a couple of dozen people. How come?” 
 
    “Mayhap her reach exceeds her grasp,” Daraxandriel suggested tentatively. “She may not be as powerful as she claims.” 
 
    “So she’s just bluffing?” I toyed with that idea and then shook my head. “That doesn’t make any sense. What’s the point in enslaving Hellburn? There are only nine thousand people here and none of them are important. What does she get out of it?” 
 
    “Thou art of merit, Peter Simon Collins,” she insisted. “Thou art one of the few who can challenge her.” 
 
    “She gave me these powers,” I argued. “She can take them away just as easily.” Or can she? I wondered. Is she bluffing about that too? Why is she letting me keep them?  
 
    “Thy soulstone places thee on equal footing with her,” she countered. “Thou hast yet to slay her, certes, yet likewise she cannot slay thee. Permanently, leastwise,” she amended. 
 
    “Agent Morgan too,” I mused. “Are we the reason she can’t finish the job? Does she have to get rid of us and the witches first?” 
 
    “The coven thwarts her ambitions,” she agreed. 
 
    “Except they’re losing their ability to work magic. Once that’s gone, Amy can do whatever she wants.” I resumed my pacing. “So she’s just waiting for our batteries to run dry and then she’ll smite everyone in town. And then what? Does she just move on to the next town? That’s going to take her forever to conquer the entire world.” 
 
    “Be mindful of her powers,” Daraxandriel told me. “She has all the time she requires.” 
 
    “Except she’s getting bored waiting so she’s killing time by killing me over and over again. Great.” I stopped and rubbed my eyes. My Philosopher’s Stone could keep me going without food or sleep but I still felt the symptoms. “What about the other witches?” 
 
    “What other?” she frowned. 
 
    “The ones on the outside. Agent Prescott and the rest of Agent Morgan’s team and the Council of Nine and all the other witches in the world. They have to know something bad is happening here, right? Shouldn’t they be trying to rescue us?” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s expression wasn’t especially reassuring. “I cannot fathom what they perceive, Peter Simon Collins, yet an thou and Dame Morgan cannot escape this prison, what chance have they to enter?” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” I grumbled. My first and only attempt to get through the barrier surrounding the town led directly to my second death and neither Teleportal nor Susie’s portal spell reached outside Amaryx’s self-declared domain. “Wait a minute,” I said eagerly as a new thought struck me. “Can’t you get out through Hell? You can go anywhere in the world through the shadowed paths, can’t you? You could go find Agent Prescott and the others and bring them here.” She started shaking her head before I was even halfway through. 
 
    “Nay, I cannot,” she told me firmly. “Chaos reigns on the shadowed paths and I would not survive the attempt.” 
 
    “But if I come with you –” 
 
    “Nay,” she said again. “Thou wouldst be torn asunder by hellhounds and still worse. Thy soulstone would resurrect thee only to be slain anew.” 
 
    “So the only way out is through the portal on the bridge.” 
 
    “Aye,” she affirmed reluctantly. 
 
    “Which you can’t open without Amy finding out.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Which means that we’re going to have to keep her busy until you’re done.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Which means that either we have to hope that linking my Stone with Agent Morgan’s will boost our power enough to stop her, or Olivia’s going to have to learn to use the Flame of Righteousness really quick.” 
 
    “Aye,” she agreed sadly. 
 
    “Great.” I rubbed my forehead with my fingertips. “You should have given the Stone to Melissa. She’s a demiurge, her spells are more destructive than anyone else’s. She just doesn’t have enough life energy to keep them going for very long.” 
 
    “When thou didst confront Parathraxas to save the waif,” she pointed out, “Melissa had no powers at all.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” I reminded her, “until I sold my soul to you. Wait! What if I –?” 
 
    “Nay!” she said, shaking her head. “To sell thy soul for the benefit of others would invalidate the contract, as thou well knowst. Moreso, I could not grant thee enough power to contend with Amaryx. I am but a succubus,” she said glumly, “and a lowly one at that.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t be like that!” I knelt in front of her and took her hands in mine. “You’re the best succubus I know!” 
 
    “Lilixandriel has claimed far more souls than I,” she grumbled, “and her hair is not this unsightly hue.” 
 
    “I like red hair,” I assured her, “and I don’t care about the numbers.” Daraxandriel’s tally of captured souls, after four hundred and thirty years, was precisely zero. 
 
    “Yet Lady Nyx is far more comely than I,” she murmured, looking up at me hopefully. 
 
    “True,” I agreed and her eyes flashed in dismay, “but I’d rather kiss an iceberg.” Nyx was unbelievably beautiful but she barely acknowledged the existence of anyone else around her. Statues in a museum had more warmth and compassion. “Better yet, I’d rather kiss you.” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins,” she whispered, closing her eyes as she leaned closer to me, puckering her lips. I did the same. 
 
    “Peter?” 
 
    I froze at that familiar voice and then twisted around. Melissa stood there in the hallway, staring at us. Faint tendrils of black flame flickered out around her and the small suitcase at her feet. “We were, uh – we were just –” She didn’t react and I wondered how much she’d actually seen. I cleared my throat. “How are you feeling? Your stepmom said you were, um, upset.”  
 
    She just looked at me as if she didn’t recognize me. She looked terrible. Her eyes were hollow and red, as if she’d only recently stopped crying, her makeup was smudged, and her hair was a tangled mess. “Are you okay?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    Melissa took a shuddery breath, let it out again, closed her eyes, and clenched her fists. It took her a couple of tries but she finally looked me straight in the eye. 
 
    “I know it wasn’t you, Peter,” she said. Her voice was rough and shaky. “I know it was the incubus who – who – who did that – to me.” She closed her eyes again as she placed a trembling hand on her stomach. “I know this baby is yours even though you weren’t there when it happened.”  
 
    “Melissa –” 
 
    “Don’t!” She breathed in and out through her nose. “Don’t say anything, please. Let me finish.” She locked her fingers together like she was praying. “I know things are bad right now and we’re probably all going to die –” Her voice broke then and a single tear ran down her cheek as she struggled to continue. “– but I love you and I want to be with you until the end.” 
 
    I just blinked at her. Melissa was always the sort to stick with whatever decision she made, regardless of the consequences. When she ran out of Mrs. Kendricks’ house, I never really expected her to come back, let alone try to reconcile with me, and things were very different now. 
 
    I looked at Daraxandriel over my shoulder, wondering how she was taking Melissa’s sudden reappearance, but she waved me on urgently. Regardless of how she and I felt about each other, Melissa needed me now. 
 
    I cleared my throat nervously. “I’m glad you’re back,” I told her, trying to put a smile back on my face. “We could use your help.” Melissa just looked at me and I realized belatedly that I should have said I loved her in return, but it was too late now.  
 
    Instead, I moved to pull her into my arms and she stiffened like a board, sucking in her breath like she thought I was about to hurt her. I carefully stepped back, holding my hands up. “What’s wrong?” I asked her worriedly. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered. Her eyes were squeezed closed and her entire body trembled. “I thought I could do this but I can’t. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” She turned and fled down the hallway, leaving me standing there with my mouth open. A moment later, her bedroom door slammed shut. 
 
    “What did I do?” I asked in bewilderment. Somehow I’d made everything worse without even trying. 
 
    “She is distraught,” Daraxandriel told me. “She knows in her mind thou art not the incubus, yet her heart cannot yet separate him from thee.” 
 
    “So what am I supposed to do? She won’t even let me touch her!” 
 
    “Abide,” she said with a sigh, rising from her seat. “I shall do what is needful.” 
 
    “You?” I didn’t mean to sound quite so incredulous but Daraxandriel’s track record with other people’s relationship issues wasn’t the greatest. That didn’t even take into account the fact that my new lover was planning to counsel my previous lover on her emotional state. 
 
    “Melissa is my friend as well,” she declared, “and I too have suffered through conflicting desires. Bide here,” she instructed me, “whilst I fetch nature’s most perfect salve for tormented hearts.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” She bounded down the stairs without answering me and returned a minute later with something clutched in her hand. For a puzzled moment, I thought it was a cellphone, and then I saw the Hershey’s label. “Wait a minute! You’re giving her chocolate?” 
 
    “This may take some time,” she warned me over her shoulder, heading down the hall. “Keep thyself occupied and do not disturb us without leave.” 
 
    “But –” Daraxandriel tapped on Melissa’s door and slipped inside. I half-expected Melissa to kick her out immediately but everything was still and silent. “Chocolate doesn’t fix everything,” I muttered to myself. Especially when a succubus is involved, I thought sourly. 
 
    I eyed Melissa’s suitcase and picked it up. It was a lot heavier than it looked and I wondered how much stuff she managed to cram inside. I carried it down the hall, telling myself I was just going to leave it outside the bedroom, but I lingered there with my ear close to the door. I heard faint noises that might have been crying or laughter or hiccups, but I couldn’t make out any words until Daraxandriel raised her voice. 
 
    “I perceive thy shadow beneath the door, Peter Simon Collins!” she said sharply. “Begone, lest thou wouldst feel our wrath!” 
 
    “I’m just leaving Melissa’s suitcase here!” I assured her hastily. “I’m, ah, going over to Mrs. Kendricks’ to help Agent Morgan!” I had no idea what good I’d do there but at least it got me out of range of any potential wrath. 
 
    “Begone, then, and do not cross our threshold without leave.” 
 
    “It’s my apartment, too,” I grumbled, but I pulled up Teleportal. “Call me when you’re, um, done.” 
 
    “When the time is right and no sooner.” 
 
    “Great.” At least Mrs. Kendricks has a spare bedroom I can sleep in. I envisioned the walkway leading up to Mrs. Kendricks’ front door and tapped the spell icon. A swirling moment later, I reached for the doorbell. 
 
    I heard the chimes through the door but no one came. Agent Morgan’s SUV sat by the curb, so they had to still be here. I lifted a fist to knock on the door and then changed my mind and just twisted the knob. The door opened easily and I poked my head inside. 
 
    “Hello?” I called. There was no response. I stepped inside and closed the door behind me. “Mrs. Kendricks? Agent Morgan?” Still no answer. The hallway was deserted, as was the kitchen, but I glimpsed movement through the window over the sink and went out through the back door, stepping onto the patio. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks, Agent Morgan, and Rebecca were all there, each one armed with a wand, standing at the points of an imaginary equilateral triangle centered on Olivia. Morgan and Rebecca didn’t seem to be doing anything but Mrs. Kendricks’ ornate pentagram slowly revolved around her feet, glowing like a summer sunrise, while a halo of burnished gold surrounded Olivia. She still had her wings and armor, along with a disgruntled expression. 
 
    Rebecca noticed me first and she waved at me with a bright smile. “Peter!” she called. “Look! Mrs. Kendricks is doing divine magic.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Mrs. Kendricks demurred. She gestured with her wand and her pentagram faded away. “But I am able to tap a portion of Olivia’s divine power. It feels ... different,” she added with a grimace. 
 
    “So can you use it against Amy?” I asked doubtfully. “Divine energy hurts her, right?” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks shook her head. “No, these are still my spells, more or less. I doubt Amy would notice the difference.” 
 
    “But at least we’ll have another source when we need it,” Morgan said, although she looked dissatisfied. 
 
    “I’m a wall socket,” Olivia muttered sullenly. 
 
    “You’re much more than that, Olivia,” Mrs. Kendricks told her firmly. “You haven’t even begun to explore your own powers.” 
 
    “What powers? I’ve got these,” her wings fluttered on her back, “and this.” She reached out and grasped the Flame of Righteousness out of the air, swinging it back and forth like a spastic pirate with a cutlass. Red-gold fire splattered everywhere and everyone backed away from her. “What good does any of this do?” She dropped the sword and it vanished before it hit the ground. “I was happier as a ghost,” she grumbled. 
 
    All of the witches looked at me expectantly, which I thought was terribly unfair. “You’re an angel now,” I reminded her gamely. “You can do angel things.” 
 
    “Like what? Play the harp and bring tidings of great joy to all men?” Olivia crossed her arms to express her displeasure with her current state of affairs. “I want to sit down in a normal chair and I want to wear normal clothes.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” I assured her. That just earned me an eyeroll. “In the meantime,” I said, turning to Morgan, “does this mean the witches are okay now? They’re going to be able to keep their magic?” 
 
    “There seems to be some trick to it,” she said. The set of her jaw implied that she hadn’t mastered it. 
 
    “I haven’t been able to do it either,” Rebecca confessed. 
 
    “Can’t you just –?” I asked Mrs. Kendricks, drawing a random scribble on my forehead with my fingertip. She’d been able to instill knowledge in me and Melissa that way, but she shook her head. 
 
    “That doesn’t help,” she said, “but I’m not sure why. We’ll have to bring the other witches here to see if any of them can learn to draw on Olivia’s power.” 
 
    “Oh joy,” Olivia muttered. “I should just dye my wings black and become an Acolyte so people will leave me alone.” The look of alarm on the witches’ faces matched my own and she heaved a sigh. “Kidding.” 
 
    “Well, I think that’s all we can do for now.” Mrs. Kendricks wound up her loose hair and pinned it in place with her wand. “Unless you want to try linking your Stones?” 
 
    I expected Morgan to agree but she just frowned, twisting her wand between her fingers. “No, Peter and I will do that back at the hotel. You can’t help with the spell I have in mind.” Mrs. Kendricks looked surprised and then puzzled. “I’ll take Rebecca home and then make the preparations. Come to my room around nine o’clock,” she told me. “Teleport straight in,” she added wryly. “I don’t want you scaring the other guests.” 
 
    “Okay. I guess I can take you back to the apartment,” I said to Olivia. 
 
    “That might not be the best idea,” Mrs. Kendricks interjected. “I heard about what happened the last time Olivia and Dara touched.” Olivia, Rebecca, and I winced at that memory. “You can stay here, Olivia. Maybe we can figure out how to get you out of – what did you call it, Fay? Combat mode?” 
 
    “I suppose,” Olivia sighed resignedly. “Or maybe give me flying lessons.” 
 
    “There’s a big difference between flying on a broomstick and flying like a bird,” Mrs. Kendricks smiled. “I don’t think I can help you with that.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll just hang around here for a while, then,” I said, “if that’s okay with you.” It wasn’t clear when I’d be allowed back in the apartment, if ever. Olivia perked up at my suggestion and Mrs. Kendricks nodded with a sad sort of expression. I wondered where Stacy was now. 
 
    “Aren’t you on duty?” she asked, nodding at my uniform. 
 
    “Technically,” I admitted, “but Dad’s used to me having to deal with magical distractions. I think this qualifies,” I noted, waving my hand in Olivia’s direction. 
 
    “So now I’m a distraction,” Olivia groused, rolling her eyes heavenward. “This day just keeps getting better and better.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” I protested. 
 
    “I wish I was dead,” she complained. “Things were better back then.” I couldn’t disagree with her. 
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    Why do we dream? What purpose is served by letting our sleeping minds peek into our own subconscious thoughts? Some psychologists speculate that dreaming is a side-effect of the brain’s normal background processing, as it sorts through the experiences of the previous day and stores them away for later use, but I find that hard to believe. I can go through a perfectly unremarkable day and end up with dreams that would put me under psychiatric observation if I ever shared them with someone. There doesn’t seem to be any correlation between what I do and what I dream. 
 
    Nightmares, on the other hand, are a lot easier to explain. We all have fears and anxieties, although most of the time we just push them aside and get on with life. Sometimes, though, those fears fester in the dark dungeons of our minds and break free at night when the guards are asleep, running rampant through the countryside and terrorizing the villagers. Most dreams fade away within a few seconds of waking up, but nightmares can linger forever. 
 
    Most of the time, my brain figures out that that pink polka-dotted squirrel forecasting the weather is probably a dream and wakes me up just enough to roll over and go back to sleep. Lucid dreamers, though, can remain inside their dreams and actively participate in it, allowing them to create their own adventures. I’ve never been able to do it myself, but it’s just as well. I have no idea what I’d say to a polka-dotted squirrel. 
 
      
 
    I appeared just inside Agent Morgan’s apartment and looked around doubtfully. All the lights were off and the place was nearly pitch-black. The only illumination leaked around the bedroom door and even it was dim and flickering. 
 
    “Agent Morgan?” I called, wondering if she’d gone out somewhere. 
 
    “Peter?” Her voice came from the bedroom. “Just a moment.” 
 
    I cautiously moved in that direction, wary of tripping over something until my eyes adjusted to the dark. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “I’m ready, if that’s what you mean. You’re late,” she added accusingly. 
 
    “Sorry, we were helping Olivia practice with her wings and I lost track of time.” 
 
    “Can she fly?” 
 
    “No, but she can move them around now.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a start, I suppose. Come in here.” The bedroom door opened wider, letting more light spill out. I stepped inside and stopped. 
 
    All of the furniture had been pushed into the corner, except for the bed, which stood in the center of the room surrounded by Morgan’s silver pentagram. Five large white candles stood at the points, their flames sending shadows dancing across the walls. 
 
    Morgan closed the door behind me and I turned to ask her what was going on. Instead, my words died a premature death in the back of my throat. She was wearing a hotel bathrobe that was a bit too large for her and, judging from her bare legs and feet, little else. 
 
    “I’ve given it a lot of thought,” she said briskly, “and I don’t think we’re going to be able to link our Stones directly. There’s too great a risk that they’ll shatter.” 
 
    I had to swallow to get my tongue going again. “So you’re just giving up?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” She pushed up the sleeve of her robe, exposing her bracelet. Her Philosopher’s Stone glittered in the candlelight but was otherwise dark. “Take out your Stone and hold it in your left hand.” I fished the chain out from under my shirt and complied, wondering what she was planning to do. “Now take my hand in your right,” she ordered. 
 
    I grasped her outstretched hand, flinching a bit at the touch of her cool skin. Morgan closed her eyes, her brows knitting together in concentration, but nothing else seemed to happen. I waited for her to say something but it was almost as if she fell asleep on her feet.  
 
    I felt an odd sort of sensation in my fingers, as if she was drawing the heat out of my body, and I debated whether I should mention it. I was distracted by her Stone, though, which starting pulsing in a regular rhythm. After a moment, I realized it was keeping time with my heartbeat. 
 
    Morgan stirred then, taking a deep breath and letting it out before opening her eyes. She looked up at me but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Agent Morgan?” I prompted her uneasily. 
 
    She blinked and then shook herself, withdrawing her hand. Her Stone faded back to its usual dull glow. “This should work,” she said to herself. 
 
    “What should?” 
 
    “I was able to draw on the power of your Stone through your hand.” 
 
    I looked my hand over, front and back. It didn’t look any different. “I need both hands to cast my spells,” I reminded her doubtfully. 
 
    “So do I,” she noted wryly, “at least the more destructive ones. This was just a test.” 
 
    “Oh. So what do we do now?” 
 
    “Now I’m going to bind our souls together.” She moved to the side of the bed, pulling the hem of her robe closer around her to keep the nearest candle from setting it alight. 
 
    “That sounds, um, serious.” 
 
    “Soulbinding allows witches to tap into each other’s power,” she explained. “It’s not inherently dangerous, but the stronger partner in the bond can drain the other if she – or he – is careless. Since we both have Philosopher’s Stones, that won’t be a problem for us.” 
 
    “And you’ve done this before?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, but an expression of sadness and loss flitted across her features, “once, a long time ago. Stand over there.” She pointed to the opposite side of the bed.  
 
    I obeyed, facing her across the sheets. “What do I have to do?” 
 
    “Strip.” 
 
    I blinked at her for what felt like eternity. “What?” 
 
    “We have to maximize the contact between our bodies. The bond will be stronger that way.” 
 
    “But –” I looked down at the bed and then up at her. Morgan rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Your virtue is safe from me, Peter,” she said dryly. “I’ve already seen everything you have to offer, remember?” She placed her hand over her stomach to emphasize the point. 
 
    That was the incubus, not me. “And witches do this all the time?”  
 
    Morgan hesitated, which did nothing for my peace of mind. “Not many,” she admitted. “A soul bond requires an extraordinary level of trust. Usually it’s a married couple, a witch and a warlock.” 
 
    “And you trust me like that?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Yes,” she said firmly. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. The corners of her mouth quirked up. 
 
    “That’s not exactly the ringing endorsement I was hoping for,” she observed, “but I’ll take it.”  
 
    She gestured at my clothes and I sat down on the edge of the bed to remove my shoes, feeling a nervous flutter in my stomach. Behind me, there was a soft shush of cloth and the bed dipped. I couldn’t help but peek behind me but Morgan was already under the covers, with only her bare arms and shoulders showing. Lying there like that, in the dancing light of the candles with her blue eyes watching me, she looked very young. 
 
    I tried not to think about what we were about to do and failed miserably, so my fingers were clumsier than usual as I doffed my belt, shirt, and pants. Little Peter was no help whatsoever and I resolutely kept my back to Morgan as I stripped off my socks and t-shirt. When I hooked my thumbs under the waistband of my boxers, though, I stopped and stole a look at Morgan. She was lying on her side with one hand propping up her head and the other hugging the sheets to her chest, just watching me. 
 
    “Um.” She cocked an eyebrow at me and then snorted softly. She rolled over onto her other side, exposing the smooth, pale skin of her back, and I hurriedly yanked off my boxers and slid under the sheets. “Now what?” My voice was embarrassingly hoarse. 
 
    “Come hold me.” I scootched over a few inches and carefully placed my hand on her arm. “No, put your arms around me.” I gulped and moved closer, slipping one arm under her side and slowly wrapping the other over top, trying to figure out what to do with my hands. “Just hold me, Peter,” she said irritably. “I won’t bite.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m afraid of,” I mumbled but I did as I was instructed. One hand landed safely on her stomach but the other encountered something a lot softer. 
 
    “No, that’s fine,” she assured me. “We want to maximize contact. Now get closer.” 
 
    “Um.” The problem was, Little Peter didn’t care that Morgan was probably twice my age, a senior FBI agent, and one of the most powerful witches in the world. All that mattered to him was the fact that she was female. I shifted my legs forward until my knees touched the back of her thighs. 
 
    “I’m not a porcupine, Peter,” she informed me acerbically. “You can get closer than that.” I inched fractionally closer and she heaved a sigh before wriggling back against me. 
 
    Oh my God! my brain reported frantically. That’s her butt! Her naked butt is touching me! Little Peter heartily approved of this and reacted accordingly. My entire face warmed up, but if Morgan noticed what was happening down there, she didn’t mention it.  
 
    “Now just relax and open your mind,” she said. “I’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
    Relaxing was a physical impossibility but I tried to corral the wild thoughts careening through my head. I felt Morgan’s pulse beneath my hand, beating in counterpoint to mine, and her chest rose and fell with her steady breathing. Melissa and I often fell asleep in this exact position and I felt my eyes grow heavier, like something was leaching the energy out of my body. Is this the binding? I wondered hazily. Is it working?  
 
    A spot of warmth bloomed on my chest, exactly where Morgan’s back pressed my Philosopher’s Stone against me, and the strange lethargy faded. I wanted to check if my Stone was doing anything unusual but I couldn’t see it without letting Morgan go and breaking her concentration.  
 
    Is she drawing energy from my body? Is my Stone trying to replenish it? I wished I’d asked a lot more questions about the process but the whole naked-in-bed thing had been a major distraction. Can I draw energy from her now? How do I even do that? I decided to wait until she was done. There was no telling what might happen if I interrupted the process. 
 
    Morgan shifted against me, although I couldn’t tell if she was trying to increase our shared surface area or just trying to get more comfortable. Her skin was unusually cool against mine and I wondered if that was normal for her or a side-effect of her spell. My own body felt like it was on fire and I worried if that was a side-effect as well. 
 
    The room slowly grew brighter and I cracked my eyelids to see what was causing it. We were surrounded by a silvery light that I assumed was from her pentagram, but I couldn’t see the walls or the ceiling. What I did see, hanging in a crystal-clear nighttime sky, was a full moon directly overhead. I squeezed my eyes closed and reopened them but it was still there, as were the ancient trees surrounding us. 
 
    I sat up hastily, looking all around. We were in a small glade in the middle of a forest, with no hint as to how we got there. I reached out a hand to shake Morgan’s shoulder, convinced that something had gone horribly wrong, and realized two things in quick succession: she wasn’t there and that wasn’t my hand. 
 
    It looked like it belonged to an older man, calloused and scarred and attached to a muscular forearm. He – I? – wore a deep blue tunic embroidered with celtic-style knotwork, homespun breeches, and well-worn leather boots. He – we? – sat on a dark cloak spread out over springy moss and ferns, as if we’d been waiting for someone for a while. 
 
    Are you ready? 
 
    I – he? – twisted around at that shy and gentle voice and gazed at the woman standing there. It was Morgan, but a much younger version of her, still in her teens. She wore a long, flowing dress that wouldn’t have looked out of place in Camelot, crimson fabric stitched with silver thread. Her honey-brown hair was long, cascading past her waist, held in place by a silver coronet with a large ruby in the center, gleaming in the darkness. It was a Philosopher’s Stone, identical to the one the real Morgan wore on her bracelet. 
 
    Are you? That wasn’t my voice either. It was deep and warm, with a touch of wry humor. Morgan ducked her head with a smile teasing her lips. 
 
    I was ready the day we first met. I’ve been counting the days until this moment. 
 
    You were too young, I chided her. You didn’t know your own heart. 
 
    I knew it, she insisted. You didn’t know yours. 
 
    Well, perhaps. I rose to my feet. The sword I wore tapped my leg and I unbuckled my belt, wrapping it around the scabbard before setting it aside. There’s no going back after this, I warned her. We will be bound forevermore. 
 
    Forever is too short a time. Morgan lifted the hem of her gown and stepped closer, pausing at the edge of my cloak. We’ve already wasted so much of our lives. 
 
    Then let us begin. 
 
    Morgan’s blue eyes glittered in the moonlight as she nodded and unknotted the girdle hanging low on her hips, letting it fall to the ground. I watched in awed silence as she reached for the laces on her bodice, loosening her gown enough to let it slip from her shoulders, leaving her standing there in nothing but a thin linen shift.  
 
    Goddess forgive me, I breathed, and Morgan smiled. 
 
    What have you done to need forgiveness? she asked with an impish tilt of her head. 
 
    I have lusted in my heart for one who is not my wife. My breeches felt far too tight. 
 
    Save that for the Christian God. The Goddess doesn’t care about such things. She undid the ties at her shoulders and her shift fell away, revealing her completely. In the light of the moon, she was flawless perfection, pale and nubile and already aroused. She stepped out of the pile of clothing and approached me, her eyes locked onto mine. Join with me, she breathed huskily, and we shall be together forever. 
 
    I couldn’t remove my garments fast enough and my own arousal was in full evidence as she drew me down onto the cloak beside her. I pulled her into my arms, keeping her warm against the cool night air, and she caressed my face, raking her fingers through my beard. 
 
    Close your eyes, she whispered, and be at ease. I will do what must be done. 
 
    I did as I was bidden, breathing in slowly and relishing her scent mingled with the greenery all around us. I felt the feather-soft touch of her magic probing mine and I lowered my defenses, allowing her in. The sudden rush of power from her Philosopher’s Stone nearly overwhelmed me but I let it wash over me and fill every corner of my being. 
 
    Is this what it’s like to be bound to a Stone? I asked her breathlessly. All this power at your command, to do with as you will? 
 
    As the Goddess wills, she corrected me, her eyes closed in concentration. Her Stone blazed like a ruddy sun on her forehead as she wove our souls together, tying threads of magic between us. We maintain the balance of the world, that is all. 
 
    You’ve done so much more than that, my love. The demons of Hell fear to confront you. 
 
    She smiled and the power coursing through me began to ebb. And now the same will be said of you. We are one. 
 
    We are one, I agreed. I laid her down and eased on top of her, covering her lips with mine. She returned my kiss eagerly, her slender body rising up against me, and I teased her with my rampant manhood. She whimpered deep in her throat and I pressed into her, breaking her maidenhead without effort. She gasped and then moved with me, matching me thrust for thrust as our bodies and souls sped towards the sweet oblivion of release. 
 
    I collapsed onto her, our hearts beating in frantic unison as we both gasped for breath. Morgan’s fingers slowly raked down my back, making me shiver. 
 
    “Praise the Goddess,” she murmured. “I really needed that.” 
 
    My eyes snapped open. That was Morgan’s voice, but it didn’t belong to the girl in the glade. The cloth under my hands wasn’t a cloak, either. I carefully pushed myself up and discovered that I was back in bed in Morgan’s hotel room, with Agent Morgan underneath me, looking tired and content at the same time. Her Philosopher’s Stone was back on her wrist where it belonged. 
 
    “Um, what just happened?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    Morgan’s eyes opened slowly and it took her a few moments to focus on my face. “We’re soulbound,” she explained softly. “We can use each other’s Stones now.” She looked down and a frown creased her forehead. “Oh.” 
 
    “Sorry!” I hastily unplugged Little Peter and scrambled off of her, wrapping the sheet around my waist. Morgan sat up slowly, seemingly in no hurry to cover herself up. Her breasts weren’t quite as large and firm as Daraxandriel’s but they were still a major distraction as she arched her back. “I didn’t mean to, um, you know,” I stammered. “It just, ah, happened.” 
 
    “No, sorry, it’s my fault. Thoughts and emotions can leak across the bond and things can get a bit confusing.” Morgan cleared her throat. “It’s been a while since I’ve slept with anyone, other than the incubus,” she confessed. “I guess my subconscious took advantage of the situation.” 
 
    “So you’re not angry?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Angry?” She looked surprised. “If anything, I’m grateful. It’s been a pretty tense few weeks.” She wiggled her hips with a grimace. “You were a bit generous, though. I’m going to need another shower.” She slid over to the edge of the bed and gestured, dismissing her pentagram. Then she murmured, “Extinxit ignem,” and the candle flames flickered and vanished, leaving only tiny wisps of smoke behind. 
 
    “So who was that man?” 
 
    She paused in the act of picking up her robe from the floor. “Man?” 
 
    “The one in the forest. The one you bound your soul to before.” 
 
    Morgan’s lips parted as she stared at me, the color draining from her face. “You shouldn’t have seen that,” she whispered. “That was private.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, it just seemed so real.” 
 
    “It was just a memory. It has nothing to do with you.” She snatched up her robe and hurried to the bathroom. “I’ll be done shortly.” The door almost slammed behind her. 
 
    She came out five minutes later, wrapped in a towel, and we exchanged places in tense silence. By the time I was done, she was dressed in a blouse and skirt and the bed was made with my clothes laid out neatly on the covers. Morgan sat on the edge of the bed, staring down at her interlocked fingers. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked her worriedly. She just nodded. “And the spell worked, despite – that other thing?” She nodded again. “How can you tell? I don’t feel any different.” 
 
    Morgan pursed her lips, as if she hadn’t expected me to say that, and then she held out her palm. “Fiat lux,” she said, and I felt an odd sort of tugging in my chest as a pinpoint of light appeared above her hand. It grew larger and brighter with each passing moment, until I had to squint and shade my eyes. It was like staring directly into the sun from the surface of Mercury. 
 
    “Tollere lucem.” The miniature supernova shrank and vanished, leaving me blinking away spots. “That came entirely from your Stone.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. “And I can do that too?” 
 
    Her brows knitted together. “In theory. Do you have any spells that won’t set the hotel on fire?” 
 
    “Well, no, not really.” 
 
    “Then let’s worry about that later. Get dressed,” she told me briskly. “It’s time.” 
 
    “Time for what?” 
 
    “Time to kill the Spawn of Darkness.” 
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    Your body has about 206 bones, ranging in size from the femur in your leg down to the stapes in your middle ear. Apart from its essential role in frightening small children on Halloween, your skeleton serves a wide variety of important functions, such as helping you to move around, producing red blood cells, and keeping your vital organs from dragging on the ground. 
 
    The Book of Genesis states that God created Eve from Adam’s rib, which is why men have fewer ribs than women. It’s a great example of how the Bible explains why we are like we are, except it’s not true. Barring the occasional genetic abnormality, men and women both have twelve pairs of ribs. However, this fact doesn’t actually contradict Genesis. After all, surgery doesn’t alter your DNA. If you have your tonsils removed, your children will still have tonsils. 
 
    The bone that’s actually missing from men is the os penis, or penis bone. The os penis supposedly helps males copulate for longer periods of time. Most primates have it but human males have to rely solely on hydraulics to get the job done, which is why there’s such a lucrative market out there for male enhancement products. Without structural support, all sorts of things can go wrong, leaving both parties unsatisfied with the results. Or so I’ve heard, anyway. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure about this?” I eyed the remnants of the warehouse doubtfully. A demolition crew had taken down the roof and most of the walls but the steel frame still stood, brown with rust. “Shouldn’t the other witches be here too?” 
 
    “They’d just get in the way.” Morgan stood in the center of the concrete floor and make a complicated gesture with her wand. Her silver pentagram appeared around her feet and then grew steadily, pushing away the debris like a mystical bulldozer. I hopped over the growing wall of dirt and rubble before it reached me, trying not to cough as I waved away the dusty haze it left behind.  
 
    “Do you really think this is going to work?” I persisted. Her entire plan seemed rash, which was saying something, considering the ideas I came up with. 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough.”  
 
    Morgan surveyed the area with her hands on her hips, like an administrative assistant tasked with tidying up the boardroom after the company Christmas party. She squatted down and touched the tip of her wand to the center of the cleared space, murmuring something I couldn’t quite hear. Silvery lines spread out from her wand, tracing intricate patterns on the concrete, filling the area with an elaborate design that reminded me vaguely of Mrs. Kendricks’ pentagram. The lines flared briefly and then faded to the point where I could barely make them out. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked nervously. The last time I watched someone set up a spell this complex, Dr. Bellowes was trying to feed Susie to Metraxion. 
 
    “Flypaper, hopefully.” She straightened and perused her handiwork with a dissatisfied twist to her lips. “Can you sense this?” 
 
    I bent down and carefully prodded one of the lines with the tip of my finger. It looked and felt like an ordinary scratch in the concrete. “No,” I reported. 
 
    Morgan tsked under her breath. “I keep forgetting you’re not a normal warlock. No offense,” she added after a beat. 
 
    “None taken.” I knew better than anyone how abnormal my situation was. “So she’s supposed to stick to this?”  
 
    She ignored the skepticism in my voice. “In a sense. It should slow her down at least, which will make her easier to hit.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that design kind of give it away?” I doubted many warehouses had arcane mandalas engraved on their floors. 
 
    “She’ll be too busy to notice it,” she assured me. 
 
    “If you say so.” I found it hard to share her confidence. Amaryx was too smart to fall for the old magical-spider-web-trap-on-the-floor trick. “What do I need to do?” 
 
    Morgan pointed behind me with her wand. “Do you see that wall over there?” 
 
    I turned to look. The remains of a cinder block wall stood on the far side of what used to be the warehouse’s parking lot, about eight feet high and twenty feet long. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Get behind that and stay down. If you have some sort of defensive shield spell, use it.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to help you kill Amy if I’m hiding?” 
 
    “You’re not,” she told me flatly. “I’m going to be drawing as much power from your Stone as I possibly can. You won’t have anything left to fight with.” 
 
    “Then why am I here at all?” I retorted. 
 
    “Because you need to be close for me to use your Stone.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Peter,” she said, shaking her head, “you’re an incredibly brave and selfless young man, but this isn’t your battle. I’ve dedicated my life to killing demons. She’s my responsibility.” 
 
    “And mine,” I insisted. “I’m the one who released her.” 
 
    “Just because you started the fire doesn’t make you the best person to put it out. Go. Keep yourself safe and don’t distract me.” 
 
    “Fine,” I muttered with ill grace. I picked my way across the parking lot and positioned myself at the end of the wall where I could still see what was going on. 
 
    Morgan positioned herself just outside her cleared circle and stood with her feet braced and arms held out to the sides. Her head was bowed but I couldn’t tell whether she was saying anything. 
 
    Then she slowly raised her hands, her fingers holding her wand like a symphony conductor. She moved it in a circular pattern, gradually picking up speed, and the air within the circle began to move as well, forming little dust devils that spun around for a few seconds before collapsing. Her Philosopher’s Stone grew brighter with every pass. 
 
    The miniature whirlwinds started to merge into one, forming a column of dust that spread out and grew higher, reaching up towards the warehouse rafters. Morgan’s hair and clothes fluttered and snapped in the wind and I began to worry about her getting hurt by flying debris. 
 
    She ignored the danger and continued her spell, driving more power into her creation. It reached well up into the air now, taking on an unnerving funnel shape, and the hiss of the wind grew stronger and deeper as it scoured the concrete clear. It drifted near her but she held her ground and drove it back towards the center of the floor. The girders began to rattle and creak overhead.  
 
    I swallowed uneasily as the outer reaches of the magical storm started pelting me with dust and sand. The tornado was just supposed to attract Amaryx’s attention and lure her into our trap, but now I was worried that it would break free from Morgan’s control and kill us both. We knew all about tornados in North Texas and they weren’t anything to trifle with. 
 
    Morgan didn’t seem to share my concerns. She had to lean into the gale to keep her footing, using one hand to protect her face from the stinging particles as she continued to pour even more power into her spell. The twister looked almost solid now, reaching high enough to touch the clouds overhead and start them turning. 
 
    Her Philosopher’s Stone blazed like a laser on her wrist and I felt a tug deep inside me, as if gravity suddenly shifted in her direction. My own Stone started to glow under my shirt, burning my skin painfully, and I hastily pulled it out by its chain. I had to shield my eyes from its glare, wavering on my feet as Morgan sucked its power through our bond and merged it with her own.  
 
    Tornado sirens began to wail all around Hellburn, rising and falling in a slow cadence. We picked this spot because of its isolation, so no one was in any danger as long as Morgan’s concentration didn’t falter, but she was alarmingly close to the base of the funnel. One moment of distraction and she’d be torn to shreds. 
 
    Where’s Amy? I wondered anxiously, searching the sky for any sign of her. She can’t possibly miss this. Unless she thinks it’s a real tornado? That possibility hadn’t occurred to me. If she didn’t show up soon, we were going to have to shut this down and think of something else. 
 
    With a sharp ping! one of the steel crossbeams tore itself loose from the rest of the structure and flung itself into the sky. I watched it spin away into the distance with my heart in my throat and then I gasped. 
 
    “There she is!” I pointed but the howling winds swallowed my words. Amaryx swooped around the tornado, far closer than I would ever have dared, but it wasn’t clear whether Morgan was aware of her. Running over to warn her seemed suicidal, especially if I startled her, and I wondered if I could use our soul bond to communicate with her or at least let her know something was happening. 
 
    I focused on her, trying to transmit my urgent thoughts directly into her mind, but I had no idea what I was doing. I could sense her, just on the edge of my consciousness, but she continued to feed the storm without giving any indication she heard me. I glanced up to see what Amaryx was doing and then turned around in a complete circle. I couldn’t see her anywhere. 
 
    “Look out!” I shouted, but it was too late. A black-winged blur whipped around the shuddering remains of the warehouse like a cruise missile, heading straight for Morgan’s blind side. Amaryx struck her like a hawk hunting a rabbit. “No!” 
 
    I ran towards them, heedless of the scouring wind, and then stumbled to a confused halt. Morgan was gone but Amaryx’s arms were empty. The Spawn of Darkness slowed and hovered in mid-air, looking all around as if she’d accidentally dropped her prey, but Morgan was nowhere to be seen. Amaryx seemed as surprised as I was. 
 
    The freight train roar of the tornado suddenly diminished and the winds began to die down as the glow from my Philosopher’s Stone faded away. I glimpsed the throbbing light of Morgan’s Stone through the swirling patches of dust and debris, and then I caught sight of her standing on the far side of the circle, completely unharmed.  
 
    She doesn’t have a teleportation spell, I thought, relieved that she was safe. That must have been a glamour. A hell of a good one, too, if it fooled Amy. 
 
    Amaryx slowly descended to ground level, folding her wings with casual indifference. She wore a new outfit now, a short backless dress of black sequins and dangerously high heels, as if she just happened to be passing by on her way to a New Year’s Eve dance. In the distance, the sirens began to wind down one by one. 
 
    “Very impressive,” she said smoothly. “I didn’t think you had that sort of thing in you, Agent Morgan. I know Peter doesn’t,” she smirked over her shoulder at me. Morgan remained silent, although she held her wand ready in a tight grip. “Nothing to say? You must have invited me here for a reason.”  
 
    Amaryx started walking around the perimeter of the circle and Morgan copied her movements, maintaining the distance between them. Amaryx got about a quarter of the way around before she stopped and put her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re going to try to kill me again,” she sighed dramatically. “Normally I wouldn’t mind, but I just got this.” She indicated her dress with a flourish. It looked really good on her, I had to admit, although it was completely unsuitable for traipsing around at a demolition site. “Could we do this tomorrow instead?” she suggested. “Peter and I have a date tonight and dying always seems to ruin his mood.” 
 
    That caught Morgan by surprise and she looked at me doubtfully. I shook my head vehemently, trying to convey the fact that I absolutely didn’t have a date with the future Queen of Hell, tonight or ever, but it wasn’t clear she believed me. She turned back to face Amaryx, looking grim and worried at the same time. 
 
    “No?” Amaryx chuckled. “Oh, well, I tried. All right, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    She walked straight towards Morgan like a supermodel on a fashion show runway, a supercilious smile on her black-tinted lips. As soon as she stepped on Morgan’s pattern, though, it lit up with a sparkling silvery light and Amaryx glanced down with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
    “Oh, really? How quaint.” She continued forward but her image flickered like an old-fashioned movie reel as the pattern flashed with every step.  
 
    Every time Morgan’s spell traps her, I thought bleakly, she replaces herself with an untrapped version of herself. How are we supposed to beat that? Morgan stood absolutely still, watching her approach. What’s she waiting for? 
 
    I got my answer the moment Amaryx reached the center of the circle. Morgan suddenly raised her wand and shouted, “Ignis mortem!” I sagged to my knees in a wave of light-headedness and both Stones blazed brighter than ever as a column of white fire slammed down from the sky right on top of Amaryx. 
 
    The heat from the inferno was unbelievable, scorching the concrete and rippling the air around us. It roared like a waterfall as it continued to expand, the metal girders creaking and sagging like popsicles left out in the summer heat, and Morgan’s clothing started to smolder, and still she stoked the fire. I barely had the strength to lift my head as she pulled every iota of energy out of me and my Stone and thrust it into her spell. 
 
    It was impossible to believe that Amaryx could have survived that onslaught. Standing inside a working fusion reactor would seem like a beach vacation compared to this. The only thing keeping the very air from igniting was Morgan’s control over her spell and she didn’t seem inclined to stop it anytime soon, even as the remains of the warehouse collapsed and spattered molten steel all around. This was our one and only chance to kill Amaryx and she had no intention of squandering it.  
 
    The column of fire continued to expand, turning the concrete floor into bubbling lava, until it finally reached the edge of the circle Morgan had cleared. She stood only a couple of feet from its raging surface, protected by some sort of silvery shield, but her face was dripping with sweat and she seemed to be having trouble catching her breath. Philosopher’s Stones or not, she didn’t look like she could keep this up much longer and I silently urged her to shut it down before something terrible happened. 
 
    Then a hand shot out from inside the fire and grasped Morgan’s outstretched wrist. She only had a moment to gasp in shock before she was pulled inside. Agonizing, searing pain shot through me for a fraction of a second before my Stone’s blinding glow flicked off like a light switch and the column lost its cohesion, wobbling and flaring like it was about to go supernova. I scrabbled to my feet and ran for the dubious protection of the wall, desperately trying to target myself with Iron Hide. I dove behind the cinder blocks just as the column exploded, raining searing gobbets of fire for a hundred yards all around. 
 
    When I was reasonably certain I wasn’t about to be burned alive, I cautiously peered around the end of the wall. “Agent Morgan?” I called uneasily, searching the area for any sign of her. I had to hope her shield was strong enough to protect her from her own spells. Then my heart dropped into my stomach when I saw Amaryx standing there, smiling at me. 
 
    She stood in the center of the glowing floor, completely unharmed and completely naked, her clothing vaporized by Morgan’s inferno. She held a pair of misshapen sticks in her hand and it wasn’t until she let them clatter on top of a pile of similar objects that I realized they were Morgan’s arm bones. The world spun around me and I fought to keep my stomach contents where they belonged. Amaryx was still alive and Morgan was very, very dead. 
 
    “Well, that was fun,” Amaryx declared. She delicately picked her way across the molten concrete towards me, using her wings to cover her nakedness just enough to tease me with the fact that she was naked. “Pity about my dress, though. I really wanted to make a good impression tonight.” 
 
    I just stared at the pile of scorched bones that used to be Agent Morgan. “You killed her.” 
 
    “Well, technically, she killed herself,” Amaryx shrugged. “That was her fire spell, after all.” I just shook my head, feeling completely drained, both literally and figuratively. “Oh, don’t be like that, Peter. She’ll be fine in no time.” She glanced over her shoulder and smirked. “Maybe a little longer.” 
 
    “Just go,” I told her dully. “Please.” 
 
    “Only because you asked so nicely.” She surprised me by leaning in and kissing me on the cheek. “Don’t forget, midnight at my place. Wear something nice. I promise I’ll make it worth your while.” She backed away with a satisfied smile, spreading her wings and exposing herself completely to me before leaping into the air. In a few moments, she was hidden in the clouds, leaving me alone with Morgan’s mortal remains. 
 
    “Wonderful,” I sighed.  
 
    I inched closer to the bone pile to make sure her Philosopher’s Stone had survived but the heat from the glowing concrete was too great. Even breathing the air hurt, so I cleared a small patch of ground in the parking lot and used Teleportal to relocate her skeleton. The bones were completely devoid of any connective tissue and most of them looked ready to crumble into ash. Morgan’s silver bracelet was unharmed, though, although it was far too hot to touch. Her Stone pulsed faintly, which I took to be a good sign. Now I just had to wait. 
 
    Sirens wailed not too far away, undoubtedly one of the HPD patrol cars and probably the fire department as well, coming to investigate the unusual goings-on here on the edge of town. I briefly considered staying put to explain what happened so they wouldn’t be worried but the presence of a recently-incinerated corpse would undoubtedly confuse things and I doubted Morgan would appreciate waking up in the morgue. 
 
    Instead, I Teleportaled us directly into the bathroom of Morgan’s hotel room, waited out the fifteen-second cooldown on the spell, and then moved her bones into the bathtub. The film of water left over from our showers hissed into steam and several bones shattered with firecracker pops into sharp-edged fragments. Her parts were all jumbled up and I thought about trying to lay her skeleton out properly to speed things along, but other than her skull and pelvis, I didn’t actually know what went where. I sat on the toilet, resigned to a long wait. 
 
    Watching someone regenerate was not for the squeamish or faint of heart. Just listening to her bones slowly slither across the porcelain seeking out their correct positions set my teeth on edge. Seeing the ligaments grow across the joints wasn’t too bad, but when the softer tissues started to form, I had to leave before I was seriously ill. There wasn’t anything else I could do to help her anyway. I’d done my part bringing her here where the process wouldn’t be interrupted. The rest was up to her Philosopher’s Stone. 
 
    I sat on the loveseat in the main room and texted Dad to let him know what happened. He called me back mere seconds after I hit Send. 
 
    “You’re responsible for that tornado alert?” he asked. He sounded angry, which was unusual for him. “Do you realize the panic you caused?” 
 
    “I know,” I sighed. I resisted the temptation to throw Morgan under the bus for this one. She’d already paid the price for our failure. “We thought it was worth the risk.” 
 
    “But it didn’t work, did it? Amy’s still alive?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So now she’s off smiting someone in retribution.” 
 
    “Well, maybe not, actually,” I said hopefully. “She seemed to be in a good mood when she left.” 
 
    “Oh, Peter,” he sighed in my ear. “This has to stop. You’re just making things worse.” 
 
    “We can’t give up now!” I protested. “If we don’t do something about her, who will?” 
 
    “No one,” he replied heavily. “She won, Peter. All we can do now is tough it out and try to make the best of it.” 
 
    I hated to hear Dad talk like that. He wasn’t the most upbeat guy in the world but he never gave up when something important was on the line. “Dad, we can do this. We can beat her.” 
 
    “How? By burning down the entire town next time?” I stayed silent. “Our job is to protect and to serve, Peter. Being a vigilante, magical or not, doesn’t fix anything.” 
 
    At least I’m trying to fix things. I bit back that bitter response with difficulty. “If we don’t stop her now, more people are going to die. It could be Mom or Susie next, did you ever think about that?” 
 
    “I think about that every day,” he told me quietly. It felt like he reached through the phone and punched me in the gut. I could barely breathe as tears of shame and frustration pricked my eyes. “Just ... be careful out there, Peter. More lives than yours are at stake.” 
 
    “I know,” I said quietly. 
 
    “I guess we need to figure out what happens next. Is Agent Morgan still with you?” 
 
    I eyed the bedroom door. The lights were still off and there was no sign of movement within. “Sort of.” 
 
    There was a long silence and I easily imagined Dad rubbing his forehead. “She’s dead, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Sort of,” I admitted. 
 
    His sigh spoke volumes. “I think it’s time we meet with Mrs. Kendricks and the other witches again and get a few things sorted out. I’ve let them do whatever they think is best but it’s just adding fuel to the fire. This whole magic business has everyone spooked. Even without Amy looming over our heads, everything could go south at the drop of a hat.” 
 
    “That’s because of Amy, not the witches,” I argued. 
 
    “Even so, we need to make sure they aren’t making it worse. I’ll talk to Mrs. Kendricks in the morning. Have Agent Morgan call me. When she’s back in one piece,” he added pointedly. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I sighed resignedly. 
 
    “I know your heart’s in the right place, Peter,” he said, “and I’m proud that you’re trying to do the right thing regardless of the danger.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But this isn’t just about you and Amy. It’s about the entire town. We have to do what’s right for them.” 
 
    Killing Amy is the only thing that will save them. There was no point in saying that out loud, though. “I understand.” 
 
    “All right. Good night, Peter. Try to get some rest.” 
 
    “You, too, Dad.” 
 
    “No promises,” he chuckled wryly before hanging up. 
 
    I just sat there in the dark, staring at nothing, feeling completely wrung out. I must have dozed off and I was startled when Morgan appeared in the doorway, almost like a ghost herself with her white bathrobe and bare legs. She crossed over to me, walking rather gingerly, and sat beside me on the love seat. Neither of us spoke for a while.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said finally. Her voice was soft and raspy, like she was still getting used to having a throat again. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “The bed would have been more comfortable.” 
 
    “You would have set it on fire.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    The silence stretched out again. I could sense her mood through our soul bond, though, angry and tired and frustrated all at once. 
 
    “I felt you die,” I noted. 
 
    Morgan turned her head to study my face before she settled back against the cushions. “Sorry about that. Sharing a bond can be painful at times.”  
 
    The sense of loss and guilt and regret I felt from her was almost overwhelming but it passed quickly. I had no business poking into her past but I had to know. “How did he die?” 
 
    The feeling came back again and for a long while I thought she wasn’t going to answer me. Then she took in a long breath and let it out slowly. “I killed him.” 
 
    I knew through our bond that that blunt statement didn’t convey the entire truth. “What happened?” 
 
    She knotted and unknotted her fingers and then balled them up in her lap. “There was an incursion,” she told the TV, “a demon lord, more powerful than any I’d encountered to that point. It took everything I had to destroy it.” She breathed in and out through her nose. “Everything I had,” she said again, much quieter this time, “and everything he had.” 
 
     “Oh. He didn’t have a Philosopher’s Stone.” She shook her head silently. “I’m so sorry.” My heart ached, just like hers. “What was his name?” 
 
    Morgan shook her head again. “It doesn’t matter. He’s gone.” She stood and walked towards the bedroom, pausing with her hand on the door frame to look back at me. “Good night, Peter.”  
 
    I got to my feet hesitantly, wondering if I should offer to stay with her, but she just smiled sadly.  
 
    “I appreciate the thought but I’d like to be alone for a while. Well, as alone as I can be these days.” She rested her hand on her stomach and then she went very still. Fear and shock stabbed through me. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked anxiously. 
 
    She didn’t answer me right away. Instead, she held her hand over her stomach the same way Mrs. Kendricks had with Allison and the other witches, but there was no green glow and no music. Even in the darkness, I could see the blood drain from Morgan’s face.  
 
    “The baby,” she whispered. “It’s gone.” 
 
    “What?” I couldn’t quite grasp what she meant. How could a month-old embryo just disappear? “Didn’t your Stone –?” 
 
    “The Stone is bound to my soul, not the baby’s. When I died –”  
 
    She suddenly had trouble breathing and I took her into my arms, feeling her entire body shiver against me. Hot tears slid down my cheeks and I wasn’t sure why. Neither of us wanted the baby so this should have been a relief but the mindless tragedy of it just pierced my heart.  
 
    This was my first child, I thought bleakly. Well, maybe not, but it was the first one I found out about. And now it’s gone, thanks to Amy. White-hot fury flashed through me and Morgan jerked back before reaching up to cup my face in her hands. 
 
    “No, Peter,” she said quietly but firmly. “Don’t let this change you. Don’t turn into her.” 
 
    “She has to pay for what she did,” I gritted through my teeth. 
 
    “And she will, I promise, but not tonight.” Waves of calm swept over me and my rage slowly diminished to a dull resentment. “Go home, get some sleep,” she ordered gently. “Tomorrow’s going to be a busy day.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked suspiciously. “What are we doing?” 
 
    She smiled grimly. “We’re going to Hell.” 
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    The Chinese discovered how to make paper from wood pulp about two thousand years ago. It was a vast improvement over the other options available at the time – notably papyrus and parchment – and it paved the way for a veritable explosion of art and literature. Without paper, we would never have had the Gutenberg Bible, the works of Shakespeare, and Playboy magazine. 
 
    Paper records the musings of early philosophers, the notable events of the day, and the expressions of our hopes and dreams. It disguises the presents we receive, glides through the air like stiff-winged birds, and, with enough patience and skill, transforms into cranes and frogs. It cleans up our messes, wipes our noses, and protects our shipped goods. One thing it doesn’t do is pay for stuff. Paper money is actually made from cloth, to foil counterfeiters and improve durability. 
 
    That’s not to say that paper is flimsy. We can still read books and letters written a thousand years ago without any special processes or equipment, other than being careful. The same can’t be said for more modern storage media. Future archeologists are going to have serious problems trying to figure out what our culture was like, since all that data stored on computer hard drives and DVDs will be completely inaccessible to them. They’ll be able to read the instruction manuals that came with them, though, so it won’t be a complete loss. 
 
      
 
    I floundered my way into wakefulness, completely disoriented by the darkness surrounding me and the strange bed I was in. My phone rang one last time and then lapsed into silence, leaving me muddle-headed and blinking. I fumbled for it and squinted at the display. I didn’t recognize the missed number but the clock showed 12:04. 
 
    I groaned and fell back onto the pillow, which still bore the faint scent of Olivia’s shampoo. The feeble light trickling in under the bedroom door was just bright enough to prove that Daraxandriel’s bed was still unoccupied, albeit no less messy. I’d thought about peeking into Melissa’s bedroom when I got back to see how the therapy session had gone but I didn’t have the energy to explain everything that happened while Agent Morgan and I were busy not killing Amaryx. With any luck, the two of them had passed out in a chocolate-induced haze. 
 
    I stared up at the ceiling, wondering what Morgan was doing right now. I couldn’t feel anything through the soul bond, which hopefully meant she was asleep.  
 
    Losing the baby like that really hit her hard. And me, I had to admit, although a lot of that emotion probably leaked into me through our bond. I wonder if she’ll change her mind about going after Garrax. But what other choice do we have? She hit Amy with everything she – we – had and all it did was ruin Amy’s outfit. 
 
    I rolled over and closed my eyes, trying to resume my interrupted sleep, but my gloomy thoughts had other plans. What if Dad’s right? What if we can’t beat Amy? Are we just going to have to sit here and watch everyone die, one by one? Maybe we should just sneak everyone out through that portal. Hell can’t be any worse than this. I rejected that notion immediately. By definition, Hell was worse, no matter what the Spawn of Darkness did to us here. 
 
    I felt myself sinking into darkness again as sleep slowly reclaimed me. We’ll find Garrax, I told myself blurrily, and he’ll help us stop Amy and things will ... go back to normal ... and I’ll ... become ... a father ... ten times over ... 
 
    The loud and insistent ringtone on my phone nearly catapulted me out of bed. I struggled to free myself from the blankets and grabbed it, stabbing at the answer button a couple of times before my touch finally registered. “Hello?” 
 
    “Peter, you have to come here right now.” The whispery voice was shaking and female and vaguely familiar and for an awful moment I was convinced Morgan was in trouble. 
 
    “Where are you?” I asked urgently, already pulling up Teleportal with my left hand. 
 
    “At the cathedral. Please, you have to hurry! You’re already late!” 
 
    “At the ... cathedral?” I pulled the phone away from my ear to check the number. It was the same one that woke me earlier. “Wait a minute. Is this Julie?” 
 
    “Please,” she sobbed. “She’s going to smite me if you don’t –” Her voice cut off abruptly, sending my heart into my throat, and then another voice came on. 
 
    “I’m very disappointed in you, Peter,” Amaryx told me sternly, “but I’m in a generous mood. You have five minutes to get here. Wear something nice,” she added. “I want our night to be special.” She hung up before I could say anything. 
 
    “Shit!” I’d completely forgotten about Amaryx’s invitation and now Julie was about to pay for my mistake with her life. I dropped my phone on the night table, flung the covers aside, and reached for my pants on the floor before I remembered her admonition to dress up. “God damn it!” 
 
    I didn’t even bother running up the stairs to my closet. Instead, I Teleportaled myself directly into the second bedroom, nearly blinding myself when I turned on the light. I flung open the closet and grabbed the first button-down shirt and dress slacks my hand touched, cursing under my breath as I wrestled everything on. I managed to get my good belt, dress socks, and Sunday shoes on in record time and then dithered over whether I should wear a jacket and tie or just go like this. I compromised by grabbing a tie that more or less went with my slacks and then forced myself to slow down enough to get it properly knotted around my neck. I checked myself in the mirror, tried to smooth my sleep-mussed hair, and took a deep breath before Teleportaling myself to the landing in front of the library. 
 
    Amaryx was there, seated at a small table set for two that looked like it had been borrowed from an Italian bistro, complete with a red-and-white checkered tablecloth. She was clothed in yet another black dress, looking bored with one hand propping up her chin and the other tapping her empty wine glass with her fork. She perked up when she saw me, though, and put on a bright smile. 
 
    “Peter!” she greeted me with cheerful delight. “I was starting to worry you were going to stand me up.”  
 
    “I’m here,” I told her tersely. “Let Julie go.” 
 
    “Who?” Her puzzled frown seemed genuine. “Oh, you mean her?” Julie the Acolyte knelt at her side, shivering as if she was trapped in a blizzard. Her black makeup was smeared across her cheeks and her spray-painted wings hung askew from her shoulders. Both hands gripped her cellphone like a talisman as she looked at me with a silent, terrified plea in her eyes. She cringed when Amaryx rested her hand on top of her head, like she was petting a favored pet. “I might need her later, if you start getting ideas again.” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever you want, Amy, just let her go.” 
 
    “Really?” A grin spread across her face and I immediately regretted my impulsive promise. “Well, in that case, off you go. Peter and I need our private time.” 
 
    Julie looked up at her wide-eyed, as if she wasn’t sure Amaryx was serious. Amaryx shooed her away impatiently and she crawled away on her hands and knees until she was well out of reach. Then she leapt to her feet and raced past me like she was being chased by a pack of ravenous hounds, barely keeping upright as she stumbled down the steps to the empty parking lot. She tore her wings off and flung them aside, disappearing around the corner without ever looking back. 
 
    Amaryx patted the table in front of the other chair. “Come and sit,” she urged me. “Tell me about your day.” 
 
    I approached the table, looking it over dubiously. Two full sets of gold-edged china, silver utensils, and cut crystal glasses were laid out, along with a basket of bread, a bottle of wine, and a covered silver platter. The only thing missing was a Gypsy violinist in the corner. 
 
    The single candle standing in the center of the table looked a bit odd, though, but it took me a moment to realize what was wrong with it. It was lit, but the flame didn’t move at all despite the faint breeze swirling around us. It looked like a hologram rather than a physical object.  
 
    “What’s the occasion?” I asked, eyeing the candle uneasily. 
 
    “It’s our one-month anniversary, silly,” she informed me, reaching for the bottle. She wiggled out the cork and poured both of us a few inches of a red liquid that, thankfully, wasn’t blood. 
 
    “Our anniversary?” I echoed doubtfully. “What happened last month?” 
 
    “You gave me these, of course.” She flexed her wings slightly, like a black velvet curtain parting behind her. “I’m ever so grateful. Sit down,” she insisted. “I’m sure you’re tired after your busy day.” 
 
    “I’m really not in the mood for games, Amy.” 
 
     “All this time we’ve been together and you still don’t understand me,” she said, shaking her head with a dramatic sigh. “I’m serious, Peter. You’re the closest thing I have to a friend.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Everyone else is trying to kill me.” 
 
    “I’m trying to kill you!” 
 
    “Well, true, but you don’t really want to. You’re just doing it out of a misguided sense of duty. Sit down, Peter,” she told me again. “I’m getting a crick in my neck looking up at you.” Something in her tone brooked no further resistance and I reluctantly took my seat, earning myself another pleased smile. “Much better.” She held up her wine glass to me. “A toast, to our eternal friendship!” 
 
    I sighed and picked up my glass, touching it to hers with a delicate ting! She sipped her wine, watching me over the rim of her glass as I cautiously sniffed the contents of mine. It certainly smelled like wine but I just set it aside without tasting it. “We’re not friends,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Oh, don’t say that,” she chided me. “I know I’ve been a bit distant recently, what with work and all, but I’ll make it up to you, I promise.” 
 
    “Amy –” 
 
    “No, no more shop talk until after dinner. You must be starving. I hope you like Italian.” 
 
    She lifted the lid off the platter, revealing a mound of spaghetti dotted with enough meatballs to fill a gumball machine. She set the lid on the ground beside her and then snapped her fingers. Immediately, the candle flame started to flicker and steam rose up from the pasta, bringing with it the tantalizing aroma of tomato and basil and garlic. My mouth started to water despite myself and Amaryx smiled to herself as she picked up the serving utensils. 
 
    “Hold out your plate,” she instructed. “Say when.” She began to ladle spaghetti onto my plate, making sure I received a generous portion of the meatballs. I managed to stammer out “When” before I ended up with the entire bowl and then she served herself a modest portion. “There’s parmesan there if you like,” she told me, indicating a small glass shaker off to the side. 
 
    “Um, uh, thanks,” I said, although I didn’t avail myself of the offer. 
 
    Amaryx took up her fork and spoon and expertly twirled her spaghetti into a Gordian knot of sauce-laden noodles. She watched me as I watched her slide it between her lips and savor it.  
 
    “Mmm,” she purred. “Perfettissimo.” She chewed and swallowed slowly, every motion calculated to tease, and then swept her lips clean with her tongue. “Try it, Peter,” she insisted. “I think you’ll enjoy it.” 
 
    I inspected my plate suspiciously. The spaghetti looked perfectly normal, in fact it looked delicious. I wound a few strands around my fork and lifted it to my nose, sniffing carefully, but I couldn’t detect anything that didn’t belong there. I cautiously touched it to my tongue, all too aware of Amaryx’s steady gaze. I finally heaved a resigned sigh and tucked the morsel into my mouth and chewed. My eyebrows shot up in surprise and I couldn’t wait to finish this mouthful so that I could start on the next. Mom took justifiable pride in her spaghetti but this beat hers by a country mile. 
 
    Amaryx seemed amused and pleased by my silent appreciation of the meal as we ate. She picked up her wine glass and sipped, studying me with those icy-blue cat eyes of hers. 
 
    “It’s nice to be able to sit and relax for a while,” she observed casually. I gave a noncommittal grunt. Despite my enjoyment of the food, I wasn’t particularly relaxed. “It’s very peaceful here, don’t you think?” 
 
    I paused in mid-chew and looked around. There wasn’t a single soul to be seen anywhere, other than the two of us. “Where are all the Acolytes?” 
 
    “I sent them away,” she explained with a dismissive shrug. “All that chanting was starting to annoy me.” 
 
    “Why do you keep them around, then?” 
 
    “They have their uses. They set this up for me,” she said, waving her hand over the table. 
 
    I almost asked her if they made the spaghetti as well, but that didn’t seem diplomatic. “Why are they helping you?” 
 
    Amaryx’s smile broadened. “They’re in awe of me.” 
 
    “They’re afraid of you.” 
 
    “That too,” she agreed placidly. “The two go hand in hand.” 
 
    I put my fork down, no longer hungry. “Why am I really here, Amy?” 
 
    “I told you, I want to thank you for making all of this possible.” She gestured grandly at the lowering, lightning-pocked clouds all around us. “I couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    “You could have just sent me a card.” 
 
    “That’s so impersonal,” she pouted. “I wanted to do something special for you. You’re my consort, after all.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I’m not your consort.” 
 
    “Of course you are.” This time her smile revealed the tips of her fangs. “You were made to be my consort.” 
 
    “If you say so.” Amaryx’s smile didn’t change one iota and a niggling doubt crept into the back of my mind and refused to leave. “What do you mean, made?” 
 
    “Well, you remember me putting those amazing magical powers into your head, don’t you?” she asked coyly, tracing patterns on the tablecloth with her finger. 
 
    “I remember you electrocuting my brain,” I retorted. 
 
    “Well,” she went on heedlessly, “maybe, just maybe, I put something else in there too.” She stopped her scribbling and looked up at me through her long, dark lashes. “Something special.” 
 
    A cold shiver ran down my spine despite the heavy warmth of the air. “Like what?” 
 
    “Something that will make you the perfect consort for the future Queen of Hell. Something you can’t stop no matter how hard you try. Something that will happen the moment I decide the time is right.” She snapped her fingers and I flinched. I waited anxiously but, near as I could tell, nothing had changed. 
 
    “You’re bluffing,” I accused her, although my racing heart wasn’t entirely convinced of that. 
 
    “I never bluff,” she scoffed, sitting back in her chair and reaching for her wine glass. “I don’t need to. I always have the winning hand.” 
 
    “If you were able to do something to me, you would have done it by now.” 
 
    “Oh, no, that’s not true at all. I need you to finish what you’re doing first.” 
 
    I eyed her uncertainly. “What am I doing, exactly?” 
 
    “You’re helping all those witches come after me with all their charming little spells,” she grinned. 
 
    “But that’s bad for you, isn’t it?” I asked hesitantly. “If they weren’t fighting you and protecting everyone else, everyone would already be dead.” Her smile grew even wider. “But why wouldn’t you want that? You’re trying to collect souls for the Dread Lord, aren’t you?” She shrugged eloquently. “Does something else have to happen first? Something that only the witches can do?” 
 
    “There’s nothing specific I need them to do,” she admitted, although her eyes were still crinkled with amusement, “but it would help if they did it faster.” 
 
    “All they’re doing is casting spells,” I said doubtfully. She bared her teeth in a pleased grin. “You want them to cast spells?” I sat up straighter. “You want them to use up all their magic!” I accused her. “You want them to fight you so it happens faster.” 
 
    Amaryx’s smile of delight brightened her whole face. “That’s why you’ll be the perfect consort, Peter,” she told me. “You can be so clever when you set your mind to it.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed, rising slowly to my feet. “I have to warn then. They have to stop –” I blinked and then narrowed my eyes at Amaryx. “Wait a minute. This is just another bluff, isn’t it? You’re trying to trick us into leaving you alone!” 
 
    “Oh, Peter,” she admonished me. “Why would I bother going through all this if that’s what I wanted? None of you can touch me anyway.” She looked down and plucked the front of her dress. “Although I am getting tired of looking for new clothes all the time,” she pouted. “Do you know how hard it is to find backless outfits in my size?” 
 
    “So you’re claiming,” I persisted, “that after I help the witches use up all the magic in Hellburn, you’re going to snap your fingers and turn me into your sex slave.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” she smiled, “but I like your suggestion.” 
 
    “Why me?” She raised her eyebrows questioningly. “What’s this obsession you have with me? Why aren’t you bothering somebody else, like Agent Morgan?” 
 
    “She doesn’t like me very much,” Amaryx shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t like you!” 
 
    “Oh, we both know that’s not true, Peter,” she said, tilting her head at me as she twisted a strand of her hair around her finger. “You’re fascinated by me.” 
 
    “I am not! You’re evil!” 
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” she complained. 
 
    “It is a bad thing! Being evil is bad!” 
 
    She discarded my objection with a flip of her wrist. “Evil is just a way to get what you want with a minimum of fuss and bother.” 
 
    “Smiting people is fussing?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re so upset about this, Peter,” she told me with a bit of an edge in her voice. “It’s not like you have any choice. I’m going to kill everybody and Father will rule Heaven and Earth and you and I will reign in Hell. It’ll be fun, you’ll see!” 
 
    “I’m going to stop you,” I insisted. 
 
    “Of course you are,” she agreed amiably, in the same tone mothers use when their offspring declare their intent to run away from home and become pirates. “Come on, we need to stretch our legs. Let me give you the grand tour.” 
 
    Amaryx rose and I finally got a good look at her dress. It was smooth and silky and black and it clung to her figure in tantalizing ways. It looked more like a nightgown than an evening dress. She eschewed heels for strappy sandals this time and her finger- and toenails were painted glossy black. She looked like a goth teenager at a glamour shoot. 
 
    She looped her arm through mine and steered me towards the cavernous hole in the front of the library. The foyer beyond was still littered with the debris from when Morgan blew in the doors a month ago. Jagged stones dangled overhead and I watched them nervously, half-expecting them to break loose the moment we passed underneath. 
 
    “I know what the library looks like, Amy,” I reminded her, trying to free myself, but she hung on and all but dragged me across the threshold. 
 
    “Nonsense, you haven’t seen what I’ve done with the place,” she declared. “It’s so much better now.” I heaved a resigned sigh and let her haul me along, telling myself that maybe I’d learn something useful about her if I played along. 
 
    The only thing different I noticed about the foyer was that someone had gone to a lot of trouble to cover up the Great Seal of Texas embedded in the floor with the debris, leaving a clear path around the perimeter. Since that was where Metraxion pulled Dr. Bellowes down into Hell, I couldn’t help but wonder if she was concerned about someone using the portal again. She paid it no heed, though, and prattled on like an over-eager museum tour guide as we entered the hallway beyond. 
 
    “It’s a bit dark in here,” she admitted, “but I think it adds to the ambience of the place, don’t you?” 
 
    “Only if you’re going for Early Medieval Dungeon,” I grumbled sourly. Calling the place dark was like calling the ocean wet. Almost no light penetrated from outside and I could barely make out any details. Amaryx slapped my arm playfully. 
 
    “Oh, don’t exaggerate,” she chided me. “There aren’t any instruments of torture on this floor.” 
 
    “Does that mean there are instruments of torture on the other floors?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “You’ll see,” she promised with a grin I could hardly see. “Come on, I want to show you the upstairs.” 
 
    She towed me towards the steps leading up to the book stacks and something crunched underfoot. Shards of frosted glass littered the floor and I realized all of the windows in the offices lining the hallway were broken. I didn’t bother asking who was responsible. I could easily imagine Amaryx taking a baseball bat to anything breakable whenever she was in a bad mood, including any hapless bystanders. I didn’t see anything resembling blood stains, though, which was a relief. 
 
    Halfway up the stairs, Amaryx turned around and spread her wings, completely blocking my view of whatever lay ahead. She caught her lip with one of her fangs in a teasing grin as she continued up backwards, pulling me after her by my hand. 
 
    “I want it to be a surprise,” she explained, sounding very pleased with herself. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said unenthusiastically. I was prepared for anything: a throne room, a torture chamber, maybe even an open-air theatre, although I suspected I would have noticed if the roof was missing. 
 
    She reached the top of the stairs and released my hand, still keeping her wings outspread. “Okay, here we are. What do you think?” She folded her wings and stepped aside and my mouth fell open. 
 
    The last time I visited the actual library part of the library, most of the floor was taken up by row upon row of metal shelving, all lined with books neatly organized according to the Dewey Decimal system. Now all the shelves were shoved haphazardly against the walls, while their contents remained in the center of the room, piled halfway to the ceiling in a mound at least twelve feet high and fifty feet across.  
 
    The only illumination came from thick candles sitting atop columns positioned randomly around the paper mountain, each one formed from stacks of heavy textbooks and decorated with runnels of melted wax. If the sheer scale of desecration didn’t give any librarian who happened to wander by an immediate aneurism, the imminent threat of conflagration certainly would. 
 
    “What in the world did you do this for?” I demanded in disbelief. It must have taken the Acolytes days to assemble this monstrosity. 
 
    “I needed a place to sleep. Come on, there’s more.” Amaryx set her foot on the slope and started up. I expected the whole thing to collapse in a literary avalanche but, other than a few volumes shifting under her sandals, everything remained in place.  
 
    “You sleep on books?” I asked incredulously. Amaryx reached the top and waved at me impatiently for me to follow. I shook my head and carefully picked my way up until I reached her side, where another surprise awaited me. It wasn’t a mountain, I discovered, it was a volcano. The top was actually a wide bowl, strewn with a colorful selection of throw pillows and fuzzy blankets.  
 
    “You made a nest?” None of the candles reached this high so the whole thing was cast in shadow, but it looked surprisingly cozy.  
 
    “Well, it’s nothing like the one I had back home,” she said, surveying it with a critical eye, “but it gets the job done. Here, try it out.” 
 
    Without warning, she shoved me into the bowl like a sacrifice to the volcano god. I missed the pillows and landed heavily on my side, nearly dislocating my shoulder. All the fuzzy blankets in the world couldn’t disguise the fact that hardcover books made lousy mattresses. 
 
    “It’s great,” I said sourly, sitting up and working my arm to make sure it still functioned properly. 
 
    “Isn’t it?” she agreed cheerfully. “It’s very peaceful up here. You can lay back and watch the lightning through the skylights and just reach out for something to read, like –” she bent down and picked up the closest book “– A Primer on Electromagnetism.” She made a face and tossed the volume aside. “Well, maybe not that one, but you get the idea.” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds wonderful,” I sighed. “Look, it’s really late and I need to get home. Thanks for the spaghetti.” I got to my feet but she wagged her finger at me. 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” she told me with mock sternness. “Our date’s not over yet.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “I mean, you owe me for dinner,” she smiled. Her wings spread out to maintain her balance as she stood on one foot and then the other to remove her sandals. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I gulped as she reached up behind her neck. 
 
    “Getting ready.” She unfastened the collar of her dress and let it fall away, exposing her pale breasts in all their firm, rose-tipped perfection. She kept her attention focused on me as I watched her shimmy her dress down past her hips, revealing a pair of lacy black panties so transparent she might as well have not bothered with them. 
 
    “I, uh, I –” I tried to swallow but my mouth was drier than the paper surrounding us.  
 
    My eyes refused to blink as she descended into the bowl, keeping her wings outstretched. Julie the Acolyte had it wrong. Daraxandriel wasn’t the Dark Angel, Amaryx was, and she knew it. She stopped just a breath away and rested her hands on my chest. She couldn’t possibly miss the thudding of my heart against my ribs. 
 
    “Make love to me, Peter,” she whispered, her ice-blue eyes boring into mine. “Bend me to your will. Make me scream your name. Do whatever you want to me. Let your lust for me overwhelm you. There’s only one thing I ask of you in return.” 
 
    I cleared my throat with difficulty. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I have to be on top.” She hooked her foot behind my ankle and tripped me, sending me sprawling onto the blankets. “Because of my wings, you know.”  
 
    She straddled my hips, landing right on top of Little Peter, and leaned forward, resting her weight on my chest. Her breasts swayed above me and I had another bout of déjà vu, except this particular vision had wings instead of horns and a tail. 
 
    “You haven’t had chocolate recently, have you?” I asked shakily as she slowly wiggled her hips from side to side. 
 
    “No,” she assured me. “Well, yes. One of the Acolytes brought brownies earlier, but I only had a couple.” 
 
    “Oh my God. Look, Amy, you’re not –” 
 
    “Shh,” she told me, pressing her fingertip to my lips. “No more talking. It’s time to get busy.” She took hold of my tie and pulled on it, tightening it around my neck. I tried to grab it to alleviate the pressure but it suddenly disintegrated into dust. 
 
    “Did you just smite my tie?” I asked incredulously. Moments later, my shirt met the same demise, followed quickly by the rest of my clothes. “Amy!” I tried to cover myself up but she was in the way and in no hurry to move. 
 
    “So you’re going to have to remind me how this works,” she said conversationally. “It’s been ages since I’ve had sex, and by ages I mean never.” She pinched the sides of her panties between her fingers and suddenly they evaporated as well, confirming that black was indeed her natural hair color. “So this part needs to get bigger, right?” she went on heedlessly. She seized Little Peter and yanked on him like she was harvesting carrots. 
 
    “Ow! Stop that!” I tried to pull her hands away but she fended me off easily. 
 
    “Don’t fuss, I’m just new at this. I’m supposed to rub it, right? Like this?” All the blood that was supposed to be keeping my brain functioning rushed into Little Peter and a groan escaped me. “Oh, that’s much better,” Amaryx observed, sounding pleased with herself. “Wait, I bet I can make it even bigger.” 
 
    “Amy, stop! Don’t – oh my God.” Something wet and warm encased Little Peter, sliding slowly up and down. 
 
    “Uzh at pfeel ood?” Amaryx mumbled around me. “Ah gun gha pfaster.” Her tempo picked up and I sucked in my breath at the incredible sensations shooting through my groin. 
 
    “Amy, stop!” I gasped. “Slow down! I going to – I going to – ow! Ow! No fangs, no fangs!” 
 
    Amaryx sat back, wiping the drool from her mouth. Her hand came away with a smudge of blood. “Sorry,” she told me with a grin, not sounding sorry at all. “I got a little carried away.” 
 
    “Jesus, Amy.” I sat up and inspected Little Peter. He had a little nick on the side but seemed otherwise unharmed. “All right, that’s enough. I’m going home.” I raised my left hand to pull up my spell bar but she grabbed it before I could activate Teleportal. 
 
    “No, don’t go!” she pleaded. “We’re just getting to the best part. I’ll be good, I promise. No teeth or anything!” 
 
    She sounded sincere but this was Amaryx, the Spawn of Darkness. I wouldn’t trust her to hold my bus fare. “Why do you want to have sex with me anyway?” I demanded irritably. “What’s the point?” 
 
    “I love you, Peter,” she insisted, looking hurt. “I want you to be my first.” 
 
    “You don’t love me,” I scoffed. “You’re just trying to seduce me so I’ll join your side.” 
 
    “Oh, Peter,” she told me with a hint of pity in her voice, “you’re already on my side. You just don’t know it yet.” She seated herself in my lap and wrapped her arms around my shoulders, pressing her breasts against my chest and trapping Little Peter between us. “You’re my consort,” she murmured in my ear, “and the father of our yet-to-be-conceived son. It’s going to happen sooner or later, there’s nothing you can do to stop it.” 
 
    “Our son?” I echoed doubtfully. “You’ve seen that in the future?” 
 
    Amaryx leaned back to scrutinize my face. “Oh, have you figured out my little secret? I’m impressed, not that it’ll do you any good. Earth is mine and Hell is mine and you,” she shoved me onto my back, “you’re mine too.” 
 
    “Amy – oh my God!” She took hold of Little Peter again and he immediately surged to DEFCON 2. That had to be some succubus thing, given the very unromantic mood I was in. Amaryx was only half-succubus but that half came from Nyx, the über-succubus of Hell. Just her touch was enough to bring me to the brink. “I don’t want to have sex with you!” 
 
    “That’s okay,” she assured me, “you just have to lie there. So Tab A goes into Slot B, right?” She positioned herself over Little Peter and thrust down without warning. Both of us winced in unison. “Ow!” she complained, rising up on her knees and inspecting herself. “Is it supposed to hurt like that?” 
 
    “Wait, you really are a virgin?” I asked in disbelief. “Didn’t you and the incubus –?” 
 
    Amaryx made a rude noise. “Oh, please, like I’d let an incubus touch me. Yecch.” She shivered in distaste. 
 
    “But he was in my body.” 
 
    “Souls are the only thing that matter, Peter, you should know that by now. Okay, I can do this. One, two, three!” She pressed down again, screwing up her face as her maidenhead fought valiantly to keep Little Peter from breaching the gates. “Damn,” she muttered, “how do women put up with this? God must have really hated Eve. Okay, third time’s the charm.” She bore down again, gritting her teeth as I gripped her hips and thrust upwards.  
 
    “Yeeaaarrrrrggggh – ah!” Suddenly the gates gave way and Little Peter plunged through into the kingdom beyond, ready to loot and pillage whatever he found. Amaryx threw her head back and rode him like the proverbial stallion, bringing both of us closer and closer to the ultimate prize. All I could do was hang on for dear life. 
 
    “Al – most – there,” she gasped, her wings jerking with every motion. She arched back, clutching her breasts and making a little sound in the back of her throat every time Little Peter hit her womb. Dark blood dripped from the scratches her fingernails left but she either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “Just – a – bit – more – one – more – time – I – can feel – it – oh – oh! – Oh!”  
 
    She threw her head back as her entire body shuddered and I groaned as Little Peter filled her to overflowing. She swayed like she was about to faint and slowly collapsed onto my chest, her blood mingling with my sweat. We lay there, still coupled, too wrung out to do anything other than gasp for breath. 
 
    Amaryx made a contented noise and nuzzled my neck. “That was everything I could have hoped for,” she said sleepily. “We’ll have to do it a few more times to make sure it took, though.” 
 
    I groaned again, although for a very different reason. “Amy, there won’t be any next time. There shouldn’t have even been a this time. I don’t want you!” 
 
    “Could have fooled me,” she murmured, dropping a row of tiny kisses across my neck. 
 
    “That was you! You and Dara – ow! Don’t bite!” I tried to push her off but she clung to me like a limpet. “Ow! What are you doing? You said you wouldn’t – Ow!” 
 
    I struggled to free myself but something latched onto my throat, stabbing into my flesh like burning needles. I tried to scream but agonizing pain ripped through my neck and my lungs began to fill with blood, my blood. The last thing I saw before everything went blissfully black was Amaryx looming over me with a wild look in her eyes and the remains of my throat in her mouth. 
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    Weddings are extravagant affairs meant to celebrate the union of two people, although really the bride is the only person who matters. She’s the one who chooses the fancy dress she’ll never wear again, selects the bridesmaids and grooms and ushers, books the wedding venue, designs the invitations, invites the guests, lays out the seating arrangements, orders the wedding cake, and hand picks every song to be played at the reception. The groom just has to show up on time and hope the best man remembers to bring the rings.  
 
    Back in medieval times, the role of the best man was a little bit different. Since many marriages were arranged between rival families, it wasn’t unusual for relatives who disapproved of the match to take matters into their own hands. The groom needed someone he could trust to ensure that he made it to the altar alive and naturally he’d choose the most accomplished fighter he knew, literally the best man for the job. 
 
    Nowadays, though, the risk of manslaughter in the church parking lot is relatively low, while the cost of weddings continues to climb with no end in sight. You’d think a new couple just starting out would have better things to do with their money than spend it all on cummerbunds and lace, like go on a cruise around the world or put a down payment on a house. A wedding only lasts a couple of hours but the debt it incurs can outlast the marriage itself. 
 
      
 
    I rolled over onto my hands and knees, coughing and hacking up gobbets of clotting blood. When the spasms finally faded, I sat back and assessed my situation. I was still in Amaryx’s nest and I was still naked, but tentative prodding confirmed that my Philosopher’s Stone had restored my missing throat. My skin was stiff with dried blood, though, and the blankets underneath me were going to have to be burned. 
 
    “All back in one piece?” 
 
    I gingerly turned my head and saw Amaryx bending over me. She was still naked as well, looking like a centerfold model for Vampire Monthly magazine. There was so much blood covering her chest it almost looked like she was wearing a red t-shirt. 
 
    “No thanks to you,” I croaked. “You promised you wouldn’t bite me.” 
 
    She contrived to look contrite. “Sorry about that. I got carried away in the heat of the moment. If it’s any consolation, I didn’t actually eat any of it.” 
 
    “Yeah, that makes me feel so much better.” I unstuck myself from the blankets and got to my feet. “Good night, Amy. It’s been swell. We’ll have to do this again sometime.” I didn’t know whether she recognized the sarcasm in my voice but I didn’t much care at this point. I raised my left hand and pulled up Teleportal. 
 
    “No, don’t go, Peter!” she begged me. “I want to try again. I promise I’ll do better this time, really.” 
 
    “No,” I told her flatly. “I’m not having sex with you again, ever. I’m going home, I’m going to take my twenty-seventh shower of the day and hope I can scrub most of this off and I’m going to sleep until dinnertime. Nothing you do or say is going to change that.” 
 
    Amaryx turned her back to me and looked over her shoulder winsomely, cupping her buttocks with her hands. “I’ll let you do it from behind this time,” she offered, batting her eyes at me. 
 
    Little Peter twitched hopefully but I remained resolute. “Goodbye, Amy.” I tapped Teleportal before she could tempt me any further. Her plaintive Peter! faded out with the library. 
 
    The bathroom swayed around me, although I wasn’t sure whether that was because of the spell or excessive blood loss. I turned on the shower and propped myself up against the sink while I listened to the steady hiss of the water. I was starting to drift off to sleep when the lights suddenly snapped on and someone gasped in horror. 
 
    “Peter! Oh my God, what happened to you?” 
 
    I spun around and found Melissa standing in the doorway, gaping at me. She was wearing one of my t-shirts and her hair was a mess, leading me to believe that she just woke up. I realized belatedly that I’d teleported myself in her bathroom – our bathroom – out of habit, rather than Daraxandriel’s downstairs. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” I hastened to assure her. “I was just, um –” I looked down at myself. There was no simple explanation for why I was standing there naked covered in blood like an over-enthusiastic axe murderer. Fortunately, I had a handy scapegoat. “Amy killed me,” I admitted. “Again.” 
 
    “Oh my God! Are you all right?” She looked me over and I resisted the urge to cover up Little Peter. The last thing I needed was for Melissa to discover that I’d been unfaithful to her. With three different women in one day, I realized uneasily. How the hell did that happen? 
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured her out loud. “Things just got a little, um, messy.” 
 
    “Is all that your blood?” she asked with a grimace. “What did she do to you?” 
 
    “The details aren’t important. I’m just going to clean up now.” I stepped into the shower, wincing at the scalding heat, and started scrubbing, turning the water swirling down the drain bright pink. I was hoping Melissa would leave and give me time to sort out my story but she hovered by the sink, staring down at her hands. “Where’s Dara?” I asked over the noise of the shower. 
 
    “She’s asleep,” she replied, glancing at the door. “We conked out pretty early.” 
 
    “How did your, um, talk go?” 
 
    “Well, pretty good, I think,” she said hesitantly. “She told me what I was feeling was perfectly normal and that incubuses were the scum of all creation and that you still loved me and I loved you and she loved you and she loved me and – and, well, things got kind of confusing after that.” She twisted a strand of hair around her finger and wouldn’t meet my eyes. 
 
    “Did you have chocolate with her?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “That’s none of your business!” Even through the steamed-up curtain, I could see the color in her cheeks. “Dara was very sweet and gentle and – I mean, nothing happened!” Now she plucked nervously at the hem of her t-shirt. “So, about our wedding.” 
 
    I spun around so quickly I nearly lost my balance on the slippery tub. Soap got in my eyes and mouth and I sputtered as I tried to rinse away the stinging. “Our what?” 
 
    “Our wedding. I think we should wait until after all this is over, if it doesn’t go on too long. Daddy’s stuck in Houston and I really want him to be there. Mother, too, I guess,” she added distastefully. 
 
    “Since when are we getting married?” I asked, aghast. 
 
    “Peter!” She was looking at me now with those dark eyes flashing dangerously. “Of course we’re getting married. Our baby needs a proper family.” 
 
    “But what about all the other witches?” Not that any of them want anything to do with me now, I told myself ruefully. 
 
    “What about them?” she frowned. 
 
    “They’re all –” I stopped and blinked. Oh my God, she ran off before we found out they’re all pregnant. She doesn’t know. “They’re, um, going to want to be there. Because you’re a witch too,” I added lamely, kicking myself for being such a coward. 
 
    “Well, I’d rather keep the actual ceremony kind of small,” she said doubtfully. “It’s going to be embarrassing enough if I’m already showing. My parents, your parents, Susie and Lauren, I guess. Who’s going to be your best man?” 
 
    I just found out about this two minutes ago, I thought sourly. “Justin, I suppose, if he can find a tux that fits.” I shut off the shower and stepped out, grabbing a towel from the rack. 
 
    “I’ll need a maid of honor,” she mused. “Dara, maybe?” We both grimaced. “Or maybe Olivia would be better,” she amended quickly. “Except she’s a ghost.” 
 
    “Olivia’s an angel,” I corrected her. 
 
    “Well, she’s really sweet,” Melissa agreed, “but I wouldn’t call her –” 
 
    “No, I mean she really is an angel. You missed a lot while you were, um, away.” 
 
    I gave her a quick run-down on events since she bolted out of Mrs. Kendricks’ house. The look of shock on her face was rather gratifying. 
 
    “Oh my God!” she exclaimed. “Why didn’t you call me? I could have helped!” 
 
    “I did call you,” I reminded her. “You threw a paperweight at your stepmom.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” She fidgeted with her hair, looking chagrined. “We had a long talk about that.” 
 
    “Does she know about, um?” I pointed to her stomach and she covered it up with her hands. 
 
    “No,” she confessed. “I was going to tell her but I wanted Daddy to know first and he’s not here and I might never see him again and I don’t know what to do.”  
 
    Whatever control she had over her emotions was starting to slip, so I gathered her in my arms and let her bury her face in my shoulder. She didn’t sob out loud but something warm mingled with the beads of water from my shower. I just held her until she snuffled and pulled away from me, wiping her eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said a bit shakily. “I’m a wreck. All this – it just sort of hit me all of a sudden.” 
 
    “I understand.” I did, actually, but I was the only guy on the team. I wasn’t allowed to cry on anyone’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out.” I used that line way too often these days but she smiled gamely, if fleetingly. “Come on, let’s try to get some sleep. I’m sure things will look brighter in the morning.” 
 
    “Not if those clouds are still there,” she grumbled.  
 
    She turned off the light and I followed her into the bedroom, wincing in anticipation of stepping on a glass shard in my bare feet, but I needn’t have worried. The light leaking under the hallway door was bright enough to show that the room had been restored to its previous pristine condition, other than the shattered vanity mirror. It also revealed Daraxandriel, sprawled face-down on the bed, fast asleep, naked, and taking up most of the space. Melissa stood over her with her hands on her hips and a fretful twist on her lips. 
 
    “Maybe we could just push her over to the side,” I suggested hopefully. It was a queen-size bed, so we wouldn’t be too crowded. 
 
    “Peter!” Melissa gave me a look I couldn’t quite interpret. She rolled her eyes and huffed. “I wanted to – you know – before we – you know.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. 
 
    I tried my best to fill in the blanks. “You want to have sex before we go to sleep?” 
 
    “Shh! She’ll hear you!” That was doubtful. A roomful of stampeding elephants wouldn’t wake Daraxandriel from her slumber, but I agreed that making love to Melissa with an audience, even an unconscious one, would be awkward. 
 
    “Maybe later then,” I told her resignedly. “I’m going to go bed downstairs. I’ll see you in the morning.” I leaned in for a kiss but she just stood there looking at me incredulously. “Or,” I added hastily, “you could come with me.” 
 
    Melissa looked from me to the bed and back to me, as if she was having trouble comprehending the concept of sleeping in a different location. “Oh,” she murmured to herself. “Oh! That would work. Come on!” 
 
    She practically flung me out of the room and hauled me downstairs. I lost my towel along the way but she wouldn’t slow down until she shoved me into Daraxandriel’s bedroom and closed the door behind her, plunging us into darkness. 
 
    “What’s the rush?” I grumbled, stumbling over my police uniform as I felt around for Olivia’s bed. 
 
    “I need you, Peter.” I heard the shoosh of cloth sliding over skin and then the quieter sound of silk dropping to the floor. “I need to feel you inside me. I need to know you still love me and that everything’s going to be okay. I need you to make me forget all the bad stuff that happened and remember that there’s still some good in the world.” 
 
    “Oh, is that all?” I muttered to myself. “No pressure.” I sat on the edge of the bed and waited for Melissa to join me. After a few seconds, I peered futilely into the blackness. “Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m over here.” Her voice came from the other side of the room. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Hang on.” I groped for my phone and unlocked it, using the home screen as a crude flashlight. I discovered Melissa sitting on Daraxandriel’s bed hugging a sheet to her chest in a way that just barely preserved her modesty. “Are you sure about this?” I asked her carefully. “The last time I touched you, you kind of freaked out on me.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” she insisted. “I want to do this. I need to do this. Just – turn off the light, please.” 
 
    I did as I was bidden and worked my way over to her, stepping carefully to avoid any stubbed toes or bruised shins. I made it without incident, though, and patted my hands on the bed, searching for Melissa. I encountered something smooth and firm and warm that I deduced was her thigh and headed north from there. 
 
    That’s her hip, I told myself. That’s her stomach. That’s her left boob. I lingered there long enough to earn myself an impatient clearing of the throat. 
 
    “I’m up here, Peter,” Melissa informed me acerbically. 
 
    “Sorry, I got distracted.”  
 
    I continued on past her collarbone, up her neck, and finally to the line of her jaw, where I found her lips waiting for me. I leaned in for a kiss, adjusting my angle when our noses collided, and things proceeded from there to a very satisfactory conclusion. Melissa fell asleep in my arms while I stared up at the ceiling, counting lovemaking sessions like sheep. 
 
    Once with Dara, I mused, absently stroking Melissa’s hair, or should that count as three? Once with Agent Morgan, although that was an accident. Once with Amy. Never again, I promised myself with a shudder. Melissa protested sleepily and then lay still. And once with Melissa. That was the only normal one. How did things get so complicated? I spent eighteen years as a virgin and suddenly women are jumping all over me. 
 
    Are you complaining? Little Peter smirked. 
 
    It’s just an observation. Maybe this has all been a dream, I thought as darkness crept into my skull and started shutting everything down. I’ll just wake up and things will be perfectly normal again. 
 
    And boring, Little Peter scoffed. Why would you want to go back to the way things were? 
 
    People weren’t dying back then. 
 
    Women weren’t jumping on you back then. 
 
    Good point. Sleep washed over me like an inexorable tide, carrying me away into the darkness. Maybe life can be boring, but with frequent sex. 
 
    In your dreams. I let Little Peter have the last word and drifted away. 
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    Diamonds are nothing more than crystallized carbon, formed under tremendous heat and pressure to form the hardest natural substance known to man. Rubies and sapphires look like colored diamonds but they’re actually made of aluminum oxide with traces of other elements that give them their distinctive hues. Emeralds are a form of beryl, amethysts are quartz, and opals are silica. The only thing they have in common is that they’re all relatively rare and therefore expensive. 
 
    Other than their role in industrial abrasives, though, diamonds and other gemstones serve no purpose other than to look pretty. They’re just rocks, like quartz and mica but with better advertizing. It’s hard to believe that someone would willingly surrender six months of his salary for a crystal smaller than the tip of his little finger, but modern society demands this tangible symbol of his love. A gold band sporting a cubic zirconium doesn’t look any different from three feet away and only costs a fraction of what a diamond would, and yet the man’s life would be forfeit if his bride-to-be ever had it appraised. 
 
    Tokens of affection shouldn’t require insurance policies. They should be something meaningful to the people involved, not whatever sparkles the most in the jewelry store. It shouldn’t matter if two people plight their troth with the prize out of a Cracker Jack box. A diamond is forever, as they say, but so is plastic. 
 
      
 
    The insistent ringing of my cellphone snatched my consciousness out of the depths and slammed it back into my skull. I flailed around, trying to figure out which way was up, and nearly tumbled over the side of the bed before I caught myself. I pried my eyelids open but that didn’t help much. My phone provided the only illumination in the room and I staggered across to it, hitting the answer button without even checking to see who was calling. 
 
    “H’lo?” I mumbled. 
 
    “Peter?” It was Mrs. Burns. “Did I wake you?” 
 
    “Sort of. What time is it?” 
 
    “8:25. Can you meet up with Cruz down at Hennessey’s? Official business,” she added, in case I hadn’t figured that out already. 
 
    “Hennessey’s?” That didn’t ring a bell. 
 
    “It’s the jewelry store down on Fitzhugh. There’s been a robbery.” 
 
    I had to blink a few times to get enough brain cells warmed up to form a coherent thought. “You want me to investigate a robbery? I’m just an intern.” 
 
    “Cruz has the case,” she replied testily. Mrs. Burns must have been woken up early as well. “She says she needs a witch.” 
 
    That required a few more blinks. “I’m not a witch,” I pointed out. 
 
    “None of the witches has reported in for duty this morning.” She sounded disappointed at their lack of commitment and discipline, even though they weren’t actually employed by the department and didn’t get paid for their assistance. “The Chief thought you should take a look before we started calling them.” 
 
    I raked my hand through my hair resignedly. All I wanted to do was sleep in and maybe even have breakfast, I complained to myself. “All right, I’ll head over there,” I said aloud. 
 
    “Very good. I’ll send you the address. Cruz is the officer in charge, so follow her lead.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I mean Rachel.” Her sigh was becoming her standard sign-off now. She hung up and I set my phone aside, stretching my back with a grimace. “Sorry about all that,” I said. “Duty calls and ...” My voice trailed off as I realized I was alone in the room. “Melissa?” There was no sign of her and no evidence to indicate she’d ever been here. 
 
    Was last night just a dream? I asked myself uneasily. Did I really just imagine all that? I mulled that over as I started to pull on my uniform and discovered that my boxers were missing. Since I generally didn’t go commando while on duty, I took that as proof that at least some of my memories weren’t just figments of my imagination. 
 
    I gathered everything up and Teleportaled myself into the second bedroom for the umpteenth time, feeling guilty about using up so much magic just to save myself a hike up the stairs. I found another pair of boxers in my dresser drawer and quickly reassembled myself, this time remembering to retrieve my Stetson from the shelf in the closet.  
 
    I inspected myself critically in the mirror and then stepped out into the hall, listening closely at Melissa’s – our – bedroom door. It was silent as a grave in there, which wasn’t a reassuring thought. I carefully eased the door open and peeked in. 
 
    Daraxandriel was still conked out on the bed but Melissa was nowhere to be seen. I stole in and checked the bathroom. The shower was wet but I couldn’t tell if that was from last night or if Melissa used it this morning. Her toiletries were back where they belonged but I hesitated to feel her toothbrush to determine if it had been used recently. Instead, in a sudden fit of inspiration, I looked inside the laundry hamper. The t-shirt she wore was there on top, balled up with a pair of white silk panties. 
 
    “Okay, so she was here,” I told myself. “So where did she go?” She quit her job at Franklin Investments when Amaryx closed off the town so she didn’t have anywhere special to be, as far as I knew. “Very strange,” I murmured, but I needed to get going. I made a mental note to call her later. 
 
    I paused beside the bed on my way out, gazing down at Daraxandriel wistfully. She looked so innocent and peaceful lying there with a slight smile playing on her lips and I wondered what her dreams were like. I knelt down to kiss her gently on her cheek and she stirred with some inaudible mumbling before settling down again. 
 
    “Why does everything have to be so complicated?” I complained softly to no one in particular. “All I wanted was a girlfriend. Now I have two.” Or maybe more, depending on who I ask, I thought wryly. Olivia, Rebecca, Allison, maybe even Amy. The Fates must be having a really good laugh at my expense. 
 
    I set that depressing thought aside and exited quietly, heading down to the front door. I figured that the employees at Hennessey’s wouldn’t appreciate me popping out of thin air and I needed to get serious about preserving what magic we had left. I took a moment to peek in the garage first and discovered that Melissa’s T-bird was gone.  
 
    Aha! She was here and then she drove somewhere. That didn’t exactly narrow down the possibilities but it was a start. 
 
    Fitzhugh Street was north of downtown but I made a wide loop to the west past the police station, staying well away from the library. As it turned out, I didn’t actually need the address to find the jewelry store, since the patrol car parked in front of it was a dead giveaway. I parked behind it and got out, eyeing the store front. The large display window, sporting the words Hennessey’s Fine Jewelry – Estab. 1963 in gold leaf, was undamaged, so this didn’t seem to be a smash-and-grab sort of crime. I wondered why Cruz thought a witch was necessary.  
 
    A sign in the door declared that the store was closed but I tried it anyway. It opened easily with the sound of a jangling bell and I stepped inside, looking around curiously. It had the usual set of glass display cases arranged around the floor and a counter in the back guarding the entrance to the office beyond. An anxious-looking woman in a bright red dress spotted me and poked her head through the office door. A moment later, Cruz came out. 
 
    I was surprised at how much Cruz had changed since I last saw her. She still had the same short hair and minimal makeup that led people to believe she was a lesbian – erroneously, she insisted – but now her dark brown eyes looked haunted, as if she’d seen terrible things she could never forget. It was a miracle everyone in town didn’t look like that, frankly. 
 
    “Peter!” she exclaimed, looking alarmed. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Mrs. Burns sent me over. She said you needed some, ah,” I shot a glance at the woman watching us from the counter, “special help.” 
 
    “I wanted one of the witches, not you.” She kept her voice low as well but that didn’t disguise the dismay in her voice. 
 
    “Well, I’m all there is right now,” I retorted, irritated that my sacrifice wasn’t appreciated more. “Why do you need a witch anyway? Mrs. Burns said this was a robbery.” 
 
    Cruz let her breath out in a frustrated huff, looking around like she was hoping another officer would pop out of the woodwork and save her from having to deal with me. 
 
    “Fine,” she said finally. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    “Is everything all right, Officer de la Cruz?” An older man stood in the office doorway, dressed in a light gray suit that almost matched his hair. 
 
    “Everything’s fine, Mr. Hennessey,” Cruz assured him. “I was just briefing Officer Collins on the case. Mr. Hennessey is the owner,” she explained. “Diane is his granddaughter.” Despite his age, Hennessey looked far too young to have owned the shop back in 1963. I surmised he was the son of the founder. 
 
    “Officer,” Hennessey nodded to me, although he looked a bit skeptical. “I hope you can make some sense of all this.” 
 
    “We’ll do our best, sir,” I assured him and Cruz rolled her eyes. Fortunately, her back was to him. “So what was taken?” I asked her. “An ancient gem? A cursed amulet?” 
 
    “No,” she said dismissively. “Just a very expensive stone.” 
 
    “Oh.” I was actually disappointed to hear that. Searching for a mystical jewel would have been a welcome break from the threat of imminent death. “So what do you need me for?” 
 
    “It’s not the gem that’s ... unusual. It’s how it was stolen. Come over here.” She led me to the case closest to the window and gestured to its contents. It held the usual array of rings and necklaces, most of them adorned with diamonds of all shapes and sizes. “Diane checked everything when she closed up the shop last night. This morning when she came in, the centerpiece was missing.” 
 
    Cruz pointed to the middle of the display. A small arrangement of loose gemstones sat there nestled on white satin, each one accompanied by a placard listing its weight and price. There were a lot of digits in the numbers. 
 
    One label stood all by itself, though, identifying the missing stone as a 7-carat ruby valued at $27,999. “Wow,” I murmured. 
 
    “Wow, indeed.” I hadn’t noticed Mr. Hennessey joining us. “It was our most valuable stone. Whoever took it certainly knew what he was getting.” 
 
    “You have a security system here, right?” I asked him. He looked affronted and Cruz let her breath out in an irritated sigh. 
 
    “A very good one,” she informed me. “All of the windows and doors have breakage and intrusion monitors, all of the cases have alarms, there are motion sensors throughout the store, and security cameras cover every square foot.” She indicated the black eye of a camera right above us. 
 
    “It’s impossible for anyone to take anything without us knowing about it,” Mr. Hennessey declared. 
 
    “And yet someone did,” I reminded him. He didn’t appreciate that, judging from his sour look. “Could it have been –?” I stopped, eyeing the owner. I couldn’t ask my question with him standing right there. 
 
    Cruz correctly interpreted my hesitation. “If you could excuse us for a moment, sir?” Mr. Hennessey gave us a curt nod and retreated to the counter. 
 
    “Could it have been an inside job?” I asked quietly, watching Mr. Hennessey and his granddaughter watching us. “There’s no proof it was actually in the case. Maybe they’re trying to commit insurance fraud.” 
 
    Cruz rolled her eyes again. “It was in the case when they left last night, Peter.”  
 
    “How can you be so sure?” I persisted. “Just because she said it was –” 
 
    “It was visible on the security cameras until 2:06 this morning.” 
 
    “Oh.” So much for that theory. “So what happened at 2:06?” 
 
    “It disappeared.” 
 
    “Disappeared?” 
 
    “Disappeared. Vanished. Dematerialized. Evaporated. Gone without a trace.” She crossed her arms and glared at me like it was my fault. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure,” she sighed. “Come with me.” 
 
    Cruz led me past the Hennesseys into the office, where an antique rosewood desk sported a very modern-looking computer. The monitor held black-and-white images of the store from a variety of angles and she clicked on one that showed the same display case. The picture expanded to fill the screen and I peered closely at it. “It’s still there,” I observed. The timestamp indicated that it was just after midnight. 
 
    “Keep watching.” She scrubbed the timeline forward and absolutely nothing happened, until suddenly the largest stone in the case disappeared. I blinked, startled by how abruptly it happened. One moment it was there and the next moment it was gone. The timestamp showed 2:10. 
 
    “Run that back again,” I said doubtfully, “as slow as you can.” Cruz complied and I tried not to blink as the timer ticked backwards. At 2:06, there was a tiny flash of bright light and the ruby reappeared. “What in the world?” I breathed. “Can you go forward one frame at a time?” 
 
    Cruz clicked and I leaned closer, almost brushing cheeks with her. “More, more, more,” I murmured. “More, more, more, more, stop!” The mysterious light was back, illuminating the ruby like someone was shining a flashlight on it from underneath, except that this particular flashlight cast a beam shaped like a pentagram drawn in white fire. “Son of a bitch,” I whispered in disbelief. 
 
    “What?” Cruz demanded. “Do you know what that is?” 
 
    I stepped back, covering my mouth with my hand as my thoughts raced. It would have taken one of those CSI shows an hour to discover the means, motive, and opportunity for the crime and I knew all that instantly from that one damning image. I even knew the culprit’s name, address, and favorite dessert. Now I just had to decide what to do about it. “Don’t worry about it,” I told her. “I’ll take care of this,” 
 
    I strode out of the office and headed for the front door, ignoring the Hennesseys shocked questions at my abrupt departure. I stopped with my hand on the door, though, and Cruz, following right on my heels, nearly collided with me. 
 
    “Where are you going, Peter?” she hissed angrily. “We’re in the middle of a case!” 
 
    “Hang on a sec. Mr. Hennessey!” I called. “Did anyone, um, unusual come into the store yesterday?” 
 
    He looked at me askance and shook his head. “I was in the back most of the day. Diane?” 
 
    Diane frowned as she searched her memories. “We didn’t have very many customers yesterday,” she said. “They all seemed perfectly normal. Well,” she corrected herself thoughtfully, “there was that one girl.” 
 
    “What did she look like?” I asked, although I already knew the answer. 
 
    “She was very young, a teenager. She didn’t stay very long, just browsed around a bit and left. I remember her because of her hair. It was almost white and very long.” Diane touched the back of her leg to illustrate. 
 
    “All right,” I sighed. “Thank you, you’ve been very helpful.” 
 
    “Do you know who that girl was?” Mr. Hennessey asked eagerly. “Was she the one who robbed us?” 
 
    “We’re still investigating, sir,” I told him. “We’ll let you know what we find.” I hurried out the door and all but ran to my car, but Cruz caught me before I could get in. She had a painfully strong grip. 
 
    “Peter, what’s going on?” 
 
    “I need to check on something.” I pried her fingers loose from my arm with an effort. “Just stay here until I get back.” 
 
    “It was that girl, wasn’t it?” she accused. “She’s a witch, I bet. It’s the only explanation –” She stopped abruptly and blinked at me. “Madre de Dios,” she muttered. “A witch with long blonde hair.” 
 
    “Don’t say anything!” I urged her. “Let me just go and find out what happened.” 
 
    “We can’t arrest her,” she murmured bleakly. “The Chief –” 
 
    “There’s probably a perfectly reasonable explanation for this,” I assured her. I didn’t believe that for a moment. “If I can get the ruby back, maybe we won’t have to make a big deal over this. Okay?” 
 
    “Mierda,” she said shaking her head. I chose to interpret that as agreement. 
 
    “Just keep the Hennesseys busy for a while,” I urged her. “Dust for fingerprints or something.” Cruz rolled her eyes and then nodded. “Thanks, I owe you one.”  
 
    She gave me the strangest look and for a moment I thought she was going to say something. Then she just stepped back and waved me on. I jumped into my car and squealed my tires pulled out into the street, leaving her on the sidewalk. 
 
    It only took me a few minutes to reach the house and I pulled up right in front of the gate in the white picket fence. I went through it and practically sprinted to the door, flinging it open and heading straight for the hallway. Susie’s bedroom was empty but the door to her workroom, which used to be my room, was locked. I rapped on it impatiently. 
 
    “Susie!” I called through the panel. “Open up!” I almost added It’s the police! but that seemed overly dramatic. I listened carefully but all I heard was silence. “I know you’re in there!” 
 
    “Peter?” Mom stood at the end of the hallway, looking at me askance. Judging from the canvas gloves she was wearing, she was probably heading into the yard to tend to the gardens. I admired her dedication, if not her optimism. All the flowers in Hellburn were dying from the oppressive gloom. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I need to talk to Susie. She’s here, right?” I tried the door again but it refused to budge. 
 
    “I saw her an hour ago while your father and I were having breakfast. She said she was working on something important and we weren’t to bother her.” 
 
    “Dad’s not still here, is he?” I asked uneasily. That would limit my options considerably. 
 
    “No, he’s back at the station,” she sighed. “He’s working far too hard. You, too,” she added sternly. “Look at you, you’re just skin and bones!” 
 
    “It’s the uniform,” I explained, trying hard not to roll my eyes. This wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation. “It’s too big for me.” 
 
    “Well, even so. Have you died recently? That can’t be good for you.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Mom, really. I just need to talk to Susie for a minute.” 
 
    “Oh, Peter,” she sighed, shaking her head. “This is about magic, isn’t it? I don’t see why you have to get involved in all this. It’s so dangerous! Let the witches take care of it. Isn’t that what they do?” 
 
    I refrained from pointing out that her daughter was one of those witches. “I’m just helping out, Mom. I’m a policeman, remember? That’s what we do.” 
 
    “I was so proud when you put on that uniform for the first time,” she said wistfully. “Now I just wish you were still working at the Dairy Queen.” 
 
    “You’re the only one who does,” I muttered. “I really need to talk to Susie now, Mom.” 
 
    “All right, be that way. No one has any time to talk anymore,” she grumbled to herself as she walked away. “What’s the world coming to? One day everything’s fine and the next day Amy turns evil and terrorizes the town.” 
 
    “Amy was always evil,” I reminded her, but she was already out of sight. A moment later, the front door opened and closed and I heaved a sigh. “Thanks for the guilt trip, Mom. Love you too.” I loved Mom, I really did, but living in denial didn’t help anybody. 
 
    I raised my hand to knock again and then changed my mind. Susie was perfectly capable of ignoring anyone she didn’t want to talk to. Instead, I sent a mental apology to the other witches and Teleportaled myself into the room. 
 
    I hadn’t been in there since Amy rose but it hadn’t changed much, with papers, crystals, herbs, and romance novels still cluttering every horizontal surface. Susie’s worktable was shoved against the door now, preventing it from opening, and the chalk pentacle on the carpet had been recently redrawn. White flames danced over every point and intersection without any candles to feed them. 
 
    Susie herself sat cross-legged on the far side, shrouded in her robe. Her signature pale hair trailed on the floor behind her and Sugar, her ball python, languished around her neck like an inflated speckled tie. 
 
    “Go away, Peter,” she said. Her eyes were closed but that didn’t mean much. “I’m busy.” 
 
    “I need that ruby, Susie.” The gemstone hovered in midair above a small porcelain dish in the center of the pentagram, reflecting the flames in its facets as it slowly spun. 
 
    “It’s mine.” 
 
    “You stole it from the jewelry store.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Where did it come from, then?” 
 
    “I found it.” 
 
    “You just happened to stumble across a ruby worth twenty-seven thousand dollars?” I put as much skepticism and sarcasm into that as I could. 
 
    “People get careless.” 
 
    “So do jewel thieves,” I said testily, “especially amateurs who forget that jewelry stores have security cameras.” 
 
    Susie opened one green-gold eye to peruse me. “I wasn’t there,” she asserted. 
 
    “No, but your portal was. The camera picked it up.” 
 
    She hesitated for a beat. “That doesn’t prove anything.” 
 
    “You’re the only witch in town who knows that portal spell,” I pointed out, “and you’re the only one with a pentagram that looks like that.” 
 
    Now both eyes were open, albeit narrowed in thought. Susie could lie her way past Saint Peter at the Pearly Gates but now she had to account for the physical evidence against her. Since she didn’t have access to the security footage, she changed tactics. “I need it.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “I’m making a Philosopher’s Stone.” 
 
    “Oh, really. And how’s that going?” The ruby lacked the soft inner glow I associated with my Stone and Agent Morgan’s. 
 
    “I’m still working on it,” she admitted reluctantly. “It’s harder than it looks.” 
 
    “Well, it’s about to get a lot harder.” I reached over and plucked the gem out of the air. 
 
    “Peter!” She scrambled to her feet and tried to snatch it from my hand. “Give it back!” I held it up out of reach and she jumped futilely for it. “I need it! How am I supposed to get infinite power without a Philosopher’s Stone?” 
 
    “Not by stealing something that doesn’t belong to you,” I told her sternly. “Find something else to experiment with. Something you already own,” I added, just to make it perfectly clear. 
 
    She crossed her arms and glared at me, sticking out her lower lip obstinately. “I don’t have any other rubies,” she complained. 
 
    “So use something else.” 
 
    “Philosopher’s Stones have to be rubies!” 
 
    “Says who?” 
 
    “Says –” She stopped, looking pensive. “All the other ones are rubies,” she argued. 
 
    “Great, so you can be the first person to make one out of granite.” 
 
    “I think it has to be a crystal,” she said doubtfully. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” I turned to leave and was stymied by the table blocking the door. “Are you barricaded in here for a reason?” 
 
    “Mom keeps wanting to talk to me about boys,” she explained, rolling her eyes. “I can’t get any work done.” 
 
    “I thought she liked Cameron.” Susie’s boyfriend was the nicest person on the planet. I couldn’t imagine anyone not liking him. 
 
    “She does. I think she’s worried I’ll end up like all the other witches or something.” 
 
    I blinked at her. “You mean pregnant?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How did Mom find out about that?” I asked, aghast. 
 
    “I told her.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “She wanted to know why I came home so early yesterday.” 
 
    “And you told her?” Susie shrugged indifferently. “You didn’t tell her who the father was, did you?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “It was the incubus, right?” she frowned. 
 
    “Yes, but he – Never mind, let’s just leave it at that. I’m returning this to its proper owner,” I informed her sternly, gesturing with the ruby to punctuate my words. “No more unsanctioned acquisitions of other people’s property, okay?” She crossed her arms with a mulish set to her jaw. “Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she grumbled. “It’ll be your fault I won’t have infinite power.” 
 
    “I can live with that. Try not to burn the house down.” 
 
    I pulled up Teleportal and relocated myself to the front porch. Mom was kneeling right there by the walkway, surrounded by the desiccated remains of her marigolds. She toppled backwards with a yelp of surprise, clutching her heart. 
 
    “Peter!” she chided me, trying to right herself. “I swear, you’re going to drive me to an early grave with all this popping out of thin air! At least Susie’s pentagon gives me a little warning.” 
 
    “Pentagram,” I corrected her, giving her a hand up. 
 
    “Pentagon, pentagram,” she muttered, dusting herself off irritably. “I don’t know how you can keep it all straight. Life used to be so much simpler,” she sighed. 
 
    “It really did,” I agreed. “I have to get back to work. Take care, Mom.” I leaned in to give her a quick peck on the cheek, which she accepted with good-natured grumbling. 
 
    “You’re the one who needs to take care,” she called after me as I hurried down the walkway and opened the gate. “Stay away from Amy!” 
 
    “Nothing would make me happier,” I assured her. I waved farewell as I climbed into the Mustang and drove off. 
 
    I retraced my route to the jewelry store and pulled up behind Cruz’s patrol car. She must have been watching for me through the window. She reached me before I could even close my door. 
 
    “Well?” she asked anxiously. “Was it her? Did she have it?” I silently dropped the ruby into her hand. Seeing the look of astonishment on her face was gratifying. “Santa Madre de Dios,” she breathed. “Did you arrest her?” 
 
    “There isn’t a jail cell on Earth that could hold her,” I reminded her. “Let’s just return this to the Hennesseys and get out of here.” 
 
    “Peter!” She looked at me like I was insane. “They reported a crime! We can’t just pretend it never happened.” 
 
    “Okay, then how about this? Did anyone open that case after they discovered the ruby was missing?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. They didn’t want to tamper with any evidence. Why?” 
 
    “I can just pop this back in there. Maybe we could pretend it was never stolen.” 
 
    “Are you serious? They saw it was missing with their own eyes!” 
 
    “I could tuck it in the corner out of sight, like it rolled there.” 
 
    “The camera saw it disappear!” 
 
    “A glitch in the recording,” I suggested hopefully. “Happens all the time.” 
 
    “Peter –” Cruz shook her head resignedly. “Never mind, just go. I’ll figure something out. I’ll say that it was returned anonymously or something.” 
 
    “Which is almost true,” I pointed out. She didn’t seem particularly impressed by my observation.  
 
    “At least they get this back,” she sighed, holding the ruby in her palm. It was hard to imagine something that small being worth more than I’d make in a year as an intern. “Thanks,” she added grudgingly. “We wouldn’t have been able to solve this case without you.” 
 
    “You would have figured it out eventually,” I assured her modestly. “Susie’s pretty distinctive.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” she agreed ruefully. 
 
    “All right, I’m going to head out. I haven’t even had breakfast yet.” I reached for my door but Cruz stopped me with an anxious look on her face.  
 
    “Peter,” she said hesitantly, “there’s something else I need to talk to you about.” I waited, curious, but she seemed to be having trouble finding the right words. She cleared her throat and focused her gaze on my badge. 
 
    “Peter, do you remember –” She stopped, took a deep breath and tried again. “Do you remember when we arrested Mrs. Phipps in the library?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said carefully. That was a day I would have liked to forget. 
 
    “Do you remember what we ... did ... before we left for the station?” Her darker complexion almost hid her embarrassed blush. 
 
    “Um, that was the incubus,” I reminded her.  
 
    “Right, you told me that.” Trying to explain to her what really happened that day had taken an awfully long time and I was never sure she actually believed me. “So you’re saying you don’t remember?” 
 
    “Anything that happened after I found Mrs. Phipps in Mrs. Kendricks’ office was because of the incubus, not me,” I told her firmly. 
 
    “Oh.” She closed her eyes and rested her hand on her stomach like she was about to be sick, but I’d seen that gesture far too many times in the last twenty-four hours to be fooled. 
 
    “Oh, no,” I breathed. “You’re pregnant.” 
 
    Her eyes snapped open in surprise and then she nodded miserably. “I found out a few days ago. I’ve been trying to figure out how to tell you but I kept thinking it had to be some horrible mistake. We just did it that once, on that desk with her watching us, and it seemed so ... so unreal. I don’t know what came over me that night. I don’t even like men and now –” She caught herself with a look of horror on her face. “I mean – what I meant was – I didn’t like you – that way,” she stammered. 
 
    Her inadvertent confirmation of her sexual orientation didn’t bother me in the least, frankly. The fact that she was bearing my offspring did. This one was the first, I thought bleakly, the first child the incubus sired after he possessed my body. I’d been so focused on the witches, I never thought about the other women the incubus might have encountered.  
 
    “Peter? Peter?” I slowly became aware that Cruz was waving her hand in front of my face. “Are you okay?” she asked worriedly. “You looked like you were about to pass out.” 
 
    “No, I’m fine,” I lied. “This just took me by surprise. So ... what are you going to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “We can’t get married, it would never work, and I’d be a terrible mother. We might have to – I might have to –” She couldn’t bring herself to say it out loud. “It would be for the best, don’t you think?” she asked hopefully. “Especially now, this is no place to raise a baby.” She gestured at the clouds overhead, looking as miserable as I felt. I just shook my head.  
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” she said gamely, sounding like she was trying to convince both of us. “We still have time.” I nodded silently and she looked at the glittering stone in her hand. “Well, at least one good thing happened today,” she murmured. “I’ll go talk to the Hennesseys. You’d better go. We don’t want them asking you any questions we don’t want to answer.” 
 
    “Good idea.” I opened the Mustang’s door but we just stood there looking at each other, neither one of us knowing what to say. Cruz finally took a deep breath and turned away. 
 
    “I’ll talk to you later,” she said over her shoulder. “Take care.” 
 
    “You too.” She nodded and walked into the store without a backwards glance. “Son of a bitch,” I said to myself before getting in my car and driving away. 
 
    I got as far as the end of the block before the light turned red and I was forced to stop. I sat there staring at the empty street ahead of me, thinking about Cruz and Melissa and Mrs. Kendricks and all the other witches who would give birth within a few days of one another. Sometime in April, I calculated gloomily. Probably on April Fool’s Day, the way things are going. 
 
    My phone rang then and I had the almost overwhelming urge to throw it out the window and then run over it with the car. Every time somebody called me, it was some new crisis I had to deal with and I was heartily sick of everyone looking to me to save the day. It’s someone else’s turn, I told myself. I’m not a witch. I’m just a stupid kid who’s in over his head. I heaved a self-pitying sigh and answered the phone. “Hello?” 
 
    “Peter, is everything all right?” It was Agent Morgan. “You seem, well, depressed.” 
 
    I surveyed the area doubtfully but there wasn’t a single living soul in sight, Morgan or otherwise. “How did you –? Oh, right, the bond. I completely forgot about that.” If I concentrated, I could just sense her at the edge of my consciousness. If I had to put a word to her mood, it was determined, as if she’d made her mind up about something important. “I’m surprised you didn’t ask me about me dying again.” 
 
    There was a startled silence. “You died? When?” 
 
    “Last night, sometime after midnight. You didn’t notice?” 
 
    “I was asleep. Something woke me up around that time,” she mused, “but I assumed it was that strange dream I was having about Amy reading a book or something like that. What happened?” 
 
    “Just a date that went bad,” I sighed. 
 
    “A date? With Amy?” She sounded incredulous. 
 
    “Not a real one,” I assured her hastily. “She threatened to smite one of the Acolytes if I didn’t meet up with her.” 
 
    “Her obsession with you is very strange,” she said thoughtfully. “She’s the daughter of the Dread Lord. Why is she making eyes at a teenaged boy from Texas?” 
 
    “I wish I knew,” I admitted. “She’s been like this ever since Susie accidentally let her out of my Stone.” 
 
    “Well, hopefully this will all be over before she finishes whatever she’s planning. Can you come over to Ariel’s? Bring Dara with you.” 
 
    “Dara? What for?” Before she could respond, I realized why she needed the two of us. “This is about Garrax, isn’t it?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    “Yes,” she said grimly. “It’s time. We’re going to Hell to bring him back and deal with Amy once and for all.” 
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    If you really want to discover someone’s true character, hand them a plane ticket to some exotic location and see what happens. Some set out like intrepid explorers, showing up at the airport with little more than a passport and a smile. Others plan everything down to the last detail, packing up enough gear to found a colony and agonizing over every conceivable contingency. Some will return with fond memories of tending goats in a kibbutz by the Dead Sea, while others just complain that the #3 meal at the Poulet Frite à la Kentucky on the Champs-Élysée in Paris tasted funny. 
 
    Modern air travel seems designed to bring out the worst in people. You spend all of your time in long lines surrounded by cranky people, the seats are uncomfortable, the food is abysmal – assuming you get any at all – and your gate is always at the other end of the terminal. If you’re lucky, your luggage shows up when you do. If not, well, you better hope the hotel gift shop takes American Express. 
 
    Other than a few road trips with the family, I’ve never really gone anywhere, but that doesn’t bother me at all. The internet gives me instant access to virtually any spot in the world, without the hassle of exchanging currency or learning a foreign language. Sure, I might not get the opportunity to sample the local cuisine, but at least I always know what my hamburger was made from. 
 
      
 
    “Dara, wake up!” I shook her shoulder and she just mumbled something inaudible, trying to brush my hand away. “Dara, come on! We have to go!” 
 
    “Leave me to my slumbers,” she murmured, pulling Melissa’s covers over her head. “Leastwise until the breaking of the dawn.” 
 
    “The dawn hasn’t broken for a month,” I reminded her, “and it’s already nine o’clock. Get up!” 
 
    I took hold of her arm and hauled her closer to the edge of the bed. Trying to get her to sit up was like posing a manikin made out of jello and I finally gave up and let her flop back onto the bed.  
 
    Instead, I walked across the hall to change out of my uniform, wondering what sort of outfit I should wear in Hell. During my last – and only – visit, I’d been a disembodied soul, so I didn’t have a good idea what the environmental conditions were actually like. The place seemed pretty bleak and harsh, though, so something durable was called for, I was sure. 
 
    Camouflage? I thought, perusing the contents of my closet. Combat gear? A hazmat suit? Since I didn’t have any of those things, I settled for jeans, a long-sleeved shirt with the cuffs rolled up, and my leather hiking boots. I eyed my school backpack sitting in the corner, trying to decide whether I should bring another change or two. I had no idea how long this was going to take and our erstwhile guide was still unconscious in the other room. 
 
    I decided to leave that for now until we discussed the plan with Agent Morgan and went back to drag Daraxandriel out of dreamland. I was surprised to find Melissa standing beside the bed contemplating Daraxandriel’s softly snoring form. 
 
    “You’d think she’d’ve woken up ages ago,” she complained as I came up beside her. “I’ve been up for hours.” 
 
    “It’s probably a side-effect of all that chocolate finally wearing off,” I told her. 
 
    “All what chocolate?” she asked doubtfully. “We only shared that one bar.” 
 
    “She had eight all by herself before you got here.” 
 
    “Eight?” Melissa echoed incredulously. “Oh my God, no wonder she was all, um.” She cleared her throat awkwardly, tucking her hair behind a bright pink ear. “Well, never mind that. So,” she said brightly, “did you sleep well?” She gave me a quick peck on the cheek by way of greeting. 
 
    “Up until Mrs. Burns called me into work. So where do you go every morning?” I eyed her cheerleader track suit and ponytail. “Are you going jogging or something?” She looked tired and a bit grimy, as if she just finished running a 5K. 
 
    “No, it’s nothing like that,” she assured me with a hesitant smile. 
 
    “What, then?” 
 
    “Well, I want it to be a surprise,” she hedged. 
 
    “I hate surprises,” I reminded her. 
 
    “You’ll like this one,” she promised. I just looked at her and she rolled her eyes. “All right, fine. Stacy’s been teaching me how to draw energy from the world around me. We go out to the park early in the morning when nobody’s around.” 
 
    “What for?” I asked, puzzled. 
 
    “So I can keep my spells going longer, of course! I keep conking out in the middle,” she complained with a bitter edge. “I can’t do anyone any good that way.” 
 
    “Is it working?” 
 
    “Well, it’s better, I guess,” she said, but her doubtful tone belied her words. “My spells keep sputtering out. We can’t figure out what I’m doing wrong.” 
 
    “You’re probably using up all the magic in the area,” I guessed. “There isn’t much life force or whatever left in the park.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” She looked at me like I was speaking gibberish. 
 
    “Amy cut the town off from the rest of the world. We’re running out of magic. Can’t you feel it?” 
 
    “Well, yes, maybe, I guess. I haven’t felt the Goddess’s presence for a while,” she frowned, “but I thought that was just me.” 
 
    “All the witches are having the same problem. Some of them are starting to have problems with their spells.” 
 
    Melissa shook her head. “My spells work fine,” she insisted, “they just don’t last long enough.” 
 
    “Well, your spells aren’t normal.” She looked affronted and I hastened to add, “Mine aren’t either. Amy gave us our powers, God knows why. They just work differently from regular witchcraft.” 
 
    “If I could just keep Dark Void going for two minutes,” she grumbled, “Amy would be gone and all this would be over.” 
 
    “Maybe not.” I explained my theory about Amaryx’s powers and Melissa gaped at me. 
 
    “Oh my God,” she breathed. “How are we supposed to beat her, then?” 
 
    “By finding the one person who can keep her from manipulating time,” I told her. “Garrax Spellbreaker.” 
 
    Melissa blinked at me. “Garrax? Isn’t he that demon lord who helped Dara?” I nodded. “You can’t be serious, Peter. Why would he help us?” 
 
    “Enlightened self-interest, I hope. If nothing else, Dara might be able to talk him into it. Come on, help me wake her up. We’re supposed to meet Agent Morgan at Mrs. Kendricks’.” 
 
    “Okay, just give me a minute to take a quick shower before we go.” She hurried towards the bathroom, tugging on the elastic bands securing her ponytail. 
 
    “There’s no point,” I told her. “You’re not going with us.” 
 
    She stopped and stared at me uncomprehendingly. “What?” 
 
    “You can’t go to Hell with us. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “It’s just as dangerous for you!” 
 
    “I have a Philosopher’s Stone,” I reminded her, patting my chest where it hung. “You don’t.” 
 
    Her dark eyes flashed in anger. “We’ll see what Mrs. Kendricks has to say about this,” she declared. “Don’t you dare leave without me!” She turned on her heel and flounced into the bathroom, almost but not quite slamming the door on me. A few seconds later, I heard the hiss of the shower. 
 
    “Great.” At the rate I was going, every woman in Hellburn was going to be upset with me by the end of the day. Going on a suicide mission to Hell was starting to sound appealing. 
 
    I eyed Daraxandriel and did what I should have done to start with. I targeted her with my right hand and pulled up Clarity from my support spells with my left. “Sorry about this,” I told her, tapping the icon. 
 
    “Wha–?” Daraxandriel sat bolt upright, blinking her ruddy glowing eyes as she looked all around. “What has transpired, Peter Simon Collins?” she asked uncertainly. “Whyfor am I in thy bedchambers?” 
 
    “You and Melissa fell asleep last night,” I explained. “She was upset and you were helping her. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    “I recall her tears,” she murmured thoughtfully, “and the sweet taste of her lips.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I asked, startled. 
 
    “And thee and I,” she breathed, looking up at me hopefully. “We surrendered ourselves to our passions, did we not, or was that but the wistful imaginings of my desire?” 
 
    “Shh!” I urged her, glancing fearfully at the bathroom door. “Don’t let Melissa hear you!” 
 
    “Then it was true!” She leapt to her feet and draped her arms around my neck, pressing her naked body against me. “Thou hast claimed my heart, my body, and my soul,” she declared, smothering me with kisses as I tried to fend her off. 
 
    “Dara, stop!” I managed to back her up a step, although her tail remained latched around my leg. “We don’t have time for this. We have to go over to Mrs. Kendricks’ and get ready to find Garrax.” 
 
    “Garrax?” she echoed in dismay. “Dost thou truly persist in this ill-conceived notion? Death and despair shall be our only reward, should we undertake this folly!” 
 
    “Death and despair are all we’ll have if we don’t,” I reminded her. “We’ve tried everything else.” 
 
    She searched my face and then shook her head sadly. “Thou hast the right of it,” she sighed. “We needs must do what we can, to save the innocent from this torment.” She hugged me gently, resting her head on my shoulder. “How did we come to such a pass?” she asked forlornly. “Was our love doomed from its very inception?” 
 
    “We haven’t lost yet,” I told her. “There’s still hope.” 
 
    She lifted her head to smile wistfully at me. “Thy heart is pure, Peter Simon Collins,” she said, “for all that thine actions are foolhardy. Thou dost inspire us all.”  
 
    She lifted her mouth to be kissed and I bent down to comply. Then the bathroom door opened and Melissa stepped out, wrapped in a towel and still dripping wet. We looked at her and she looked at us and the silence dragged on forever. 
 
    “Peter, what are you doing?” she asked coldly. 
 
    “Um.” I tried desperately to come up with a rational explanation for why I was holding a naked succubus that wouldn’t get us instantly disintegrated. 
 
    “It’s not Dara’s turn,” she went on, giving Daraxandriel the evil eye. 
 
    “It’s not what you’re thinking. We were just –” I stopped and blinked. “Wait, what do you mean, not her turn?” 
 
    “We agreed to share you.” Melissa informed me primly. “She gets you Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, and I get you Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays. Today’s Thursday, so you’re mine.” She took hold of my arm and pulled me out of Daraxandriel’s grasp. Daraxandriel crossed her arms and pouted but didn’t dispute Melissa’s claim. 
 
    “Seriously?” I couldn’t decide whether to be shocked that they agreed to this arrangement or appalled they were treating me like a time-share condo without asking me first. 
 
     “We can discuss this later. Come on, Dara, let’s get dressed.”  
 
    Melissa extracted a sports bra and cotton briefs from the dresser and then ushered Daraxandriel into her closet, closing the door behind them. I listened to their bumps and whispers – the closet wasn’t all that large – as I tried to decide what I thought about my new sleeping arrangements. Not having to skulk around behind Melissa’s back was certainly a plus but I had my doubts. Both of them had a possessive streak and it was only a matter of time before one of them violated the treaty. 
 
    A minute or so later, Melissa came back out, dressed for a hoedown in tight jeans and a checkered western shirt and carrying her cowboy boots. She grabbed some socks from a drawer and sat on the edge of her bed to finish assembling herself as Daraxandriel appeared, clad in a plain navy skirt and a white polo shirt. 
 
    “Dost thou ken the whereabouts of my footwear?” she frowned, scanning the floor. “We disrobed in such haste, I do not recall where they fell.” 
 
    “Check the hamper,” Melissa suggested, paying more attention to her jean cuffs than they warranted. “We tossed all the clothes in there when we were cleaning up.” 
 
    Daraxandriel peered into the basket, teasing me with a flash of her buttocks as she reached in and rooted around. “Nay, they are not within.” 
 
    “Try under the bed, then.”  
 
    Daraxandriel got down on her hands and knees, poking her head underneath. Melissa hurriedly tugged her skirt down to a less-scandalous position, but her tail objected to being smothered and they ended up wrestling for control.  
 
    “Melissa!” Daraxandriel complained from under the bed. “Leave be! There shall be time enough for that come Sunday, not afore! Ah!” She backed out and held up her sneakers triumphantly. 
 
    I cleared my throat to get their attention. “Are we finally ready to go?” 
 
    “Yes,” Melissa concurred, carefully not looking at me. “Oh, wait, I still have to do my hair!” She practically flung herself at her vanity and snatched up a hairbrush, trying to untangle her damp locks. 
 
    “Bide a moment, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel told me. “I needs must retrieve my sword. An we are to pursue this mad quest, we needs must be prepared.” She hurried out the door, leaving me with nothing to do except, in the proud tradition of men throughout history, wait for the womenfolk to declare themselves ready. 
 
    Melissa corralled her hair into another ponytail, wrapping it with a hairband bearing a scarlet butterfly, and then rifled through the warehouse of makeup products littering the top of the vanity. She started applying a foundation that looked exactly like her normal skin color and I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. 
 
    “You don’t need to dress up for Mrs. Kendricks, you know,” I informed her. 
 
    “This isn’t for her,” she countered, peering at herself in the broken surface of her mirror. “This is for you.” She studied the results and switched to her blush. 
 
    “I appreciate the thought, but we’re in a bit of a hurry.” 
 
    “Dara’s not back yet,” she pointed out. Eyeshadow was next and I heaved an impatient sigh, trying very hard not to check my watch. 
 
    “You’re beautiful without all that stuff,” I said hopefully, trying to short-circuit the process. 
 
    “Thanks.” She propped her elbow on the vanity to steady her hand as she applied eyeliner and mascara. 
 
    “I actually prefer you without any makeup.” 
 
    “That’s very sweet of you to say that, but we both know that’s not true.” She searched through her lipstick collection and selected a light pink shade. 
 
    I gave up. “So what was that about Sunday?” 
 
    She froze with the lipstick hovering over her puckered lips. “Sunday?” 
 
    “Dara said something about waiting until Sunday.” 
 
    Several copies of her face blinked at me in the mirror and then she hastily stroked the lipstick across her lips. “Nothing!” she said. “She didn’t mean anything by that!” She gummed a tissue and then turned to face me with a shaky smile. “How do I look?” 
 
    “Perfect,” I assured her. “Can we go now?” 
 
    Daraxandriel returned then, wearing her sneakers and inspecting her sword critically. “I have neglected it sorely,” she chided herself. polishing a spot with a piece of white silk. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I told her impatiently. “I don’t think Amy will notice a bit of tarnish when you stab her with it.” 
 
    “I shall notice,” she retorted. “A craftsman takes pride in the tools of her trade.”  
 
    I refrained from pointing out that she was supposed to be a succubus, not an assassin. “All right,” I said instead, “if you two are finally ready, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “We should take my car,” Melissa declared. “There’s more room in the back for Dara.” Daraxandriel bristled at being relegated to the back seat without so much as a by-your-leave but I interceded before war broke out. 
 
    “There’s no time, we’re already late. Just hang on to me.” The two of them eyed each other and then lunged for me, each wrapping an arm around my waist. Daraxandriel’s tail encircled my leg for good measure. “That’s great,” I winced, pulling up Teleportal. “Hold on.”  
 
    A tap and a swirl later, we stood outside Mrs. Kendricks’ front door. I reached for the doorbell but Melissa preempted me by opening the door and leaning in.  
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks?” she called. “We’re here!” 
 
    “We’re in the kitchen, Melissa,” Mrs. Kendricks replied. 
 
    We trooped in and found Mrs. Kendricks and Agent Morgan seated at the table, facing each other across half-empty cups of tea. To my surprise, Stacy was there as well, standing as far away from her mother as she could with her arms crossed and shoulders hunched. She gave us a grudging nod and went back to glaring at the floor. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you here, Melissa,” Morgan said, shooting me an unreadable glance. She was dressed more casually than I’d seen her before, in a t-shirt, slacks, and walking shoes. 
 
    Melissa lifted her chin defiantly. “I can help,” she insisted. 
 
    Morgan looked at Mrs. Kendricks, who sighed with a little shake of her head. “It’s too dangerous, Melissa,” she said. “For everyone,” she added, casting a significant look back at Morgan. I got the distinct impression that we’d interrupted an argument. 
 
    “Do you have any better ideas, Ariel?” Morgan replied tersely. Mrs. Kendricks didn’t respond, toying with her teacup instead. “We’ve tried everything we can think of. We’ve thrown everything we have at Amy and she just shrugs it all off. We’ve lost our connection to the Goddess and we’re running out of magic. What else can we do?” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks shook her head again, looking tired and resigned. “Who’s going to go with you?” 
 
    “Dara, obviously. She has to open the portal and she’s the only one who knows where Garrax is. Hopefully,” she added ruefully. Daraxandriel stirred beside me, looking glum, but she stayed silent. I waited but Morgan just toyed with her bracelet, staring into her Stone. 
 
    “And me,” I prompted her. Morgan lifted her eyes to mine and said nothing. “I’m going with you, right? We have to stay together.” 
 
    Morgan shook her head and I felt the same resolution through our bond as before, now tinged with regret and trepidation. “You need to stay here, Peter,” she said firmly. 
 
    “What?” That was the last thing I expected her to say. “Why?” 
 
    “You have to keep Amy busy while we’re opening the portal. If she discovers what we’re up to, she’ll kill us and destroy it. We’re only going to have one chance at this.” 
 
    “Someone else can distract her!” I protested. “You need me with you! What about our bond?” 
 
    “Your what?” Mrs. Kendricks looked startled. 
 
    “It won’t help,” Morgan argued, clearly annoyed with me. “If we get into a situation where we need two Stones, the mission’s a failure anyway. You need to stay here and do whatever it takes to keep Amy’s attention focused on you.” 
 
     “But –” 
 
    “Dame Morgan has the right of it, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel told me quietly. “None other but thee can turn Amaryx’s gaze aside. Thou needs must remain behind.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Fay is right,” Mrs. Kendricks interjected, looking as unhappy as I felt. “You’ll do more good here than searching for a demonic needle in a hellish haystack.” I felt a pulse of irritation through the soul bond as Morgan’s lips tightened but she didn’t argue. 
 
    “But –” This time nobody interrupted me but I couldn’t come up with a compelling reason for me to go with them. Morgan was right. Olivia wouldn’t stand a chance against Amaryx. I was the only one who had any hope, however miniscule, of keeping her away from them long enough to open the portal. I let out a long, resigned sigh. “If something goes wrong,” I asked Daraxandriel, “can you come back?” 
 
    Her eyes met mine, dimmed to a dull, muddy brown. “Without a demon lord to open the way,” she said softly, “we will not return.” 
 
    Silence descended on the kitchen and I just looked at her, feeling my heart compress in my chest. She turned away but I caught her free hand. “You don’t have to go,” I told her, ignoring the shocked noise from Morgan behind me. “This isn’t your fight. We’ll figure out something else.” 
 
    Daraxandriel shook her head vehemently. “It is my fight, Peter Simon Collins,” she insisted. “’Twas I who stole the soulstone from my Dread Lord’s trove, ignorant of the evil buried within, I who gave it to thee that thou might vanquish my sworn enemy, and I who hid myself away in fear whilst thou didst risk thine own life. Thou hast ever been my brave knight and my champion. Now it is my time to save thee and thine.” She inclined her head gravely to Morgan. “We shall depart, thee and I, Dame Morgan, and return victorious or die in the trying.” 
 
    “I could have done without that last clause,” Morgan noted sardonically, “but thank you.” 
 
    It took me a moment to find my voice. “So when are we doing this?” I asked, dreading whatever answer Morgan gave. 
 
    “The sooner the better,” she said. “Every delay increases the risk that Amy will realize what we’re up to. But,” she went on, “we can’t go in blind. What can we expect when we get there, Dara? What sort of supplies will we need to bring?” 
 
    “I cannot foretell where the portal leads,” Daraxandriel told her, shaking her head, “nor which of Hell’s denizens we may encounter upon our arrival. Hell is vast and varied and I doubt me any has seen all of it, save the Dread Lord. Certes I have not.” 
 
    “But can we even survive there long enough to get the job done?” Morgan persisted. “Well, you can, obviously, but what about food and water? Will we need weapons beyond that,” she indicated Daraxandriel’s sword, “and this?” She lifted her arm bearing her Philosopher’s Stone. “What’s the terrain like? I’ve already burned to death once,” she added sourly. “I’d rather not repeat the experience if I can avoid it.” 
 
    “Sustenance can be found,” Daraxandriel said, sounding not at all sure about that, “yet I fear it will not be to thy taste. It is worth thy life to drink from the rivers of Hell or even to place a hand within them. The Shattered Lands wherein Garrax dwells – or dwelt – spew rivers of molten rock, whereas the Bitter Sea surges with grinding ice that will crush any vessel foolish enough to enter it.” 
 
    “Sounds charming,” Morgan said dryly. “I guess I’ll be needing this more than ever.” She rubbed her finger across the surface of her Stone. 
 
    “Will our bond work between here and Hell?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough.” Morgan rose to her feet. “Let’s go, Dara. We’ll pick up a few things on the way.” 
 
    “Now?” I asked in dismay. 
 
    “Waiting helps no one except Amy,” she said. “Get ready, Peter, and keep your phone with you We’ll call you when we’re ready.” She headed for the front door and Daraxandriel followed her with the air of a prisoner on her way to the gallows. 
 
    “Goddess bless you and guide you,” Mrs. Kendricks told them. Morgan glanced back and nodded her thanks. Daraxandriel just looked at me and then turned away, leaving me with a thousand things to say and no voice to say them. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks rose when the door closed behind them and gathered up the dishes, bringing them to the sink. For a moment, Stacy looked like she might move away from her but she just shook her head and stayed where she was. Melissa edged closer to me and silently took my hand. None of us spoke and the roar of Morgan’s SUV was easy to hear. I just stared at the floor, feeling numb. 
 
    “I envy them.” I looked up in surprise. Mrs. Kendricks was gazing out the window into the backyard, although the kitchen lights made it almost impossible to see anything out there. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked her. “Did you want to go with them?” 
 
    Her reflection in the window shifted to look at me. “No matter what you do to distract her, Amy’s going to realize what’s happening and she’s going to try to stop them. Even if they make it through to Hell, they’ll be there and we’ll still be here.” 
 
    I shook my head, not getting her point, and Stacy stirred. 
 
    “We’ll still be here,” she explained grimly, “with a very pissed-off Angel of Death.” 
 
    “Fay and Dara may well return to find nothing left of the town, or us,” Mrs. Kendricks agreed heavily. “Without the Goddess, the coven won’t be able to hold out for very long.” 
 
    Melissa summed up what we were all thinking. “Shit.” 
 
    “Succinctly expressed,” Mrs. Kendricks noted dryly, “but reasonably accurate.” 
 
    “But I have my Stone,” I argued, “and you can tap into Olivia, right?” 
 
    “She can what?” Melissa asked, looking at me askance. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I told her and then a thought popped into my head. “Hey, maybe you can do it too! Dark Void powered with divine energy might be enough to hurt Amy, if not kill her outright!” 
 
    “What in the world are you talking about, Peter? You’re not making any sense.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try! Where’s Olivia?” I asked Mrs. Kendricks, but Stacy answered. 
 
    “She’s in the back yard,” she explained dourly. “She says she gets claustrophobic in the house.” 
 
    “Since when?” Melissa frowned. “The apartment never bothered her and it’s smaller than this place.” 
 
    “Since she got wings. She keeps knocking stuff off the shelves whenever she turns around.” 
 
    “Come on,” I said, grabbing Melissa’s hand. “Let me introduce you to your first angel.” 
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    The human brain is by far the largest in the animal kingdom, relative to body size. The cerebral cortex, where our conscious thoughts reside, makes up about two-thirds of our brains, but most of our bodily functions are controlled by the remaining third. Our hearts beat, our stomachs digest, and our lungs breathe without us having to think about them. That’s a good thing, because otherwise we’d die as soon as we fell asleep. 
 
    Most animals have very limited reasoning capabilities and yet they seem to get along quite well. A lot of their behavior is based on instinct, pre-programmed rules that allow them to act and react without agonizing over whether it’s really the right thing to do or wondering what the other animals might think. They live happy and fruitful lives, outside of the occasional violent death, without suffering from paralyzing self-doubt and recrimination. 
 
    Thanks to all that gray matter stuffed into our skulls, humans have largely replaced instinct with rational thought, allowing us to adapt more quickly to changing circumstances and identify better solutions to problems. That’s the theory, anyway. The sad reality is that we all too often fall back on preconceived notions and gut feels to determine our responses, resulting in unnecessary strife and hardship. That’s why birds always seem so cheerful. They just don’t know any better. 
 
      
 
    Olivia sat on the patio perched on top of one of the kitchen stools. Her folded wings still arched above her head and she still wore her burnished gladiator outfit, but her slumped posture, crossed arms, and sullen glare didn’t immediately bring the word angel to mind. Grouch seemed more appropriate. 
 
    Melissa’s mouth fell open when she beheld Olivia for the first time. “Oh my God,” she breathed. “You’re an angel.” 
 
    Olivia rolled her eyes. “No, really? I never would have guessed.” 
 
    “I mean, Peter told me what happened but I never imagined ... Are those real?” She reached out tentatively to touch her feathers but jerked her hand back when Olivia’s wings fluttered. “Oh my God, they really move!” 
 
    “For all the good that does me,” Olivia grumbled. 
 
    “But you can fly now, right?” Olivia just looked at her. “You can’t?” Melissa asked doubtfully. “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t know how. All I can do is this.” She grimaced in concentration and her pinions expanded out to either side, like feathered curtains being drawn.  
 
    “That is the most amazing thing,” Melissa murmured and Olivia looked startled at her awestruck admiration. 
 
    “I guess,” she said grudgingly. “They just get in the way.” Her wings swept forward and back slowly, just enough to waft a noticeable breeze at us, and then folded up again.  
 
    “Well, I’m sure you’ll get the hang of it,” Melissa assured her. “I mean, Amy started flying as soon as her wings grew out, right?” 
 
    That earned her another eyeroll. “Sure, I’ll just go ask her for flying lessons. I’m sure she won’t mind.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to help,” Melissa retorted. “I mean, what’s the point of having wings if you can’t fly?” 
 
    “Tell that to the penguins,” Olivia sniped back. “I’m sure they’d appreciate that uplifting message.” 
 
    Melissa bristled and Mrs. Kendricks stepped in before things escalated out of control. “We wanted to see if Melissa could tap into your divine power, Olivia,” she explained. “It might come in handy later.” 
 
    Olivia shrugged indifferently. “Sure, why not?” she sighed. She slipped off the stool and shook out her leather skirt. “Over here, right?” She walked to the engraved flagstone embedded in Mrs. Kendricks’ lawn without waiting for an answer and positioned herself there like a piece of disgruntled statuary. “Let’s get it over with.” 
 
    “What are we doing, exactly?” Melissa asked uneasily. 
 
    “It’s just like we’ve been doing every morning,” Stacy told her, “except you’re going to draw your energy from Olivia.” 
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    “I can’t,” Stacy somehow managed to look even more put out, “but Mother can.” 
 
    “I’ve just been doing this sort of thing longer than the rest of you have,” Mrs. Kendricks explained mildly. “Unfortunately, we don’t have a lot of time for you to practice. Let’s just see if you have the knack for it.” She reached out to touch Melissa’s forehead and then paused. “With your permission, of course.” 
 
    “Oh, um, sure, of course.” Melissa threw me an uncertain glance but I nodded encouragingly. If this worked, we’d be an unstoppable combination. 
 
    She flinched when Mrs. Kendricks reached out again. “This won’t hurt,” Mrs. Kendricks assured her. “Just hold still for a moment.” 
 
    Melissa steeled herself and Mrs. Kendricks traced a complicated symbol on her forehead. I didn’t actually see her finger penetrate Melissa’s skull but Melissa’s expression certainly gave the impression that it did. The symbol glowed on her skin for a moment and then faded out as Mrs. Kendricks stepped back. 
 
    “Do you know what to do?” she asked. 
 
    Melissa blinked and looked surprised. “Yes.” 
 
    “All right. Give it a try and let’s see what happens. Don’t try anything fancy, just see if you can draw any power from Olivia.” She moved to the side and glanced at her daughter. “If you wouldn’t mind supporting Melissa,” she said. “I’m sure she’d appreciate it.” 
 
    I thought that was clever phrasing on her part. There was clearly still a fair bit of tension between the two of them but by asking Stacy to help Melissa instead of her, she didn’t give her a reason to refuse. Judging from her compressed lips, Stacy realized it too, but she positioned herself on Melissa’s other side. 
 
    “Start by reaching out with your mind and sensing Olivia,” Stacy instructed. “It’ll feel a bit different from what you’re used to, or so I’ve been told,” she added sourly. 
 
    Melissa nodded, settled her shoulders, and took a deep breath. She closed her eyes and concentrated and, after a moment, her pentagram appeared around her feet. It was the simplest, most basic design I’d seen from anyone in the coven, an ordinary star-and-circle constructed from thin silvery-white lines. It was a child’s crayon scribble compared to Mrs. Kendricks’ elaborate pattern or Agent Morgan’s engraved metallic design, but I supposed it got the job done. 
 
    Nothing happened for the longest time and Olivia looked bored standing there, tapping her fingers against her arms and flexing her wings. She kept looking at me sidelong, as if she wanted to tell me something, but she held her peace. 
 
    “I can see it,” Melissa murmured finally. Her voice sounded hollow, as if she was standing in an empty room. “It’s like a golden fire. It’s beautiful,” she breathed in awe. 
 
    “All right,” Stacy told her softly, “now reach out and take some of that fire. It won’t burn you. Take it and hold it.” 
 
    Melissa’s frown deepened and her hand twitched, as if she meant to physically grab a handful of the fire. Instead, she slowly raised her arm with her hand cupped. I wondered what she was doing, until a soft, golden glow appeared just above her palm. I sucked in my breath in surprise and Stacy shot me a warning look. 
 
    “Very good,” she said. “Now take it into yourself.” 
 
    Melissa’s head dipped in a nod. All of us held our breaths, watching the divine fire anxiously, and we all gasped when it melted into her hand. For a moment, her skin glowed from some inner light and then faded back to normal. Her eyes snapped open and she shivered. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” she breathed, staring at her hand. “That was better than sex.” She slowly became aware of our shocked expressions and cleared her throat awkwardly. “I mean,” she corrected herself hastily, “that felt, um, different.” She tucked her hair behind her hair and carefully avoided making eye contact with anyone. 
 
    “Well, that sounds ... promising,” Mrs. Kendricks observed with a hint of a smile. 
 
    “Was it like that for you?” Stacy asked her suspiciously. 
 
    “Let’s just focus on Melissa for now. Now,” she said, “try that again, but this time use that power for one of your spells. Preferably something that won’t lay waste to the neighborhood,” she added sardonically. 
 
    “Um, okay,” Melissa agreed hesitantly. She chewed her lower lip as she searched through her repertoire. The problem was, she only knew a handful of normal witchcraft spells. The rest spawned from whatever Amaryx engraved into her brain cells, except they weren’t nearly as well-defined and orderly as mine. She seemed to operate those mostly on instinct, with varied and occasionally catastrophic results. “Okay, I got one.” 
 
    She drew another deep breath and closed her eyes again. I couldn’t help but notice the faint outlines of Mrs. Kendricks’ and Stacy’s pentagrams around their feet and even Olivia looked a bit nervous. I held my ground, mostly because I was reasonably certain I’d survive whatever happened. I rested my hand over my Philosopher’s Stone, though, just in case. 
 
    Melissa didn’t notice any of this as she concentrated. The black aura that normally presaged her more destructive spells shimmered around her body for a moment, and then it abruptly morphed into the same red-gold fire cast by Samarael’s sword, the Flame of Righteousness. She didn’t seem to notice as she spread her hands, her eyes still closed, and slowly rose into the air. 
 
    The last time I saw Melissa fly, she was in full Melisandre mode, sucking power out of everyone nearby as she battled the Dread Lord’s handmaiden Nyx. This time, we just all stared in amazement as she hovered ten feet off the ground, her hair lifting off her shoulders in a dark halo. Then the golden flames suddenly flickered out and she dropped like a rock. 
 
    My heart lodged in my throat as I sprang forward to catch her but Mrs. Kendricks was faster. She gestured and Melissa’s fall slowed at the last moment, depositing her on the grass with no more than a gentle bump. She lay there motionless with her arms outflung and I couldn’t be sure she was breathing at all. 
 
    “Is she okay?” I asked frantically. “What happened?” 
 
    “She’s fine,” Mrs. Kendricks assured me, kneeling at Melissa’s side and resting her hand on her cheek. “She just passed out.” 
 
     “I didn’t hurt her, did I?” Olivia asked nervously. Her wings spread over us like a canopy, as if she was unconsciously trying to protect us. 
 
    “This happens all the time,” Stacy grumbled. “She can’t draw power fast enough to keep up with her spells.” 
 
    “Just step back and give her some room,” Mrs. Kendricks ordered. “She’ll be – oh.” Melissa’s eyes fluttered open and she blinked up at us all leaning over her. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked carefully 
 
    “You fainted. Can you sit up?” Mrs. Kendricks helped her up and Melissa looked around with a dissatisfied grimace. 
 
    “This is so frustrating,” she complained. “One minute I’m zapping rocks into oblivion and the next minute I’m taking a nap in the dirt.” She glanced up at the clouds doubtfully. “I was flying, wasn’t I?” 
 
    “Better than I can,” Olivia groused. “Don’t scare us like that.” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I had in mind,” Melissa retorted. “I was just trying to –” She stopped and peered at Olivia. “Are you glowing?” 
 
    Olivia looked down at herself. The golden nimbus surrounded her again. “Yeah,” she sighed irritably. “It happens a lot.” 
 
    “It seems to be triggered whenever she – or anyone else – draws on her power,” Mrs. Kendricks noted. “It’ll fade eventually.” 
 
    “I’m a night light,” Olivia huffed, crossing her arms again. 
 
    “You’re an angel. You have to expect things to be a little different now.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be an angel!” she argued, stamping her foot. “I don’t want a stupid fire sword and I don’t want these stupid wings and I don’t want to glow in the dark! I want to be a normal girl and I want to wear normal clothes and I want to sleep in a normal bed and I want to eat normal food!” Her wings arched behind her like a hawk facing down a rattlesnake. “And as long as I’m wishing for things, I want a million dollars and a free trip to Disney World, because I can’t have those things either!” 
 
    We all stared at her in shocked silence at her outburst and she ducked her head in sullen embarrassment. “My life sucks,” she muttered. 
 
    “After we eliminate Amy,” Mrs. Kendricks promised, “we’ll see what we can do about your ... condition.” I appreciated the positive spin she put on that but I sincerely doubted there was anything we could do. Absolutely no one had any experience with ghosts who turned into angels and Olivia’s expression made it clear she didn’t expect any miracles from us. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” I asked. “Melissa proved she can tap into Olivia’s power. Should she keep trying? Maybe she can learn how to keep it going while she’s doing spells.” 
 
    “We could certainly try that,” Mrs. Kendricks agreed in a tone that suggested the exact opposite, “but our time might be better spent preparing for what’s about to happen. I doubt we have more than half an hour.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Olivia asked uneasily. “What happens in half an hour?” 
 
    The witches all looked at me and I heaved a sigh. “Dara and Agent Morgan are opening a portal into Hell to find someone who can help us defeat Amy.” 
 
    “What? Are you kidding?” Her wings snapped out, almost smacking Stacy. “They’ll be killed! We have to stop them!” 
 
    “It’s risky,” I admitted, “but we have to – hey!” I ducked as her wings swept forward, lifting her off the ground. In just a few sweeps, Olivia was well up in the air, circling overhead like a giant albino carrier pigeon searching for home. 
 
    “Where is she, Peter?” Olivia sounded frantic. “Where’s Dara?” 
 
    “Olivia, come down!” Mrs. Kendricks ordered. “We don’t want Amy seeing you!” 
 
    “But I have to find her! She can’t – she –” Olivia looked down at us. Even fifty feet up in the air, I could see the look of surprise on her face, followed quickly by panic. “Peter! What am I doing up here?” Her wings folded up and she tumbled down like she’d been shot out of the sky. “Peter!” she shrieked. 
 
    There was no way I’d be able to catch her without breaking every bone in both our bodies but I jumped forward regardless. Both Mrs. Kendricks and Stacy gestured and Olivia’s fall slowed but not enough to entirely break her fall. At the last moment, though, Olivia’s wings stabilized, cupping the air like a parachute and guiding her to a gentle touchdown a short distance away. Olivia stood there frozen, looking a bit wild-eyed as her wings tucked themselves away. 
 
    “What just happened?” she asked unsteadily. 
 
    “You flew,” I told her. 
 
    “Quite well, I might add,” said Mrs. Kendricks thoughtfully, “up until the point where you realized what you were doing.” 
 
    “I can’t fly!” Olivia insisted, shaking her head in denial. “I don’t want to fly. I’m – I’m afraid of heights.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Stacy asked skeptically. “An angel with acrophobia?” 
 
    “High places are scary! You could fall!” 
 
    “You have wings now,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Well, yes,” she admitted reluctantly, “but I don’t know how to use them.” 
 
    “Actually, I think you do,” Mrs. Kendricks said, “as long as you don’t think about them.” Olivia’s face twisted into a dubious grimace but she didn’t try to argue. “Your concern for Dara overrode your fear, at least for a short while, but let’s not tempt fate. What Fay and Dara are doing may well be the only hope we have to get through this and we can’t do anything to jeopardize that. For now, just stay on the ground, all right?”  
 
    Olivia nodded in vigorous agreement and Mrs. Kendricks turned to look at me. “Their success depends on you keeping Amy distracted, Peter,” she reminded me somberly. “Do you know what you’re going to do?” 
 
    “Not really,” I sighed, “but I suspect it’s going to involve chocolate.” 
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    According to Aztec mythology, humans learned how to make chocolate from the god Quetzalcoatl, who was banished by the other gods for giving away their trade secrets. Chocolate has been around for almost four thousand years, ever since the Olmecs in what is now Mexico brewed the cacao bean into a bitter drink not unlike coffee. It was first introduced to Europe by none other than Christopher Columbus in 1502 but the sweet, melty goodness we all know and love today didn’t make an appearance until the mid-1800’s. The rest, as they say, is history. 
 
    Chocolate is arguably the single most popular flavor in the world, showing up in drinks and desserts and cookies and confections and breakfast cereal and just about any other foodstuff you can imagine. You can even buy chocolate-flavored lip gloss and body lotion for that special someone. There isn’t a holiday on the calendar that doesn’t somehow involve the exchange and consumption of chocolate and anyone who claims to not like chocolate is lying. 
 
    Despite chocolate’s reputation as a remedy for many physical and psychological ailments, medical science has yet to find any particular benefit to consuming it. As any person who’s gone through a difficult break-up can tell you, though, a tub of chocolate ice cream can work miracles. So the next time you’re feeling down and find yourself reaching for the double-fudge brownies, send up a prayer of thanks to Quetzalcoatl. Even exiled feathered serpent gods like to be appreciated once in a while. 
 
      
 
    I sat in the Mustang, gnawing on my fingernail as I watched the library for any sign of Amaryx. My view was partially blocked by an office building but I caught glimpses of the Acolytes in the parking lot, wandering around and chatting with one another. There seemed to be fewer of them than normal and I wondered if they were starting to reconsider their commitment to a homicidal psycho goddess-wannabe. I doubted Julie was ever coming back. 
 
    I glanced at the clock on the dashboard for the umpteenth time and then verified the time on my watch. Morgan was supposed to call me when they were ready to open the portal but I couldn’t imagine what was taking them so long. 
 
    They had to get supplies, I reminded myself, but they can’t carry very much. Water, some rations, maybe some camping gear. Wal-Mart has all that stuff. They should have been in and out in twenty minutes, tops. Lightning flashed overhead and I eyed the clouds uneasily. They seemed to be getting lower and darker and more turbulent, which just added to my worries. 
 
    Maybe Amy caught them before they were ready, I thought anxiously. Maybe they’ve been smited. I closed my eyes and reached out through the soul bond, trying to sense if Morgan was still there on the other end. I felt a tense edginess, although I couldn’t be certain if it came from her or my own churning stomach. Amy would find me and gloat if she killed them, I told myself. They’re still safe. 
 
    I watched my phone, propped up in the console between the seats, trying not to think about the old adage about boiling kettles. Why do these even work? I asked myself, not for the first time. The phone office isn’t here, it’s in Dallas or Fort Worth or someplace. We can’t send or receive calls from outside but we can talk to anyone in Hellburn. That shouldn’t be possible. And the same thing with the internet, no emails or messages to anyone who isn’t stuck here with us. Did Amy set this up somehow? Why would she? Why not just cut us off completely? It’s like she wants everything to seem normal for some reason. As if any of this is normal.  
 
    I sat back in my seat with a tired sigh. Food get replaced at midnight, shelves are magically refilled, gas stations never run out of gas. We’re just living the same day over and over again, except we remember what happened. It’s like Groundhog Day for the damned. The only thing that doesn’t come back are the dead. 
 
    My phone rang then, jerking me out of my depressed reverie. The display showed Morgan’s number and I answered quickly. “Yes?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “We’re in place.” Morgan’s voice was strong and steady. If she shared any of my doubts, she kept them safely tucked away. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” My heart thumped loudly in my chest. 
 
    “How long do you think you’ll need? We can’t start until she’s preoccupied with you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I’ll have to let you know when it’s time.” 
 
    “Just signal me over the bond. She may get suspicious if you try to use your phone in the middle of ... whatever you’re planning to do.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said doubtfully. I hoped that would work. Morgan was more sensitive to my thoughts and emotions than I was to hers but it seemed a bit iffy to me. “How’s Dara doing?” 
 
    “She’s fine,” she assured me. “She – well, here, talk to her yourself. It’s Peter,” she said faintly. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel sounded very uncertain and I realized this was the first time I ever spoke to her over the phone. And it may be the last, I thought glumly. 
 
    “How are you doing?” I asked awkwardly. I didn’t get the chance to say a proper goodbye when they left Mrs. Kendricks’ house, but now I didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “I am well. We have made our preparations and await thy word to commence.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this? We can come up with another plan.” 
 
    “None can face such an undertaking without trepidation,” she admitted quietly, “yet the fate of thy world rests upon our shoulders. We cannot shy from our duty.” 
 
    “I don’t care about the world,” I told her with sudden harshness. “I care about you.” 
 
    “As I do thee. I do not wish to be parted from thee, but I hold the precious moments we spent together as man and woman within my heart, that they might sustain me when my courage fails. Thou art my rock, Peter Simon Collins, and I shall hold fast to thee come what may. Do thy part,” she urged me, “and we shall do ours.” 
 
    Something warm blurred my vision and I had to palm it away before I found my voice again. “I love you, Dara.” 
 
    “And I thee. Fare thee well.” She choked on the last word and there was a fumbling noise before Morgan came back on. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to overhear that,” she apologized. 
 
    “Is Dara okay?” I asked her anxiously. 
 
    “She’s crying,” she reported quietly. “This has been hard on everyone.” 
 
    “At least it’ll be over soon,” I sighed, feeling a dull ache in my heart. “One way or the other.” 
 
    “The only thing you should be thinking about right now is beating Amy,” Morgan said firmly. “If you’re worried about losing, then you’ve already lost.” 
 
    I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. “I understand. Let’s do this.” 
 
    “I’ll wait for your signal. Good luck, Peter.” 
 
    “You too.” She hung up and I stared at my phone for a long time before placing it back on the console. “I can do this,” I told myself resolutely, and I shifted the car into drive. 
 
    The Acolytes stopped to stare at me as I navigated past the barricades and pulled up to the curb and parked, nudging and whispering to each other. I retrieved the box I brought and got out, looking around for Amaryx, but she was conspicuous by her absence. I hoped she was inside the library. I didn’t have time to go searching for her. 
 
    I didn’t recognize any of the Acolytes but they obviously knew who I was. I approached the nearest one, a young man with a scruffy beard and the ubiquitous homemade wings. “Hi,” I said. 
 
    “Hi.” He eyed me warily, like I was soliciting donations for his least favorite charity. 
 
    “Is she in?” There wasn’t any need to specify who she was. 
 
    He mulled that over and checked with his companions on either side. They both shrugged noncommittally. “Maybe,” he replied. “Are you going to try to kill Her again?” 
 
    “Not this time,” I assured him. “I just want to talk to her.” 
 
    “What’s in the box?” he asked skeptically. “A bomb?” 
 
    “No,” I retorted, rolling my eyes. It was bright red, shaped like a heart, and tied with a silk ribbon. Even if I thought a bomb could hurt Amaryx, which I didn’t, there was no way it fit in the package. 
 
    “Let’s see inside,” he insisted. 
 
    “Do you really want me to tell her you opened her present before she got to see it?” 
 
    His face blanched and he backed away hastily. “No, man, don’t even joke about things like that!” He shot a fearful glance at the library. “She’s in there but She’s in a really crappy mood. You’d better stay far away from Her.” 
 
    “I wish,” I sighed. “Thanks.” I headed for the steps, leaving the Acolytes whispering in my wake. 
 
    “He’s never given Her presents before.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s finally coming around.” 
 
    “He’s supposed to be Her Consort. Why does he keep trying to kill Her?” 
 
    “I think She likes it. She’s always a lot happier after She kills him.” 
 
    “Is that one of the Commandments?” 
 
    “I think it’s a parable or something.” 
 
    “Are you sure? That doesn’t sound right.” 
 
    “Let’s check the Book. Would it be under Enemies, Aspects, or Retribution?” 
 
    I trudged up the steps, feeling a bead of sweat trickle down the side of my face. Despite Agent Morgan’s broad hints, I wasn’t sure I could just walk up to Amaryx and seduce her, at least not long enough for Daraxandriel to open the portal. Even if I somehow managed it, I doubted she’d be able to keep herself from killing me again, after which she was bound to notice what was going on. My only hope was to stall her for as long as possible. 
 
    I approached the gaping hole in the wall and peered into the gloom. There was no sign of movement within. “Hello?” I called. “Amy?” 
 
    There was no answer. I glanced back at the Acolytes. They were all watching me but none of them dared set foot on the steps. I let my breath out slowly and stepped inside. 
 
    It was pitch black inside and I used the flashlight function on my phone to light my way. “Amy?” My voice was thin and feeble and I cleared my throat to try again. “Amy? It’s Peter.” 
 
    I continued on inside, listening carefully, but the only sounds I heard were the scuff of my boots on the floor and the rasp of my breath in my throat. The shadows cast by my light shifted with every step and I kept thinking someone or something was standing just out of sight. By the time I reached the stairs leading up to the third floor, my chest was so tight I was having trouble breathing. 
 
    There was a dim yellowish glow up above and I cautiously shut off my phone and tucked it away. I climbed the last few steps and stood in front of Amaryx’s nest of books, illuminated by a single candle off to the side. The other ones still sat atop their haphazard pillars and a thin trail of smoke threaded up from one of them, as if it had just been extinguished. That didn’t bode well. 
 
    “Amy?” I called, eyeing the top of her literary volcano. “Are you up there?” 
 
    There was still no answer and I wondered if she was asleep. That would solve a lot of problems, I mused, but I had to be sure. I stepped onto the slope and started my ascent, cringing every time a tome shifted under my weight. 
 
    Halfway up, there was a movement in the air, almost but not quite silent. I froze, looking around, but I couldn’t tell what caused it. I waited but it wasn’t repeated, so I continued my climb, feeling the hairs on the back of my neck standing up. 
 
    I paused at the summit and peered into the bowl, squinting into the shadows. None of the dark shapes looked like Amaryx, sleeping or otherwise, and I wondered if she snuck out the side door for some reason. Why would she hide from her own Acolytes? Unless she wants us to think she’s still here when she’s actually somewhere else. I sincerely hoped that wasn’t the case. 
 
    “Amy?” My voice echoed throughout the floor. “It’s Peter. I wanted to see you.” I turned around in a complete circle. “Hello? Are you here?” 
 
    I sensed that movement again and I spun around, searching around frantically for the source. A flitting shadow caught the corner of my eye and I turned, pulling up my spell bar, but there was nothing there. Then something touched my shoulder. 
 
    I yelled and jumped, stumbling over the uneven surface. Something large and black and shapeless loomed over me and I fell backwards with an inarticulate shout, tumbling into the nest. I scrabbled to my hands and knees, frantically pulling up Fire Lance, and then stopped as delighted laughter filled the room. 
 
    “You should see the look on your face!” Amaryx exclaimed with glee. Her wings parted, revealing her standing there in a ragged black t-shirt and shorts with a wicked grin on her face. “I thought you were going to pee your pants!” 
 
    “So did I,” I muttered, picking myself up. “Son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Daughter of a bitch, technically.” She folded her wings away and made her way down to me. “So what brings you back so soon? You usually sulk for a couple of days after I kill you.” 
 
    “I just wanted to talk to you. I brought you a present.” I wasn’t holding it anymore, though, and I looked around for the box. It was lying on the blankets a couple of feet away but it seemed unharmed by my ordeal. I retrieved it, dusted it off, and held it out to her. 
 
    “A present? For me?” She seemed unnaturally thrilled and she practically snatched it from my hands. “Nobody ever brings me presents unless I tell them to. What is it?” She held the box up to her ear and shook it, listening to the shooshing sound of its contents moving around inside. 
 
    “It’s chocolates,” I told her doubtfully. I thought it was painfully obvious what they were but I supposed there weren’t many confectioners in Hell. 
 
    “Really? I love chocolate!” She tore off the ribbon and pried off the lid, revealing three dozen ornately decorated chocolates nestled in individual paper wrappers. It was the most expensive assortment the store carried. “Ooh, they’re beautiful, Peter! Thank you! Did you poison them?”  
 
    “What? No, of course not!” 
 
    “Good, because that really ruins the flavor. So what’s what?” 
 
    “I think there’s a diagram inside the lid.” 
 
    “Where? Oh, there it is.” She set the box on the ground and sat cross-legged as she squinted at the tiny print. “I can’t see a damned thing,” she complained. “Be a dear and fetch a candle, will you?” I did as I was bidden, returning with the lit candle and setting it cautiously on top of a thick volume on Renaissance painters to keep it from igniting the blankets. “Hmm. So the circle is caramel and the three squiggly worms is hazelnut and the dissected spleen is marzipan ... oh! Help me find the truffle!” She thrust the box at me eagerly.  
 
    “Which one is that?” 
 
    “Imagine a tapeworm having sex with itself.”  
 
    I just blinked at her and she rolled her eyes before pointing to an image of a twisted circular braid. I found the corresponding chocolate and held it out to her. She plucked it from my hand and carefully bit it in half, closing her eyes as she savored it for as long as possible. 
 
    “Mmm, heavenly,” she murmured. “Metaphorically speaking, of course. What else is there?” She popped the rest of it in her mouth and studied the lid again. 
 
    She continued sampling the contents one after the other, tossing the ones she didn’t like to me. There weren’t many of those and I watched her closely for any sign the chocolate was starting to kick in. Her pupils were dilated but that could just have been because of the dim light. She was certainly enjoying her treat but she didn’t seem to be aroused in any way. I glanced surreptitiously at my watch. We were going to have to get to Stage Two pretty soon, before Morgan grew impatient and started anyway. 
 
    “So, Peter.” 
 
    “Hmm?” I sat up straighter, trying not to look guilty. Nearly half the chocolates were gone now and their wrappers surrounded her like the fallen leaves of a bonbon tree. 
 
    “How are you going to kill me this time?” she asked curiously, slowly licking the residue from her fingertips. 
 
    “I’m not going to kill you.” 
 
    “True, but how are you going to try to kill me?” she smiled. “I hope it’s something different.” 
 
    “I just wanted to talk to you, that’s all.” 
 
    “Oh?”  She stretched out her legs and leaned back on her hands. “What about?” 
 
    “Well,” I hedged as I quickly tried to come up with a plausible topic. My original plan for distracting her hadn’t involved much in the way of talking. “I still don’t understand what you’re trying to do here. When we were fighting all those demon lords a couple of months ago, you were hoping the Dread Lord would notice and come rescue you.” 
 
    “So?” She shifted from side to side, like a toddler with too much energy to sit still. Maybe the chocolate was starting to have an effect after all. 
 
    “So that obviously didn’t work. Metraxion and Nyx showed up instead.” 
 
    Bringing that up might have been a mistake. She went very still for a few seconds, and then tossed her head dismissively. “A temporary setback,” she sniffed. 
 
    “But when we talked about all this yesterday,” I twirled my finger to indicate the view through the skylight, “you said you were going to kill everyone on Earth and start Armageddon.” 
 
    “Did I?” she mused, inspecting her fingernails. “How ambitious of me.” 
 
    “Except that all you’ve done so far is cut Hellburn off from the rest of the world and smited a few people. That doesn’t sound like Armageddon to me.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re an expert on the End of Days, are you?” she asked archly. 
 
    “So you must have some other goal in mind,” I continued. “Something that can’t happen until the witches run out of magic.” 
 
    “You have such an active imagination, Peter,” she chided me. “I don’t care what your little witchy friends do. They aren’t a threat.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but you’re still stuck here until someone comes and gets you, right?” She didn’t respond but her jaw shifted to a displeased angle. “The problem is, nobody in Hell knows you’re here. Well, Nyx and Metraxion do, obviously, but they’re not going to tell anyone, especially not the Dread Lord.” 
 
    “Go on,” she said with a dangerous edge. 
 
    It suddenly dawned on me that her attention was locked onto me now, although her mood certainly wasn’t the best. Maybe wrath was a better distractor than lust, even though the end result wouldn’t be as pleasant. Now! I thought at Morgan. Start now! I felt something that might have been agreement or acknowledgement and hoped that meant my message got through. 
 
    “All of this has to do with attracting the Dread Lord’s attention,” I surmised. “He probably doesn’t even know you’re missing, so you need to do something drastic. It has to be bigger than killing off a handful of demon lords, something he can’t help but notice.” 
 
    “And what might that be?” she asked mockingly. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I confessed. Amaryx smirked and helped herself to another chocolate. “Unless –” 
 
    She stopped with the chocolate an inch from her mouth. “What?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Something’s been bothering me this whole time, ever since Susie let you out of my Stone.” She just watched me warily. “Metraxion said you were an experiment, a test to see if the Dread Lord could create someone with a soul.” 
 
    She studied me for a long moment and then nibbled the corner of her chocolate. “I was his first,” she stated haughtily. 
 
    “Actually, that’s not quite true, is it? Metraxion said you were the first to survive but you still don’t have a soul.”  She glared at me as her wings flexed menacingly but she didn’t refute my statement. “So why would the Dread Lord come for you at all?” 
 
    She lifted her chin defiantly. “Because He loves me.” 
 
    “He loves you so much that He let Metraxion lock you away for centuries. Why hasn’t He tried to find you already?” 
 
    “Because of her!” she snapped in sudden fury. “Nyx, my so-called mother! She hated having to spawn me, hated that I ruined her perfection! She couldn’t stand to even look at me, so she had Metraxion kidnap me when I wasn’t looking and stuck me in that stupid rock of yours and lied to my father!” Amaryx was on her feet now, advancing on me with her wings spread, and I backed up hastily. She was certainly distracted now, although I wasn’t sure I’d survive long enough for it to do Morgan and Daraxandriel any good. 
 
    “So you need to let Him know you’re still alive,” I blurted, hoping to keep her talking. “You need to do something that shows Him where you are. You used your time powers to cut us off from everywhere else and now you’re keeping us alive to – to – to do what? How does any of this help you?” 
 
    “Don’t you get it, Peter?” she snarled. “What does my father want more than anything?” 
 
    “To rule in Heaven?” I hazarded. 
 
    “To show that pompous, arrogant, holier-than-thou, has-been Deity that He’s not the only one who can create life! My father was this close with me,” the gap between her forefinger and thumb was almost invisible, “and as soon as I get a soul, He’ll know and He’ll come for me, as living proof of His power.” She stood there glaring at me with her chest heaving and fists clenched. Her outspread wings made her look twice as large and three times as menacing and I swallowed with difficulty. 
 
    “So you’re, what, trying to find a soul you can use in Hellburn?” I asked doubtfully. “Is that even possible?” 
 
    “Of course it is.” She turned away abruptly and climbed up to the edge of the bowl, scowling into the shadows with her arms crossed. “That nonsense with the incubus gave me the idea. If he can swap his soul into your body, I should be able to swap someone else’s into mine.” 
 
    I sucked in my breath in horror. “Oh my God! All those people you smited? You were stealing their souls?” 
 
    She grimaced at me over her shoulder. “Ew, no. Why would I want one of their souls?” She shuddered dramatically. “They were just annoying.” 
 
    “Then where are you going to get your soul?” Now she turned and smiled down at me and I backed up a few more steps. “You can’t have mine!” I readied Teleportal for a quick exit, praying that Daraxandriel had finished opening the portal. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” she chided me. “You’re my Consort and the father of the future Prince of Hell.” She rested her hand on her stomach as she started walking around the rim of her nest. “No, I need a very special type of soul but I can’t get one just yet. Soon, though. Very soon.” She sounded very satisfied. 
 
    “There are different types of souls?” She just cocked an eyebrow at me. “Good and evil?” I guessed. She shook her head with an amused smirk. “Male and female? Young and old? Sane and insane?” I couldn’t for the life of me think of what made some souls different. Everyone was basically the same other than the sins they’d committed and Amaryx already refuted my good versus evil conjecture.  
 
    Who in Hellburn knows anything about souls? I wondered. I usually just ask Mrs. Kendricks about stuff like this, although she wasn’t much help when Olivia first showed up. Wait a minute, I thought uneasily. Ghosts are just disembodied souls, right? Is she talking about her? No, that can’t be right. Olivia’s an angel now. Amy can’t touch her. Maybe one of the other witches knows – My jaw slowly dropped open. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I murmured. “You need a witch’s soul.” 
 
    “Except they’re all tainted by that Goddess of theirs,” she sneered, “so I have to wait.” 
 
    “Until all the magic’s gone.” 
 
    “It won’t be long now,” Amaryx agreed pleasantly as she picked her way down the slope towards me. “But let’s talk about why you’re really here.” 
 
    “I, uh, what?” I stammered. “I just came to talk.” 
 
    “You came here to stall,” she corrected me. “I know what you’re doing, you and your witchy friends.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Hurry! I sent to Morgan frantically. 
 
    “Yes, you do,” she said smugly. “I can sense her from here, her and that sword of hers. You were hoping I’d be distracted by the chocolate and wouldn’t notice what was happening.” 
 
    “Nothing’s happening!” I insisted. “You’re just imagining things.” 
 
    “Like I just imagined the last time you sent an angel after me?” she sneered. “Look how that turned out.” 
 
    “We’re not – what?” I blinked at her. “What do you mean, angel? You mean Olivia?” 
 
    Amaryx made a scoffing noise. “What, you have more than one angel now? She’s out there waving that idiotic sword around, as if she even knows which end to hold. Do you really she’s going to be able to sneak up on me while we’re talking? I’d go over there and teach her a lesson but it’s hardly worth –” 
 
    She stopped abruptly and her mocking smile faded. Then she spun around. “What’s going on?” she breathed. “Is someone opening a portal?” 
 
    “No, no one’s doing anything!” I took hold of her arm to redirect her attention back to me but she just threw me aside. 
 
    “They can’t do that!” she shouted. “They can’t leave! No one can leave until I find the right soul!” 
 
    Amaryx spread her wings and launched herself into the air, snuffing out the candle and plunging the room into darkness. I grabbed for her, trying to keep her from leaving, but my fingers closed on air. A moment later, something shattered overhead and I had to scramble out of the way before I was pincushioned by a hailstorm of glass shards. I scanned the clouds through the broken skylight but she was nowhere in sight. 
 
    “Shit!” I fumbled for my phone but even that was going to take too long. Instead, I targeted myself and tapped Teleportal. 
 
    Kimball Bend Park whirled into existence around me and I looked around frantically. Daraxandriel knelt in the center of the circle I’d sketched on the roadway with her hands flat on the asphalt and her sword lying nearby. Agent Morgan stood just outside the circle, watching her intently with one overstuffed backpack slung over her shoulder and another sitting on the ground beside her. 
 
    Daraxandriel looked up in surprise at my sudden appearance, lifting her hands, and Morgan gestured sharply. 
 
    “Don’t stop!” she ordered, and Daraxandriel hastily resumed her pose. “Peter, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Amy knows!” I told her breathlessly. “She’s on her way!” 
 
    Morgan spat an un-ladylike syllable and dropped her backpack, conjuring a wand out of nowhere as she scanned the skies. “How much longer?” she asked over her shoulder. 
 
    “The portal’s wards begin to manifest,” Daraxandriel reported, her voice strained. Faint markings encircled her, like words from an ugly alphabet written in blood, but they faded in and out of existence. “Once I speak them, the way will open.” 
 
    “How long?” Morgan snapped again. 
 
    “Five minutes, mayhap ten.” 
 
    Morgan repeated her epithet. “Peter, get ready. You’re going to have to hold her off as long as you can.” 
 
    I nodded and faced downtown Hellburn, figuring Amaryx would take the shortest possible path. I pulled up my combat spells and positioned my finger over the first icon, Flame Lance. In theory, I could run down the entire row in about ten seconds, chaining the spells together in a storm of destructive force, but I doubted Amaryx would give me that much time. I’d be lucky to get the first shot off before she smited me. 
 
    A sibilant whispering behind me sent a shiver down my spine and I couldn’t help but glance back to see where it was coming from. Daraxandriel still huddled in the middle of the circle but now wispy shadows whirled around her. The markings were a little clearer now but still incomplete. 
 
    Morgan moved far enough away to form her pentagram without overlapping the portal. She closed her eyes and held one hand upraised. “She’s almost here,” she reported. 
 
    “Where?” I couldn’t see Amaryx’s winged form anywhere. 
 
    Morgan shifted her hand back and forth like a mystical radar antenna and then lifted it over her head. “There!” she exclaimed, just as Amaryx burst through the clouds like a dive bomber. 
 
    I targeted her with my right hand as I jabbed the spell icon, sending a white-hot bolt of fire at her, but she spun away and the lance missed her by inches, vanishing into the clouds. Morgan swung her wand and I felt her pull power through our bond, casting something glittering into Amaryx’s path, but she dodged that as well. 
 
    I cast Immobilize and Mind Shock and Crush at her in quick succession, but Amaryx had the reflexes of a paranoid cat and none of them landed. I tracked her with my targeting reticule, ready to launch Frost Lance at her as soon as she moved in a straight line for half a second, but she looped and spun faster than a hummingbird in a hurricane. 
 
    I glimpsed Morgan gesturing out of the corner of my eye but I couldn’t tell what she was doing. Whatever it was sent Amaryx shooting straight up into the clouds again, chased by a swarm of crimson lights, but that actually made things worse, since now I couldn’t tell where she was going to reappear. 
 
    Then suddenly I knew – I knew – where she was, no doubt relayed from Morgan through our link, and I threw Frost Lance blind almost directly overhead. The temperature dropped noticeably as the spear of glowing ice shot straight up just as Amaryx reappeared and she shrieked in outrage as it brushed her arm. 
 
    Earth Bind was the next spell in the set but it was almost useless against an airborne target so I cued up Lightning Strike, one of my deadliest attacks. It had a slight delay as it built up, though, and I wasn’t sure I could hit her with it unless I got really lucky.  
 
    Wait. I wasn’t sure whether Morgan said that out loud or just thought it to me but I kept my finger off the icon as I turned to keep Amaryx targeted. She circled us warily, waiting for our next attack, but the shadows were thickening around Daraxandriel and the ring of symbols was growing more legible, if no more comprehensible. Amaryx was going to have to do something soon or it would be too late to keep us from opening the portal. 
 
    Even as I thought that, Amaryx folded her wings and dove at Daraxandriel’s back. I jabbed the spell icon but suddenly she was a lot closer than she should have been, as if time just skipped forward a couple of seconds. The lightning blasted the roadway just outside the circle, making Daraxandriel flinch. I drew a breath to warn her but Amaryx struck something invisible and rebounded, her wings flapping wildly as she tried to reorient herself, landing heavily a short distance away. 
 
    “You’re wasting your time!” she snarled. “You can’t leave. I won’t let you!” She placed her hands against Morgan’s barrier and there was a sudden change in the air, marking the destruction of the shield. I threw Bewilder at her, to no effect, and Morgan sent sizzling darts of blue fire at her from multiple directions. Amaryx ducked aside but not fast enough to evade them all. Her body flickered as the bolts struck, riddling her clothing with holes but leaving her completely unharmed. 
 
    Through it all, Daraxandriel concentrated on the portal, although her tense posture and arched tail betrayed her awareness of Amaryx’s proximity. The swirling shadows almost obscured her but the symbols looked complete to me and I wondered what the delay was. I wanted to yell at her to open the portal but I didn’t dare distract her. 
 
    Instead, I cast Pitchfire at Amaryx’s feet, covering the asphalt in a patch of sticky tar and setting it alight. She sneered at me as if she wondered why I was wasting her time like this and let her wings lift her into the air again, trailing driblets of fire.  
 
    Dark Nova was the last spell in my chain, an explosion of disintegrating energy not unlike Melissa’s Dark Void, but its area of effect was at least twenty feet across and Amaryx was too close to the portal and, more importantly, to Daraxandriel. I cursed under my breath and switched back to Flame Lance, although it was still on cooldown. 
 
    Guttural utterances scraped across my ears and the flitting shadows within the circle suddenly condensed into a thick column, completely hiding Daraxandriel as she began to speak the words laid out around her. Amaryx shrieked in fury and shot up over our heads, pausing for a moment before folding her wings and diving straight down through the column. 
 
    I swept my targeting reticule around, trying to target Amaryx but I couldn’t find her in the shadows. “Look out!” I shouted, my heart leaping into my throat, but then a blazing golden meteor streaked through the clouds, blasting through the column and knocking Amaryx aside, sending her tumbling across the ground. 
 
    Amaryx righted herself in an instant, crouching on all fours with a bestial snarl. Morgan’s spell was still active, hovering just overhead, except that Morgan was staring up at it in disbelief and I pulled my attention away from Amaryx to see what was wrong. My own mouth fell open when I realized it wasn’t a spell at all. It was Olivia. 
 
    Her aura glowed brighter than ever as her wings held her aloft effortlessly and the Flame of Righteousness in her right hand shed tongues of red-gold fire like burning rain. There was no sign of the fear and uncertainty she showed before. She looked like a real avenging angel. 
 
    “Back off, Amy,” Olivia warned. Her voice echoed slightly but it still held the hint of her Louisiana origins. “Dara is mine.” 
 
    Amaryx growled and leapt into the air straight at her, almost faster than my eye could follow. The two collided in midair in a flurry of wings and then broke apart, circling each other warily. Olivia had Samarael’s sword but she seemed reluctant to use it. Below them, Daraxandriel continued to chant the words that would hopefully open the portal in a voice that didn’t sound like hers at all. With every syllable, another symbol lit up with a ruddy glow. 
 
    In the movies, the villain would taunt the good guys during the dramatic climax, trying to goad them into making a mistake, but Amaryx either wasn’t a fan of the movies or she knew better. Beating Olivia wasn’t her goal, stopping Daraxandriel was, and the portal was going to open at any moment. 
 
    Instead, Amaryx feinted, driving Olivia back a short distance, and then dove again. I shot Flame Lance across her path and she jinked safely out of the way, but that slowed her just enough for Olivia to swoop down with the Flame aimed at her back. Amaryx lunged for Daraxandriel but she was going to lose a wing unless she turned aside. For a sickening moment, I thought she was going to do it anyway, but then she flicked out of sight with a shriek of frustration, leaving Olivia to burst through the shadowed column just inches about Daraxandriel’s head. 
 
    Amaryx reappeared on the ground behind me and I spun around, trying to hit her with Immobilize again, but she surprised me by leaping straight at me, wrapping me up with her arms and her wings. I struggled to free myself but she pinned my arms, preventing me from casting any spells. 
 
    Daraxandriel’s chanting cut off with a shocked gasp and the swirling shadows slowed. “Peter Simon Collins!” she cried, reaching for her sword. 
 
    “Keep going!” Morgan ordered sharply. The tip of her wand crackled with silvery sparks and it was pointed right at my heart. 
 
    “Stop what you’re doing, Dara!” Amaryx snarled, “or I’ll kill him!” The tips of her fingernails dug into my throat and I felt a trickle of blood slide down my neck. 
 
    “Let him go,” Olivia warned, approaching around the other side of the circle, the Flame of Righteousness held out to her side. Her eyes glowed gold. 
 
    “Open the portal!” I told Daraxandriel. “Don’t worry about –” Amaryx closed her hand, cutting off my air. I tried to jerk myself out of her grip but she was a lot stronger than I was. 
 
    The standoff held for one, two, three seconds, and then Daraxandriel gulped and continued her recital and everything happened at once. 
 
    Morgan’s spell spat from her wand like electric buckshot but Amaryx was already moving, hauling me around like a rag doll. I screamed, or tried to, as a hundred tasers drilled through my body and every muscle in my body spasmed. Olivia charged, raising the Flame to strike, and Amaryx threw me aside as she swept her wings forward to carry her out of Olivia’s reach and closer to Daraxandriel.  
 
    I staggered to my feet, stumbling towards Amaryx with some vague idea of tackling her before she reached Daraxandriel. Olivia reared back and flung the Flame at her like a javelin as Morgan swept her wand around, twisting the air around her and flinging it at Amaryx. Everything converged at the same spot in space, but Amaryx wasn’t there. 
 
    Morgan’s air burst shredded the Flame into smoky streamers as I landed heavily on my arms, scraping my forearms on the pavement. Olivia stood between me and Daraxandriel with the Flame back in her fist, her wings spread protectively. I rolled over, looking around frantically for Amaryx, but the shadowy column obscured my vision. 
 
    “Where did she go?” I shouted over Daraxandriel’s voice and then she suddenly stopped talking. The circle of symbols flared brightly and a dry, hot, choking wind swept past me as the world shuddered. “What was that?” 
 
    “The way is open,” Daraxandriel said urgently. “Dame Morgan! We needs must depart!” 
 
    A sharp pain stabbed through my chest as I heard a sharp gasp and I twisted around. Morgan stood there, staring at us with an expression of shock, and Amaryx loomed behind her with her wings outspread. Before I could shout a warning, Morgan’s lips formed the word “Go” and she sagged as blood dribbled from her mouth and bloomed on her shirt. Her pentagram faded away as she fell to her knees and toppled over, skewered by Daraxandriel’s sword. 
 
    Amaryx stood over her corpse and yanked the blade free, spattering Morgan’s blood in a crimson arc across the roadway. I scrambled to my feet, pulling up Dark Nova, but a hand gripped my arm, pulling me back. 
 
    “Let me go!” I shouted, trying to shrug it off. “I have to help her!” 
 
    “Nay, Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel told me grimly. “We needs must flee.” 
 
    I wanted to argue with her, but she was right. Morgan’s Stone would resurrect her but if Daraxandriel died, we were screwed. She was our only chance to find Garrax and end this nightmare once and for all.  
 
    “Let’s go.” Daraxandriel spoke a final harsh word and the last thing I saw before the world twisted away was Amaryx’s wicked, triumphant smile 
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    I can’t comprehend how someone in this day and age can seriously entertain the notion that the Earth is flat. Even the ancient Greeks knew the world was round. Christopher Columbus didn’t sail westwards across the Atlantic Ocean expecting to fall off the edge of the planet. He fully intended to arrive in India. Sure, he ended up in the Caribbean instead, but that was because his mapmaker wasn’t aware of the existence of North America. 
 
    Let’s suppose for a moment that the world is indeed a disc instead of a sphere. If that’s the case, then it has to have an edge. So where is it? Human beings have explored every corner of the planet (using the word “corner” in a strictly metaphorical sense) and not one single person in all of recorded history has ended up at the top of a really tall cliff and looked down at the elephants and tortoises holding up the Earth. In this age of social media, somebody would have taken a selfie of themselves posing on the edge. No such image exists, though, and therefore the Earth is round. Q.E.D. 
 
    And yet the argument still persists, “Well, it looks flat to me.” Considering the average person is between 5 and 6 feet tall and the Earth is 24,000 miles around, well, duh. Even ignoring the hills and houses and trees that block your view, the horizon is only about 3 miles away from that height. You’ll only perceive the full curvature of the Earth if you launch yourself into outer space, which I strongly encourage you to do. We certainly don’t need your idiotic ideas down here. 
 
      
 
    I collapsed on my hands and knees, trying not to vomit as everything spun around me in wobbly circles. I screwed my eyes shut until the sensation finally faded, swallowing carefully. 
 
    “Oh, God,” I moaned, “don’t ever do that again.” 
 
    “Thy discomfort shall pass, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel assured me from somewhere off to my left. Turning my head that way threatened to undo my hard-won equilibrium, so I concentrated on looking straight down. 
 
    My hands were planted on what looked and felt like dried-out clay, fractured into random shapes and covered with gray dust. The same caustic wind I felt before peppered my skin with particles of sand and every breath seared my lungs. 
 
    I sat up slowly, relieved that the scenery was finally staying put. We were on what looked like the bed of a long-dead river, a meandering canyon etched into the bedrock and littered with jagged stones. The sky overhead was almost identical to Hellburn’s, filled with dark, roiling clouds lit by bursts of lightning, and the heat was already sucking the moisture from my body. 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked, stifling a cough. This didn’t look anything like I imagined the Shattered Lands to be. 
 
    “I cannot say.” Daraxandriel stood a short distance away, surveying the area anxiously. “We needs must gain higher ground.” 
 
    I got to my feet slowly and looked around. I had to blink a couple of times to make sure I wasn’t seeing things. “Olivia?” I asked incredulously. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    She knelt close by, huddled in her wings to shield herself from the scouring wind. Her eyes no longer glowed and the Flame of Righteousness was wherever it went when it was no longer needed. She looked lost and frightened, a far cry from the divine warrior who came out of nowhere to protect Daraxandriel. 
 
    “I could not leave her behind to face Amaryx alone,” Daraxandriel insisted, coming up beside me. 
 
    “So you brought her here? She’s an angel, she doesn’t belong in Hell!” 
 
    “What else wouldst thou have had me do, Peter Simon Collins?” she retorted. “Leastwise here we may defend her.” 
 
    “She’s the sworn enemy of every single demon in Hell! They’re going to be coming for her!” 
 
    “And thee and I as well,” she pointed out. “I am forsworn and banished and thy soul will attract them likes moths to a flame. What matters it if they are drawn to three of us instead of two?” 
 
    “Can’t you just send her back?” 
 
    “Nay,” she said regretfully. “This portal led only here. I have not the skill and power to open one anew.” 
 
    I ran my hands through my hair in frustration, cursing Amaryx under my breath. Olivia and I were here and Morgan was back in Hellburn, along with Daraxandriel’s sword and the backpacks. We were singularly ill-equipped for this expedition but we didn’t have any choice now.  
 
    “All right,” I sighed. “We’ll just have to make the best of it. Are you okay?” I asked Olivia, holding out my hand to her. She accepted it and rose to her feet with an unnatural grace, shaking out her wings before settling them on her back. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said quietly. “It was just a bit of a shock, showing up here.” 
 
    “Wherever here is,” I grumbled, eyeing the walls of the canyon. They were far too high and steep to climb here. If I could see the tops, I could have Teleportaled us up there, but I needed to Teleportal up there to see the tops. “I don’t suppose succubuses are good at rock climbing.” 
 
     “Nay,” Daraxandriel said, shaking her head. “Our skills are many and varied but such is not numbered among them.” 
 
    “Melissa could just Shadow Step up there,” I mused ruefully, “or even just fly –” I stopped. Daraxandriel and I looked at each other and then turned to face Olivia, who took a cautious step backwards. 
 
    “What?” she asked uneasily. 
 
    “Fly up there and take a look around,” I told her. “We need to figure out where we are.” 
 
    She looked at me like I told her to grow another nose. “I can’t fly, Peter, you know that,” she told me testily. 
 
    “You just flew all the way from Mrs. Kendricks’ house to the bridge,” I reminded her incredulously. “You were in a dogfight with Amy and almost beat her!” Olivia stared back at me blankly. “Don’t you remember?” 
 
    “I remember thinking Dara was in danger,” she admitted. “And then I remember standing in that circle with you and then coming here. The rest is a bit of a blur.” 
 
    Daraxandriel and I exchanged doubtful looks. “Mayhap Olivia’s angelic nature only comes to the fore in times of great distress,” she suggested. 
 
    “I’m stressed now!” Olivia argued. “You don’t see me soaring with the eagles, do you?” 
 
    “I meant when another is in peril.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Try it now,” I urged her. “Maybe it’ll come back to you.” Olivia looked up at the embankment with a doubtful grimace. It was only about thirty feet high here but it might as well have been three hundred, judging from her expression. “The sooner we find Garrax,” I reminded her, “the sooner we can get back home.” 
 
    Olivia looked at me and then Daraxandriel and then the stony walls looming over us. “Fine,” she grumbled, “but if I get killed because of this, I’m haunting you forever.” She paused with a doubtful frown. “Do angels turn into ghosts when they die?” 
 
    “Let’s not find out,” I told her firmly. “Just think about getting to the top. Don’t worry about how it happens.” 
 
    “What makes you an expert on flying all of a sudden?” 
 
    “Just do it,” I sighed. “Stop wasting time.” 
 
    She made a rude noise and closed her eyes, visibly trying to relax her shoulders. She stood there for the longest time, just breathing in and out, and then her wings spread out and swept back and forth, slowly at first and then picking up speed until they kicked up dust that the wind swirled away.  
 
    Daraxandriel sucked in her breath as Olivia’s booted feet lifted from the ground and I held mine, silently urging her higher. Each stroke of her wings brought her closer to the top of the canyon, until she opened her eyes and faltered. 
 
    “Peter,” she called nervously, “I’m really high!” 
 
    “You’re almost there!” I called encouragingly. “Keep going! Just don’t look down!” 
 
    Of course she did exactly that and froze up, her wings stilling in mid-stroke, and she started to fall. “PETER!” she shrieked as her wings flailed about. 
 
    “Keep flying!” I shouted. “Look up! See where you want to be!” 
 
    Olivia looked around wildly and locked her eyes on the rocky edge above. Her wings caught the air again, halting her descent, and she slowly began to climb once more, reaching out desperately for something, anything, to hold on to. Two more frantic strokes brought her close to the wall and she clambered up like a winged monkey, showering debris down on us until she reached the top. She collapsed with her legs dangling over the side, hugging the ground like she would never let go. 
 
    “Olivia!” Daraxandriel called up. “Art thou well?” 
 
    Olivia hazarded a look down and then quickly turned away. “I’m okay,” she reported with a quavering voice. “I’m fine. I just need a minute.” She heaved herself up the rest of the way and crawled away from the edge until only the tips of her wings were visible. 
 
    “What do you see?” I shouted. I crossed my fingers as I waited for her answer. 
 
     “We’re in the middle of a desert or something,” she reported doubtfully. “There are some hills over there, but that’s about it.” 
 
    “A desert?” I glanced at Daraxandriel, who shook her head with a frown. “What does it look like?” 
 
    “It’s flat, mostly, except it’s all busted up, like someone broke it and dropped all the pieces here.” 
 
    “The Shattered Lands!” I exclaimed eagerly but Daraxandriel took hold of my arm with a painfully tight grip. 
 
    “Nay, Peter Simon Collins,” she said tersely. “The Shattered Lands are mountains raised high and wreathed in fire. We are not there. Thou didst mention hills, Olivia,” she called up. “Dost thou perceive a fortress of black stone among them?” 
 
    “A fortress?” Olivia echoed. Her head and shoulders came back into view as she stood, peering off at an angle away from us. “There’s sort of a castle over there, is that what you mean?” she asked doubtfully, pointing off into the distance. “It’s hard to tell with all the dust blowing around.” 
 
    “How distant?” 
 
    “How should I know?” came the testy retort. “It’s way over there.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked Daraxandriel. She looked up at me with worried eyes. 
 
    “We are in the Broken Plain,” she told me, “Metraxion’s domain. That fortress is Shadowstone, his abode and the center of his power.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” The last person we wanted to run into was Metraxion, the Dread Lord’s right-hand man. “Olivia, get back down here, now!” 
 
    “I just got up here,” she protested. She inched her way closer to the edge until she could peer down at us. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Just get down here before someone sees you!” 
 
    “There’s nobody up here,” she argued. “It’s just rocks and dust and ...” Her voice trailed off as she stared at something on the other side of the canyon. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Are there ... scorpions here?” she gulped nervously. “Really, really big scorpions?” 
 
    “I have not seen such with mine own eyes,” Daraxandriel frowned, “yet I have heard of such creatures, greater in size than a grown man and able to strip any beast foolish enough to enter the Plains to its bones in mere minutes.” 
 
    “So, yes?” I demanded in exasperation. 
 
    “Aye,” she admitted. 
 
    “Olivia, get down here now!” 
 
    Olivia didn’t need any further encouragement. She took a running leap off the edge of the canyon wall and let her wings catch her like a parachute. She spiraled down and alighted at a stumbling run not far away and hurried to my side, staring up fearfully as if she expected an army of monstrous arthropods to pour over the edge at any moment. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” she whispered hoarsely. 
 
    “We’re getting out of here. Which way?” I asked Daraxandriel. Even if I could figure out which direction the river originally flowed, I didn’t know whether it would be better to go upstream or downstream.  
 
    “Away,” she said firmly, although her expression betrayed the same uncertainty. “An Metraxion discovers our presence here, we are surely doomed.” 
 
    Away sounded good to me and it had the extra benefit of keeping the wind at our backs. We hurried along the riverbed in anxious silence, scanning all around for any sign of trouble. I hesitated to ask Daraxandriel what sort of things we might run into, because I had little doubt she’d tell me in bleak detail, but at least no giant scorpions scuttled out of the ground and no demon lords appeared to smite us.  
 
    I cursed our luck at arriving in Hell just a stone’s throw from Metraxion’s front door, but then I realized I shouldn’t have been surprised. He was the one who created that portal in the first place, so naturally it would lead here. But why didn’t he go directly to his fortress? I wondered. Why did he come here first? I posed the same questions to Daraxandriel but she shook her head doubtfully. 
 
    “Who can say?” she shrugged. “Mayhap he did not wish others to observe his comings and goings.” 
 
    “It’s his castle,” I argued. “Doesn’t he trust his own minions?” 
 
    “Trust is not a concept shared by many Lords of the Court,” she reminded me. “Ever do they seek to gain advantage over one another.” 
 
    “I’d rather be out here than in there,” Olivia asserted, “even with the scorpions.” 
 
    “Good point,” I admitted. “So if we’re in the Broken Plain, how far away is Garrax from here?”  
 
    Daraxandriel hesitated in a way that made it clear she didn’t have good news to share on this particular subject. “It is difficult to say,” she hedged. 
 
    “Hours?” I prompted her hopefully. “Days?” 
 
    She answered by kneeling beside a dust-strewn patch of clay. “This is the Abyss,” she said, drawing a circle in the dirt with her finger, “which lies at the very heart of Hell.” 
 
    “How big is that, exactly?” 
 
    “Wert thou to stand upon its edge and somehow avoid being swept into its maw to tumble in the chaos for all eternity, thou couldst not perceive the opposite side.” 
 
    “So, really big, then.” 
 
    “Aye. The Courts of Hell, wherein the Dread Lord dwells, are here.” She scratched an X at the top of the circle. “The Broken Plain are here.” She marked a square at the two o-clock position. 
 
    “And that’s where we are.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “So where are the Shattered Lands?” Daraxandriel hesitated and then drew a series of inverted V’s to represent mountains at six o’clock. “You’ve got to be kidding.” She shook her head. “It’s going to take us weeks to walk all that way, isn’t it?” She nodded solemnly. “Shit.” 
 
    Daraxandriel rose and brushed the dirt from her hands as the wind erased her drawing. “I am sorry, Peter Simon Collins,” she said quietly. “I have led us to our doom.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I told her with a sigh. “You didn’t know.” 
 
    “Now what do we do?” Olivia asked. She looked like she was about to start hyperventilating. “How are we going to get out of here?” 
 
    “I guess we could always knock on Metraxion’s door and ask him for a ride home.” Both women gaped at me and I rolled my eyes. “I’m kidding.” I started walking again. Daraxandriel and Olivia caught up to me and we trudged in silence for a while. 
 
    “Couldn’t you just teleport us to the mountains?” Olivia asked hopefully. 
 
    “I need to know where I’m going,” I told her. “I’ve never been there.” 
 
    We continued another twenty steps or so. “Can we find another portal?” she asked. 
 
    “Mayhap we might encounter another,” Daraxandriel agreed, “yet it could lead us even further astray.” 
 
    The hiss of the sand swept along by the wind was the only sound for a long while. “Maybe –” Olivia started to say and then she shook her head. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Well –” She chewed on her lip nervously. “Maybe I could fly there and ask whats-his-name for help.” Daraxandriel and I both stopped in our tracks to stare at her. “I mean, that’s why we’re here, right?” 
 
    “You barely got to the top of the wall the last time you tried to fly,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I might have to practice a little first,” she admitted. 
 
    “Thou wouldst be hunted ere thou didst traverse even a league of the way,” Daraxandriel protested. 
 
    “I’ve got the Flame.” 
 
    “Have you ever killed anything with it?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, no, but I could practice that too.” 
 
    “Against one of those scorpions?” 
 
    Olivia shuddered and scanned the top of the canyon fearfully. “We could start with something smaller,” she suggested meekly. I just shook my head and continued on. She had to jog to catch up with me. “I’m trying to help, Peter! I don’t see you two coming up with any ideas.” 
 
    “Getting yourself killed five minutes after you leave isn’t helping.” 
 
    “What are we going to do, then? What’s the point of walking along this stupid ditch if we don’t have anywhere to go?” 
 
    “Once we’re out of this stupid ditch, I’ll be able to see where we’re going, and then I can teleport us. We won’t get very far,” I admitted, “but we’ll just keep hopping until we get there. At least it’ll be faster than walking.” 
 
    “Is that going to work?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    I didn’t bother answering her, at least not in words. Instead, I targeted myself, focused on a spot on the riverbed just before it curved out of sight, and tapped Teleportal. Instantly I was there and Olivia and Daraxandriel were a hundred yards behind me. 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia’s voice echoed faintly in the distance. “That’s not fair! Wait up!” 
 
    I waited out the fifteen-second cooldown and then Teleportaled both of them to my side. Olivia blinked around her as her disorientation faded and then favored me with an annoyed glare. 
 
    “Fine,” she grumbled. “Let’s get going then.” 
 
    Our progress was faster now, jumping ahead every fifteen seconds, but I started feeling the strain after a while. My Philosopher’s Stone didn’t falter but it started to grow warm against my skin and I wondered if it was having trouble recharging itself out here in the middle of nowhere. I tried tapping into my soul bond with Agent Morgan, but she never got around to teaching me how to do that and I didn’t feel any surge of energy. Either I was doing it wrong or she was still dead or we were just too far away. 
 
    The sides of the canyon slowly shrank as our trail meandered through the Broken Plain and I started looking for a place to climb. We finally came upon a spot where the rock face had crumbled, forming a crude ramp with enough handholds to reach the top. I went up first, peering cautiously over the edge before waving the other two up. 
 
    Olivia’s description turned out to be pretty accurate. The Broken Plain were exactly that, a dried-out plain of bedrock that looked like the pieces of some giant’s jigsaw puzzle dumped from the box. The wind was stronger up here, sweeping the ground bare and piling sand up in every exposed angle. 
 
    Other than the extinct river gouged through the surface, the only other feature was the line of low hills off in the distance. I spotted something that might have been Shadowstone, but between the haze on the horizon and the sand blowing in my face, it was hard to be certain. In any event, it was a long ways away, for which I was thankful. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get out of here,” I said. “Which way?” I asked Daraxandriel. She got her bearings and pointed off to the right. I squinted in that direction, trying to pinpoint a distant landmark in my mind, but without a decent set of binoculars, the best I could do was focus on a spot maybe five hundred yards away. “All right, hang on to me,” I warned the others. “Keep an eye out for scorpions.” 
 
    I Teleportaled us to my chosen target and then repeated the process again and again, skipping us across the Broken Plain like a stone on a pond. After a while, I started wondering if I was just returning us to the same spot. Every jump looked exactly like the previous one and the edge of the Broken Plain remained elusive. I used the spell’s next cooldown period to scrape an X on the ground with my toe and I was relieved to see it gone after the next hop. At least we were making progress. 
 
    I lost count of the jumps we made but Daraxandriel touched my arm after the last one and pointed downwind. The terrain was even rougher that way and something stuck up in the distance, like a misshapen construction crane. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “I am uncertain,” she said, “yet it seems out of place here.” 
 
    “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” Olivia asked nervously. 
 
    “Probably bad,” I surmised. “This is Hell, after all.” 
 
    “It lies within the bounds of Metraxion’s domain,” Daraxandriel warned hesitantly, “yet it stands close by the Abyss. I cannot fathom why any would construct such a thing in so precarious a location.” 
 
    “Well, let’s not find out. We have a long way to go.” Daraxandriel nodded but she gnawed on her lower lip as she gazed at the odd object. “What?” 
 
    “It is naught,” she said, shaking her head. “And yet –” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I am minded that we are without weapons or provisions. Yon structure appears abandoned to mine eyes. Mayhap ...” She let her voice trail off hopefully. 
 
    “No,” I said firmly. “This is too important to be taking risks like that. Let’s just get over to the Shattered Lands as fast as possible and get out of here.” 
 
    “Certes, thou hast the right of it, Peter Simon Collins.” She grasped my pants pocket and Olivia did the same on my other side, although she couldn’t help casting another wistful glance at whatever that thing was. 
 
    I just took another deep breath, trying not to cough as the raw air abraded my lungs, and peered through the blowing dust for the next stop on our endless journey. I found a likely-looking spot near an oddly-shaped boulder and pulled up Teleportal for the umpteenth time. Then the boulder moved and sprouted way too many legs and I felt my scalp trying to crawl down the back of my skull. 
 
    “Guys, is that what I think it is?” I gulped. The creature lifted a segmented tail off its back and skittered around for a moment before falling very still. I couldn’t tell where its face was but I was convinced it was looking right at us. Olivia sucked in her breath and ducked behind me while Daraxandriel stepped aside to give herself some fighting room. 
 
    Discretion seemed to be the better part of valor here and I quickly scanned for a safer location, locking onto a spot in the general direction of the mysterious structure. “Hold on!” I ordered and tapped the spell as soon as I felt their hands on me. I searched for the scorpion the instant we arrived but I couldn’t spot it through the swirling dust. With any luck, we’d lost it. I let my breath out in a shaky whoosh. 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia tugged frantically on my shirt and pointed off to the side. Not a hundred yards away, two more scorpion things raised their tails and scurried in our direction. I jabbed at the icon desperately, cursing the cooldown timer, trying to watch them and my new target location at the same time. The creatures closed the distance by half before the world twisted away and left them behind, depositing us at the base of a haphazard pile of rubble. 
 
    “Did we lose them?” I asked anxiously, peering around at anything that an oversized arthropod might hide behind. “Those were – shit!” 
 
    I flipped to my combat spells and stabbed at them blindly. Frost Lance shot out from my outstretched hand and impaled a scorpion not fifty feet away, knocking it back and punching a gaping ice-crusted hole in its abdomen. All twenty of its legs twitched for way too long before it finally succumbed, oozing thick greenish ichor onto the sand. I turned in a complete circle with my finger hovering over Flame Lance, but nothing else moved in our immediate vicinity. 
 
    “We needs must depart, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel warned uneasily. “To remain still is to die.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know.” I eyed the mound of broken rock looming over us. “Let’s get up top. We’ll have a better view up there.” I set my foot on the first stone and began to climb, desperately hoping scorpions didn’t like heights. 
 
    I made it to the summit without incident, bracing myself against the wind as I surveyed the territory. The desert stretched out in front of me in all its gray and dusty glory. I couldn’t see the river we’d followed anymore and the distant hills – and, more importantly, Shadowstone – were lost in the haze. More scorpion-centipede things dotted the landscape, though, and I couldn’t shake the sensation that they were all heading this way. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins.” Daraxandriel pointed behind me and I turned to see a vista that my brain had trouble interpreting. The Broken Plain continued on for some distance, but the blocks of stone seemed to be in motion, jostling each other like ice floes in an arctic sea. The pieces grew smaller the further out I looked and not just because of the distance. They were disintegrating into rubble, dipping down out of sight into a vast emptiness that my eyes couldn’t quite focus on, as if Hell was flat and we were standing on its edge. 
 
    “What is that?” I breathed. 
 
    “The Abyss,” she answered. “The void from which all Creation was formed and to which it will someday return.” 
 
    “I thought the universe began with the Big Bang.” 
 
    She looked at me strangely. “I cannot speak to the noise it made. ‘Twas thousands of years before my spawning.” 
 
    “You mean billions – never mind. Hey, there’s that thing.” Some distance away, not far from where sizable cracks started to appear in the bedrock, an odd cantilevered tower made of pitted metal suspended a cage on a thick chain high above the ground. The whole structure swayed in the wind and the cage clanked against the main support. It appeared to be empty. “What in the world is that for?” 
 
    Daraxandriel just shook her head but Olivia pointed off to the left. “There’s another one.” It stood a few hundred yards away, similar in construction but not identical, as if they’d been built out of spare parts. Its chain had broken at some point and the cage lay on the ground in a twisted heap of metal. 
 
    “And another stands beyond,” Daraxandriel noted. Barely visible in the distance, another tower leaned at a drunken angle. 
 
    “Are these prisons?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Mayhap for those who have displeased Metraxion. To stare into the Abyss with no hope for respite or release would surely drive any creature mad.” 
 
    “Well, let’s get moving before we end up in one of those.” 
 
    Our higher vantage point didn’t make the air any clearer but I found another scorpion-free outcropping that looked large enough to hold all three of us. I Teleportaled us there and continued hopscotching across the landscape, taking care to avoid anything that looked like it might want to eat us. The creatures seemed less numerous this close to the Abyss but I had no desire to get any closer to that disturbing expanse. 
 
    We encountered more of the cage towers, all of them in a state of disrepair and a few of them still containing unrecognizable skeletons scoured clean by the wind. At Daraxandriel’s request, we took a breather near one of them, with Olivia and I keeping nervous watch while she clambered up the framework and leaned out at an alarming angle to pull a loose bar from the side of the cage. She ended up with a rough, slightly twisted rod with a jagged hook on the end. 
 
    “It is a poor substitute for my sword,” she groused, swinging it experimentally as she returned to us, “yet ‘tis better than naught.” 
 
    “Just don’t cut yourself with it,” I warned her. “The nearest tetanus shot is in a completely different plane of existence.” She just looked at me quizzically and I rolled my eyes. “Never mind. Let’s go.” 
 
    I sent us to the top of another hillock of stone and searched for the next stop on our interminable journey. I had no idea how far we’d gone, but the fact that we were still within the Broken Plain with no end in sight was discouraging. Angels and demons didn’t age, as far as I was aware, but at this rate, I was going to be an old man by the time we reached the Shattered Lands. The towers provided a grim reminder of what would happen to us if Metraxion caught us here, though, so we had to continue on. 
 
    “Peter,” Olivia whispered, grabbing my arm. She pointed down the slope at something, but it took me a moment to recognize it. Another scorpion lay there, half-buried in the sand at the base of our tiny hill. 
 
    I carefully moved her out of my way and targeted the scorpion with Lightning Strike, hovering my finger over the icon until I was sure it wasn’t going to move out of the way. It stayed absolutely still, so still, in fact, that I leaned closer to get a better look. 
 
    “I think it’s dead,” I said quietly. 
 
    “Kill it anyway!” Olivia urged me. 
 
    “There is another,” Daraxandriel reported, pointing with her rod. 
 
    In fact, there were two of them, lying on their backs with their legs at all angles. They looked like someone had hit them with a flamethrower. “What killed them?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    “I don’t know and I don’t want to know!” Olivia tugged on my arm insistently. “Let’s go!” 
 
    “See how the ground is marked, there and there,” Daraxandriel said. “Magic has been wrought here.” 
 
    “Metraxion?” I asked worriedly. I couldn’t help but look up at the sky, even though Metraxion didn’t have wings. 
 
    Daraxandriel shook her head. “Nay,” she said. “These are his creations, they would not assail him. Some other has done this, someone who is not welcome here.” 
 
    “Someone who might help us against him?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “Nay,” she said again. “In Hell, the enemy of mine enemy is also mine enemy. We needs must give wide berth to this place.” 
 
    “Great, so now we have a choice between fighting scorpions or fighting someone who can kill scorpions.” There weren’t any convenient outcroppings within range and I didn’t want to lose ground, so I choose an open patch of ground that seemed devoid of any threat. “Get ready,” I warned them and teleported us there. 
 
    We stood back-to-back-to-back as we waited out the cooldown period. There were more scorpion carcasses in the distance, these ones stomped into the ground, and I wondered how long ago that battle had occurred. The wind hasn’t buried the bodies yet, I noted uneasily. 
 
    Our next jump took us to the base of a pile of rubble that might have been part of a building at some point in the distant past. We clambered up the slope to get a better vantage point and discovered a mostly intact-floor of mortared stone, edged on two sides by the waist-high remains of a wall. A dark hole hinted at steps leading down inside the structure 
 
    “What do you suppose this was?” I asked. 
 
    “A watchtower, mayhap,” Daraxandriel mused. She leaned over the wall and studied the ground below. “Be wary, Peter Simon Collins,” she added softly. “Those bodies are fresh.” 
 
    I eased over beside her and cautiously looked down. Pieces of at least half a dozen scorpions lay there at the base of the tower like monstrous sushi, still dripping ichor. “That’s not good,” I said, although I suspected she already knew that. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I searched the horizon for a suitable – and less bug-infested – location but an odd sound somewhere below made my skin crawl, a rasping, tapping, skittering sort of noise that made me think of an entire classroom of kids scraping their fingernails on a blackboard. Daraxandriel realized what it was an instant before I did and she pushed me back just as the first scorpion appeared on the steps. She raised her rod in both hands to defend us and then something swept by us in a rush of air and feathers and fire and the scorpion split in two and burned into gray ash, as did the next and the next and the next. 
 
    Olivia flew like a supersonic fighter around and above and through the tower, slaughtering every single thing that moved with the Flame of Righteousness. In less than a minute, the attacking scorpions were reduced to smoldering ashes. Daraxandriel and I could only watch in shock and awe, trying futilely to track her movements. When the fireworks suddenly stopped, everything was still except for the wind and the rapid beating of my heart. We waited anxiously, but Olivia didn’t reappear.  
 
    “Olivia?” There was no answer. 
 
    “Olivia, where art thou?” Daraxandriel called, looking frantic. 
 
    “I’m here.” Olivia’s voice came from below, small and frightened. 
 
    I hurried to the stairwell. The room below was shrouded in darkness but she was easy to see, surrounded by her golden nimbus. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m okay, but –” She pointed at something I couldn’t see. “There’s somebody here.” 
 
    “Who?” She just shook her head and I exchanged a worried look with Daraxandriel. It couldn’t be Metraxion, since we’d be dead already. It had to be whoever killed those other scorpions.  
 
    I pulled up my combat spells and carefully descended the steps with Daraxandriel right on my heels. Halfway down, I stopped. Olivia’s halo didn’t cast much in the way of useful illumination and the light leaking in from the doorway wasn’t much better, but someone sat propped up against the wall, slumped in a way that strongly suggested he was dead.  
 
    “Hello?” I hazarded, keeping Fireball locked on the figure. He looked human but I doubted that meant much here. He didn’t stir and I descended the rest of the way, approaching him cautiously. 
 
    He was an old man, gaunt and white-haired, bleeding sluggishly from numerous cuts and slashes all over his body. He wore what incongruously looked to be the remnants of a gray three-piece suit, although his tie and one leather shoe were missing. His eyes were closed, sunken into his skull, and his lips were dry and cracked, but his chest rose and fell slowly. He looked awfully familiar but I couldn’t imagine how I could possibly know anyone in Hell. Then it hit me, just as Daraxandriel sucked in her breath. 
 
    “Parathraxas,” she breathed. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I murmured. “It’s Dr. Bellowes.” 
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    There’s a trap in one of the higher-level dungeons in Legends of Lorecraft that randomly swaps the classes of every player in the party. Suddenly, the cleric might have the skills that used to belong to the rogue, while the sorcerer ends up becoming the knight. Since the players’ gear don’t change correspondingly, you’re left trying to defeat the boss with unfamiliar spells and incorrect weapons. The usual outcome is chaos, resulting in a team wipe and a lot of cussing at the person who sprung the trap in the first place. 
 
    The problem isn’t that the players aren’t skilled combatants – they made it all the way to the final boss, after all – it’s that they’re used to a particular way of doing things. By the time they reach this dungeon, they’ve invested hours of game time in their characters and arranged their spells and skills to suit their own preferences and play styles. When that changes without warning, they have no idea what to do. Even if they’ve played that class before, the icons are in different places from they expect and there’s just no time during the heat of battle to figure out which button does what. 
 
    The point is, people become skilled at a task only after endless practice and repetition, to the point where their actions become second nature. This is true whether you’re playing piano, playing tennis, or playing online games. Even something as mundane as writing your signature becomes virtually impossible if you’re suddenly forced to do it with your other hand. When there’s a catastrophic change in your life, there’s no magic formula for regaining your expertise. You just have to start at the bottom and work your way up again. 
 
      
 
    His eyes opened slowly, unfocused and shot through with blood, and they searched the room before settling on Olivia. He didn’t seem surprised to see an angel standing there. In fact, he looked relieved. 
 
    “Ah,” he whispered. His eyelids drooped and his head fell back against the wall. “I feared I would be left here when my time was finally over.” 
 
    The three of us exchanged a puzzled look. “He must think you’re here to take him to Heaven,” I whispered to Olivia. I thought I kept my voice down but Dr. Bellowes’ eyes snapped open again. 
 
    “Who’s there?” he demanded weakly. “Stay back!” He tried to lift his right arm but his face spasmed in sudden pain.  
 
    “It’s Peter, Dr. Bellowes,” I told him carefully, keeping my finger poised over Flame Lance. “Peter Collins.” 
 
    “Who?” He peered at me and the memory slowly dawned. “You’re that boy,” he rasped. “The boy who sent me here!” He tried to sit up but neither his left arm nor his legs seemed to be working. “Have you come to finish the job? Rrgh!” He fell back heavily as fresh blood bloomed under his tattered shirt. 
 
    Daraxandriel stepped around me and rested the tip of her rod over his heart. “It would be no more than thou dost deserve, Parathraxas,” she said coldly. 
 
    “Daraxandriel.” Her name fell like a curse from his lips but he seemed to lose all defiance. “So Heaven and Hell are set against me,” he sighed wearily. “Just make it quick. Death will be a welcome relief.” 
 
    “We’re not here to kill you,” I said hastily. “We didn’t expect to find you here.” Daraxandriel looked back at me like I was speaking gibberish and I took hold of her arm to pull her away, but she resisted. 
 
    “He slaughters my kin, Peter Simon Collins!” she reminded me furiously. “He reneged upon our contract and imprisoned me! He needs must die for his sins!” 
 
    “He can help us,” I argued urgently. “Agent Morgan said he’s the best demon hunter in the world. Maybe he can stop Amy.” 
 
    Her glowing eyes blinked at me in the darkness like a semaphore. “Thou wouldst chose him over me?” she asked in dismay. 
 
    “I choose both of you.” That clearly wasn’t what she wanted to hear. She jerked herself free and stomped away to the other side of the room, glowering at both of us. 
 
    “Peter,” Olivia reminded me softly, “he can’t help us. He’s dying.” 
 
    “Not if I can help it.” Dr. Bellowes watched me warily as I knelt beside him and rested my right hand on his shoulder and pulled up my support spells with my left. “This might feel a little strange,” I warned him as I tapped Restore. 
 
    He drew in a startled breath as the wounds on his body closed, sitting up straighter. He raised both hands, turning them over and back as if he couldn’t believe they were still attached to his body. “How remarkable,” he breathed. He looked up at me with eyes that were suddenly clear and sharp and filled with suspicion. “How did you learn to do this?” he demanded. “You didn’t have any powers at all when –” He stopped and shifted his gaze to Daraxandriel. “Oh, you foolish boy,” he said, shaking his head mournfully. “You sold your soul for these powers.” 
 
    “What?” I exclaimed, aghast. “No! Dara had nothing to do with this. This was all Amy’s doing!” 
 
    “Amy?” 
 
    “Amaryx, the Spawn of Darkness. I mean the Dread Lord’s daughter. It’s kind of complicated,” I admitted ruefully. 
 
    “Amaryx.” It was hard to tell in the dim light but Dr. Bellowes’ face looked even whiter than before. 
 
    “Wait, you know her?” 
 
    “I know of her. Metraxion and I spoke at times during his ... period of servitude. He mentioned the Dread Lord’s creation but he claimed she was safely locked away in ...” His voice trailed off with an expression of disbelief. “In a Philosopher’s Stone.” His eyes strayed back to Daraxandriel. “Your Stone?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    “My Stone,” I told him, pulling it out from under my shirt. “We – I – let her out accidentally and she’s going to kill everyone in Hellburn if we don’t stop her.” 
 
    Dr. Bellowes dropped his face into his hands, the perfect portrait of despair. “Unbelievable,” he said wearily. “It’s been over four hundred years and you’re still wreaking havoc.” 
 
    “It was my mistake, not hers!” I insisted. “She’s trying to help me fix this!” 
 
    “How?” he snapped. “By bringing you into the depths of Hell? How does that help anyone but her?” 
 
    “We’re looking for Garrax Spellbreaker, the demon lord who helped Metraxion trap Amy in the first place. If he comes back with us to Hellburn –” 
 
    “Then you’ll have two demon lords rampaging through town instead of one! You can’t trust demons, no matter what they say or what they look like! I can’t believe you’d be so stupid!” 
 
    “It’s the only way to save everyone!” I shouted back. 
 
    “Then they’re all dead, because you can’t save them that way.”  
 
    We glared at each other, both of us tight-lipped and breathing heavily, but I broke first. 
 
    “I have to do something,” I pleaded. “I can’t let them die because of what I did. Please, you have to help us.” 
 
    Dr. Bellowes let out his breath slowly, shaking his head. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Look, we don’t care about what you did before. This is more important.” 
 
    “I agree, but I can’t help you. I’m dying.” 
 
    “Not anymore. I healed you.” 
 
    He looked up at me with a faint and rueful smile. “You healed my wounds but I’m still dying. I don’t have much time.” 
 
    I looked him over doubtfully. He was still pale and gaunt and covered in blood but he seemed fine to me. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “I’m old.” He closed his eyes, resting his head back against the stone wall. “Four hundred and fifty-two years old, to be precise.” 
 
    “But you used all those demons to extend your life,” I protested. He looked up at me in surprise and I cleared my throat. “Agent Morgan and the Council of Nine found the journals in your house,” I admitted. 
 
    “Ah. So my secret is out.” For a moment, he looked regretful. “I did what I felt was necessary for the greater good, although I don’t suppose any of you believe that.” My silence told him everything. “Then it’s just as well things are coming to an end.” 
 
    “We can worry about all that after we beat Amaryx.” 
 
    “I can’t go back with you.” He held up his hand to stop my protest. “I can’t go back. I already feel my life slipping away.” 
 
    “Isn’t there something we can do?” I asked worriedly. 
 
    “Not without my ring. I assume you have it now?” He frowned at my unadorned hands. 
 
    “We destroyed it. An incubus got hold of it and, well, caused a few problems. He said you told him about it.” 
 
    “An incubus?” Dr. Bellowes’ shoulders sagged. “Yes, that was a moment of weakness on my part. Metraxion put me in one of those cages out there, like an exhibit in a zoo, and he encouraged his underlings to come and taunt me, the great demon hunter William Bellowes brought low at last.” His words were mocking and bitter. “The incubus was the only one who spoke with me and I suppose I was desperate for a sympathetic ear, even if it belonged to a demon. It promised to come free me once it had my ring. I knew that was a lie the moment it said that, but it hardly mattered. The odds of my returning to our world were vanishingly small.” 
 
    “How did you get out of the cage, then?” 
 
    Dr. Bellowes smiled humorlessly. “No matter what else you think I am, I’m still a very skilled warlock. I drew what little power there was from this wasteland, husbanding it carefully until I had enough stored up to break my bars. I escaped but injured my leg in the process. Those creatures,” he gestured to the open doorway, “soon caught my scent. I killed as many as I could and took refuge in here, but there were just too many.” He inclined his head towards Olivia. “I have you to thank, do I not, for the fact I wasn’t eaten alive? I vaguely recall wings and fire.” 
 
    “I don’t really remember what happened,” she confessed awkwardly. “I’m kind of new to this angel business.” 
 
    “An angel, a demon, and a human, working together,” he murmured. “How extraordinary.” He closed his eyes with a weary sigh. 
 
    “Dr. Bellowes?” I asked in alarm. 
 
    His looked up at me somberly. “My time is fast approaching. You’ll soon have your revenge, never fear,” he said to Daraxandriel. She dropped her gaze, looking unhappy and resentful. 
 
    “But how are we going to stop Amy?” I never imagined we’d find Dr. Bellowes alive in Hell but now that we did, having him die on us seemed incredibly unfair. “Did Metraxion tell you how to kill her?” 
 
    “I believe the key factors were guile, surprise, and luck,” he said sardonically. “Amaryx is no ordinary demon. She was crafted by the Dread Lord Himself.” 
 
    “We know,” I sighed despondently. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “You have that Stone,” he pointed out with an irritated edge to his voice. “Use it.” 
 
    “We tried. Nothing works. If we can just get you there, even for a little while –”  
 
    “Don’t waste your breath hoping for miracles,” he told me firmly. “Do what you have to do, no matter what it takes.” He shook his head in resignation. “Such a waste. All those centuries of work, of refining my skills as a warlock and a demon hunter, lost forever because of a careless mistake.” His eyes searched my face appraisingly. “Your powers are demonic, you realize. Their taint is unmistakable.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to deny that but then I realized he was probably right. “Amy gave them to me. I don’t know why,” I admitted. 
 
    “If a demon grants you powers, it’s for her benefit, not yours. Come here, let me take a closer look.” I hesitated and then knelt at his side. He touched his fingertips to my forehead and closed his eyes. Deep creases formed between his brows as something slithered through my head, making me shiver. “How very strange,” he murmured. 
 
    “What is?” I asked nervously. He withdrew his hand but he didn’t answer right away, looking lost in thought. “Dr. Bellowes?” I prompted. 
 
    “They’re definitely demonic in origin,” he affirmed, “but there’s something else, a compulsion buried deep within.” 
 
    “A what?” I gulped. 
 
    “A geas, a magical command waiting to be invoked.” 
 
    “What does it do?” 
 
    “There’s no way to know until it’s released.” 
 
    “But it’s something bad, right?” 
 
    “That’s usually the case,” he noted dryly, “especially when someone like Amaryx is responsible.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” I touched my scalp gingerly, as if I could somehow feel the compulsion through my skull. “We can’t let her take control of me!” 
 
    “I can try to remove it,” he offered, but something about the way he said that gave me pause. 
 
    “But?” I asked nervously. “There’s always a but.” 
 
    “But,” he acknowledged with a nod, “you may find the experience rather ... unpleasant.” 
 
    “Do not heed him, Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel blurted, brandishing her makeshift weapon. “I know his duplicitous nature all too well! He seeks to harm you in retribution for his downfall!” 
 
    “So says the succubus who utters hollow promises in exchange for a man’s soul,” Dr. Bellowes sneered. She sniffed disdainfully in response. “It’s your choice, Peter, but choose wisely and choose quickly. We don’t have much time.” He looked very tired and drawn now. 
 
    I was torn. I didn’t want Amaryx controlling me but Dr. Bellowes tried to feed Susie’s soul to Metraxion to preserve his own life. I didn’t trust him but I didn’t have much of a choice. “Go ahead,” I told him, hoping I wasn’t making a terrible mistake. 
 
    “Nay!” Daraxandriel protested. “Do not fall for his blandishments!” Olivia remained silent but she looked anxious. 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” I assured them. “If I die,” I warned Dr. Bellowes, “she’ll kill you.” I didn’t mention that the Stone would revive me anyway. Reminding him of what he lost four hundred and thirty years ago seemed unnecessarily cruel. 
 
    “I accept my imminent demise,” he said somberly, “but I have no desire to hasten it, especially not at her hands. Sit beside me. I don’t want you falling on me if you lose consciousness.” That sounded ominous but I complied, sitting cross-legged on the dusty flagstone floor. “Now close your eyes and relax.” 
 
    That was easier said than done but I took a deep breath and tried to ease the tension in my shoulders. I flinched when his placed his palm against my forehead, lightly gripping my skull with his fingers. 
 
    “Peter Collins,” Dr. Bellowes whispered gravely, “I charge you with continuing my legacy.” Then his grip tightened and my brain exploded. 
 
      
 
    *     *     *     *     * 
 
      
 
    I awoke to darkness and a blinding headache. Every neuron and synapse in my head screamed for mercy and even thinking about the pain made it hurt even more. It felt like someone had run my cerebral cortex through the chop cycle in a food processor a few too many times. 
 
    I pried my eyes open and found myself in Daraxandriel’s arms as she held me against her chest, swaying back and forth on her knees and making an odd sort of keening sound that made me wince. 
 
    “Dara,” I croaked and she gasped and tried to turn me around to look at my face, dropping me on the stone floor instead. “Ow! Dara!” 
 
    She hauled me up again and peered into my eyes. “Art thou restored to us?” she asked anxiously. “Art thou truly well?” 
 
    “I was, up until the point where you threw me on the floor,” I grumbled, rubbing my sore elbow. “What happened?” 
 
    “Parathraxas took his final revenge upon thee,” she snarled. “Thou wert slain by his touch.” 
 
    “What? Why would he do that?” I needed Daraxandriel’s help to sit up, grimacing at the pounded ache behind my eyeballs. “Where is he? Where did he go?” Daraxandriel looked off to the side and I followed her gaze. 
 
    Dr. Bellowes sat slumped against the wall, his outstretched hand limp on the ground. At least, I thought it was Dr. Bellowes. The man lying there looked more like an unwrapped Egyptian mummy in a business suit than an Oxford professor, his flesh shriveled and taut across his bones. The only thing holding him up was Daraxandriel’s metal rod pinning him to the wall through his heart. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “You killed him?” 
 
    “Nay,” she said sourly, as if she would regret that failure for the rest of her life. “I was too late to exact my revenge upon him. He expired the moment he cast his spell upon thee, giving up his final minutes for spite.” 
 
    “So he lied to me?” That almost hurt more than whatever he did to my head. He had a chance to redeem himself, to help us against Amaryx, but instead he took out his anger on me. “I don’t get it. He hates demons. Why would he do something that helps Amy?” 
 
    “The loss of the soulstone embittered him for centuries,” Daraxandriel declared. “To find it in thy possession drove him mad. Mayhap he even sought to claim it from thee, save his strength gave out on him at the last. We are well rid of him.” 
 
    “Except I still have this compulsion in my head,” I reminded her. “Unless he lied about that too? No, Amy said she had some sort of control over me. Great,” I sighed. “Maybe Mrs. Kendricks or Agent Morgan will know what to do about it when we get back.” 
 
    “Our journey has scarce begun, Peter Simon Collins,” she reminded me glumly, “and we have already nearly fallen to the first adversary we encountered.” 
 
    “Let’s try very hard to avoid meeting any others, then.” I got to my feet gingerly, trying not to move my head too quickly, and helped Daraxandriel up. She silently hugged me for a long moment and then tilted my head to gently touch her lips to my forehead. It was surprisingly soothing. 
 
    “Thou art both brave and foolhardy,” she said with a wistful smile. “Mayhap that is why I love thee.” 
 
    “That’s the sort of combination that gets you killed,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Then thou art truly fortunate I still permit thee to carry my soulstone,” she retorted archly. 
 
    “My soulstone.” 
 
    “An it contents thee to think so. Come, Olivia awaits above.” She pulled me towards the steps leading upwards. 
 
    “What’s she doing up there?” 
 
    “She did not care to remain near Parathraxas’ corpse. She claimed it was,” Daraxandriel paused with a frown, “icky?” 
 
    “I can’t blame her. Let’s go.” Daraxandriel continued up but I looked back at Dr. Bellowes’ body, just a pale shape in the darkness. I couldn’t believe he would just kill me like that, for no good reason except bitter resentment. He was one of the best demon hunters in the world, I thought morosely, even if his methods were suspect. Why wouldn’t he help us? Did he really hate Dara that much? Staring at his body wasn’t going to give me any answers, so I heaved a sigh and continued up the stairs. 
 
    Olivia stood at the edge of the platform above, hugging herself beneath the protective cover of her wings. Her face brightened when she saw me and I thought she was going to run over and hug me. “You’re alive!” she exclaimed needlessly. 
 
    “For the moment,” I agreed wryly. “Any more bugs on the loose?” 
 
    “Ew, no,” she shivered. “But I think we need to get going.” She pointed back the way we came, where a wall of dust blocked the horizon. “It’s getting closer.” 
 
    “Oh great, a sandstorm,” I grumbled. “What else can go wrong? All right, let’s move.” I turned my back to the approaching storm and searched the area for another place to teleport to, settling on an open spot far away from any place a scorpion might be lurking. “Hold tight,” I told them as I lifted my left hand to display my spell bar. Then I blinked in confusion and tried it again. 
 
    “What is amiss, Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel asked uneasily. 
 
    “I can’t access my spells.” I tried different gestures and angles but nothing appeared. Then I tried pointing my right hand at nearby objects but my targeting reticule was gone. “Oh my God,” I breathed in a strangled voice. “He took my magic!” 
 
    “What?” Olivia asked, startled. 
 
    “He took away my magic! God damn it!” I shouted, looking around for something to hit. “Why did I trust him! Why do I keep doing things like this? Damn it, damn it, damn it!” I screamed my frustration at the sky until my voice finally gave out and I slumped onto the floor, burying my face into my hands. “Why did I let him do it?” I moaned. “Why? Why?” 
 
    “Thou art a good and kind-hearted person,” Daraxandriel suggested awkwardly. “Thou dost assume the same of others.” 
 
    “I’m a good and kind-hearted person who just signed our death warrants,” I corrected her dully. “We are so screwed.” 
 
    “Do not despair,” she urged me. “Thou didst defeat Parathraxas afore. Thou hast fought demon lords and enthralled witches and prevailed. This is but a setback, nothing more.” 
 
    I appreciated her attempt to cheer me up but it didn’t work. There was no escaping the fact that we were completely and utterly doomed. Well, I was doomed, anyway. Daraxandriel was spawned in Hell. She could conceivably escape from the Broken Plain and hide from the Dread Lord’s bounty hunters, as long as she covered up her distinctive hair. Olivia had the Flame of Righteousness and an inexplicable skill at slaughtering things with it, at least when something threatened Dara. All I had was my Philosopher’s Stone, which was now basically useless. 
 
    Does it even still work? I wondered gloomily. I guess we’ll find out soon enough. 
 
    “Peter,” Olivia said behind me, “we need to get going.” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear me?” I snapped. “I don’t have any magic!” 
 
    “I heard you,” she retorted, “but those clouds are getting awfully close.” 
 
    I twisted around to see. The storm front was a lot closer now and the roiling dust obscured anything behind it. I thought about just sitting here and letting it strip the flesh from my bones but I decided that would probably hurt a lot and I’d had enough painful deaths for one day. “Downstairs,” I told them, getting to my feet. “We’ll wait it out and decide what to do after.” 
 
    We retreated to the lower floor, avoiding Dr. Bellowes’ emaciated corpse, and huddled under the steps. The roar of the storm grew steadily louder, like a 747 making a strafing run, and dust and sand whipped through the opening overhead and the empty doorway, filling the chamber with a choking, swirling haze. Olivia arched her wings around us, taking care not to touch Daraxandriel as we clung together, sheltering us from the worst of it. 
 
    The tower started to shake and bits of stone rattled down the steps and I was suddenly afraid the whole thing would collapse on top of us. I tried my spells again, futilely, and cursed Dr. Bellowes’ name under my breath. We were all going to die here and there wasn’t a thing we could do about it. 
 
    Then the storm stopped, as if someone had thrown a switch to shut it off. We stood there in the sudden silence, each of us wondering whether that was a good thing or not. Given how my day was going so far, I knew which way I was going to vote. 
 
    “What happened?” Olivia whispered hoarsely. 
 
    “I fear this bodes ill,” Daraxandriel murmured. “Such unnatural happenings oft presage great danger.” 
 
    “I don’t think standing here is going to make it any better,” I sighed resignedly. “Let’s get it over with.” Being doomed was surprisingly liberating, I realized. I didn’t have to worry about screwing up again, because it was already too late for that. 
 
    Olivia reluctantly tucked her wings away and we moved towards the door, trying not to cough on the lingering dust. Daraxandriel took a moment to yank the rod out of Dr. Bellowes’ chest, letting his mortal remains slump to the ground before following me out. 
 
    Outside, the air was eerily still and clear but a wall of dust curved around us, centered on the ruins and reaching all the way up to the low-hanging clouds overhead. I peered around the side of the tower and discovered that we were completely surrounded. 
 
    “Do dust storms have eyes?” I asked uneasily. The fact that it stopped right on top of us told me two things: somebody was controlling it and they knew we were here. 
 
    “We are in great peril,” Daraxandriel asserted, scanning the area intently. 
 
    “You think?” I muttered to myself. “Olivia, can you fly up and see if there’s a way out of here?” Her expression betrayed her lack of enthusiasm for her assignment but she grudgingly spread her wings. Then she gasped and snatched the Flame of Righteousness out of thin air, spattering bits of fire everywhere. 
 
    I spun around but I couldn’t see what the threat was. Then I realized that the storm did indeed have an eye. In fact, it had thousands of them scattered across the dust wall, watching us implacably. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I breathed. “It’s Metraxion.” 
 
    Daraxandriel placed herself in front of me, her makeshift weapon gripped tightly in her trembling hands. Olivia stood beside her wielding the Flame. I couldn’t see her eyes from where I stood but I was willing to bet they were glowing with a golden light. 
 
    Metraxion’s eyes surveyed us for a moment longer and then they rushed together to a point directly in front of us, where a section of the wall bulged out and formed itself into a humanoid figure. It walked towards us, solidifying with each step, until Metraxion stood there, just like he did that night on the Brazos River bridge. His outfit was different now, a robe of black silk embroidered with ornate patterns of scarlet thread, but he still had an extra pair of eyes where his eyebrows should have been. They studied us independently, making me shiver, until they both focused on Olivia. 
 
    “Thou art the first of thine ilk to enter the Broken Plain,” he said, his deep voice seeming to come from all around us, “or indeed to venture this far into Hell. Has our Dread Lord’s Adversary thrown down the gauntlet at last?” 
 
    “I’m just helping my friends with their quest,” Olivia replied evenly, her confident poise a far cry from her uncertain hesitation just a few minutes ago. “It isn’t time for Heaven and Hell to meet on the battlefield.” 
 
    All four of Metraxion’s eyes shifted to Daraxandriel and then to me. “I warned thee when last we met that we would thenceforth be mortal enemies, Peter Simon Collins. What compels thee to invade my domain?” 
 
    “We didn’t mean to come here,” I told him, a little shakier than I’d hoped. “We were looking for someone to help us defeat Amy. Amaryx,” I corrected myself. 
 
    All four of Metraxion’s eyes widened and then narrowed. “What has transpired that thou shouldst require such assistance?” 
 
    “She broke free of whatever you did to her.” I wasn’t about to admit to him that it was my fault. “She’s killing everyone in Hellburn.” 
 
    “That is unwelcome news,” Metraxion said, half to himself. “What say you, Nyx?” 
 
    Behind him, the dust clouds parted and Nyx strode forward, as poised and stoic as a supermodel on a fashion runway. All she wore was a flowing skirt wrapped low around her hips, as white as the long straight hair cascading down her back. Her glacier-blue eyes swept over us, barely registering our existence, before she turned to Metraxion with her perfect lips pursed into a moue of disapproval. 
 
    “Amaryx should have been smothered ere she took her first breath,” she declared icily. “Her very existence is an affront.” 
 
    “So thou hast often proclaimed,” Metraxion replied wryly. “Yet what of her liberation?” 
 
    “What of it? Let her slaughter insects, an it keeps her occupied and away.” 
 
    “Our Dread Lord may take notice. Certes the Adversary already has.” He inclined his head towards Olivia, drawing Nyx’s gaze in that direction. 
 
    “She is no true minion of Heaven. Her power derives from that weapon.” Something about the way Nyx said that made Olivia shift the Flame to point at Nyx’s heart, assuming she had one. 
 
    “Indeed?” he said thoughtfully. “Mayhap our cause is not yet lost, then. I did not anticipate Amaryx rising so soon, yet we may still salvage victory from this.” 
 
    The faintest crease appeared between Nyx’s brows. “Thou didst foresee this would come to pass?” 
 
    Metraxion’s smile didn’t touch any of his eyes. “I have planned for this moment since her spawning.” 
 
    “You told Amy to kill everyone?” I gasped in dismay. 
 
    “Amaryx is not beholden to me and heeds orders from none, not even the Dread Lord,” Metraxion replied irritably. “Yet her nature is as predictable as it is cruel. Once released from the bonds restraining her power, I knew she would seek to strike out and exact revenge. Yet it is too soon,” he told Nyx. “The allies I so carefully groomed dispersed in my long absence and we do not yet have the numbers to overwhelm those still loyal to the Dread Lord.” 
 
    “Thou didst claim her imprisonment was at my Dread Lord’s behest,” Nyx accused him coldly.  
 
    “She was a thorn in His side,” he retorted dismissively, “a constant reminder of His failure to create the divine spark. He wished her cast into the Abyss, yet I saw in her the seeds of His downfall. It would have come to pass long ago,” he added bitterly, “save for a careless word enscribed upon a contract.” 
 
    “Dr. Bellowes,” I murmured to myself, but Metraxion had the ears of a cat. 
 
    “The very same,” he acknowledged. “I perceive he lies within,” he nodded to the tower behind us. “I regret he did not survive long enough to observe my triumph, yet I do not mourn his passing, just as I shall not mourn thine. Slay them,” he ordered Nyx, “and join me in Shadowstone. We needs must consider how to turn these events to our advantage.” 
 
    Nyx’s gaze returned to us, so emotionless and distant we might as well have been cardboard cutouts for all she cared. She reached out and the Dread Lord’s Crooked Staff appeared in her hand, an unwieldy monstrosity seemingly welded together out of metal shop scraps and topped with an ugly black stone that began to glow with a greenish-blue light. 
 
    Both Daraxandriel and Olivia shifted to defensive postures, even though they had absolutely zero hope of defeating Nyx. Even Melissa in full suicidal Melisandre mode hadn’t been able to touch her. I raised my hands, forgetting that my spells were gone, and a pentagram flashed into existence under my feet. It was unlike any I’d seen before, a disk criss-crossed with steel gray lines and filled with glittering points of light. It was like I was standing on a window into outer space and I had absolutely no idea where it came from. 
 
    Daraxandriel and Olivia noticed it then and hastily danced aside, the threat from Nyx momentarily forgotten. “Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel gasped. “Hast thy magic returned to thee?” 
 
    “This isn’t my magic,” I protested, but something whispered in the back of my mind, telling me that it was, just not the same sort of magic I had before. Suddenly I knew – I knew – ten different ways to summon a demon, a hundred ways to trap it, and a thousand ways to destroy it. “Oh my God,” I breathed. “Dr. Bellowes gave me his magic.” 
 
    “Nyx!” Metraxion snapped.  
 
    I gestured instinctively and the lines of my pentagram swelled up and out, surrounding the three of us in a protective dome. The Philosopher’s Stone on my chest pulsed brightly in time with my rapid heartbeat as I directed its power into my shield. There was no way to know whether it would withstand the Crooked Staff but we were about to find out. Nyx pointed the crystal at my heart and its light grew steadily brighter until I couldn’t look directly at it anymore.  
 
    I braced myself for yet another painful death as the crystal flashed brighter than a supernova but the beam it sent out missed us completely. Instead, it shot out at an angle and struck Metraxion full on. Before he could even react, he vanished, leaving only the fleeting afterimage of his silhouette and the echo of a scream that took a very long time to fade away. 
 
    Nyx set the butt of the Crooked Staff back on the ground as the desert wind picked up and swept the dust clouds away, leaving us standing there frozen in shock at this unexpected turn of events. We looked at each other in puzzlement and then turned to Nyx, who watched us impassively. 
 
    Hesitantly, I banished my shield and my pentagram, half-expecting her to attack us now, but she just stood there. I cleared my throat nervously. 
 
    “Um, what just happened?” I asked carefully. “Why did you save us?” 
 
    Her lips curled into a sneer. “Thy well-being is of no concern to me. Metraxion sought to usurp my Dread Lord’s throne. For that, his life was forfeit.” 
 
    “Weren’t you on his side? I thought you helped him put Amy in my Stone.” 
 
    “I did not know of his true intent. He claimed Amaryx would remain within the soulstone until my Dread Lord had need of her again, yet He never spoke of her and I was content to leave her there. When the soulstone vanished from my Dread Lord’s trove,” Daraxandriel stirred but wisely stayed silent, “Metraxion was fraught and I began to suspect his motives. After he was taken by Parathraxas,” now her voice was scornful, “whatever schemes he had were moot. When he returned and learned of the whereabouts of the soulstone, he entreated me to aid him again. I agreed, that I might discover his true ambitions.” She perused the scorched mark on the ground where Metraxion had stood. “My investigation is concluded.” 
 
    “So you were a double agent.” That term clearly meant nothing to her and I shivered under her cold regard. “What about Amy?” 
 
    “What of her?” 
 
    “She’s still killing people!” 
 
    “Of what concern is that to me? Slay her if thou canst,” she ordered frostily, “or die in the trying. It matters not.” She lifted the Crooked Staff, clearly ready to be gone. 
 
    “Wait!” I implored her. “We need your help! She’s trying to get herself a soul so the Dread Lord will come get her!” 
 
    Nyx paused, a frown creasing her perfect features. “Such is not possible.” 
 
    “She thinks it is. If we don’t stop her, she’ll keep trying until she triggers the Apocalypse. We’ve already had one angel show up. A real one,” I added hurriedly as her icy eyes shifted to Olivia. “There’s bound to be more if this keeps up. The Dread Lord is going to get pulled into this and He’s not ready to face the Adversary, is He?” 
 
    Nyx was silent for a long time and there was no way to know what she was thinking. Finally, though, her lips tightened ever so slightly. “What wouldst thou have me do, mortal?” 
 
    I tried not to let her see me let out my breath in relief. “We need to find Garrax Spellbreaker. He helped you capture Amy, right? If he can do it again –” I stopped in alarm when Nyx raised the Crooked Staff again. 
 
    “Seek him out, then,” she said flatly, “and suade him if thou canst. Will he or not, I am done with thee. Pray that our paths do not cross again.” 
 
    She brought the Staff down and the ground rippled with a hollow boom, throwing us off-balance and reducing the tower behind us into rubble. When the dust cleared and the world stopped shaking, we were no longer in the Broken Plain. 
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    There are about 1500 active volcanoes around the world, bearing in mind that active doesn’t necessarily mean erupting. Only about 50 of those are actually spewing something out right now, whether that’s lava or ash or pyroclastic gases. Not surprisingly, the volcanoes whose names people remember are the ones that killed the most people, like Vesuvius and Krakatoa. Nobody talks about the Eyjafjallajökull eruption anymore because nobody died. That, and the fact that no one can pronounce it. 
 
    Lava eruptions are incredibly spectacular and unbelievably dangerous. Rock melts between 1200 and 2000 degrees Fahrenheit, which means that lava will cook your ramen noodles in about a millisecond, along with the pot, your body, and everything else around you, so don’t even think about it. Fortunately, lava tends to be slow-moving, so you can usually escape without any problem as long as you don’t stop for pictures along the way. 
 
    The solid form of water is called ice, but the solid form of lava is called lava, which is confusing. Conversely, depending on its specific chemical composition, the amount of gases dissolved in it, and how quickly it cools, liquid lava may become pumice or obsidian or pitchstone or basalt or a host of other minerals. Ice, however, is just ice. There’s something to be said for keeping things simple. 
 
      
 
    We clung to the rock wall as the wind whipped around us, threatening to sweep us off the narrow ledge into the molten river far below. The air was hotter than the interior of a blast furnace, filled with soot and burning ash, and I could barely take a breath without choking. The smell of brimstone made my eyes water. 
 
    “Where are we?” I shouted. 
 
    “– tered – ands –” The wind shredded Daraxandriel’s words before they reached me. A particularly powerful gust caught Olivia’s wings and nearly lifted her into the air like a kite in a tornado before I grabbed her hand to hold her in place. 
 
    “We have to get out of here!” The ledge sloped down in Olivia’s direction and I urged her to turn around but Daraxandriel grabbed my shirt. She used her rod to point urgently the other way.  
 
    “– rax – bides in – caver – safe –”  
 
    “Up?” I asked incredulously. “Are you kidding me?” She pointed again insistently and I had to assume she knew what she was doing. “This way,” I told Olivia. “Hold on to me.” She nodded jerkily, gripping my hand tight enough to guarantee we’d both go over the edge if the wind managed to catch her wings again. 
 
    Satisfied that her message got through, Daraxandriel released me and started along the ledge, using her rod like a climber’s pole to keep her footing. I had to pull myself along with my free hand, towing Olivia along behind me. The sharp-edged stone of the mountainside was uncomfortably warm. 
 
    What little I could see of the vista through my watering eyes was a scene straight out of, well, Hell. Countless volcanoes spewed smoke and lava and the ground shook with tremors. Other than the three of us, there wasn’t a single living thing in sight, a fact which didn’t reassure me all that much. I concentrated on setting one foot in front of the other, convinced that Nyx had sent us to our deaths. 
 
    Except she could have wiped us out with her staff. She obliterated Metraxion without blinking an eye, why would she toss us over here to kill us? I squinted up at the rock face looming above us but a ragged overhang blocked my view. This path has to lead somewhere, I told myself. Maybe she was helping us after all. Although she could have set us down closer, I fumed silently. 
 
    “Are these the Shattered Lands?” I called to Daraxandriel, but she didn’t hear me. She was already well ahead of us and I tried to persuade my legs to catch up. The ledge was uneven and strewn with bits of pumice that crumbled and slipped under my boots, making every step treacherous. 
 
    Up ahead, Daraxandriel stopped and looked back at us. She was pointing with her rod again and her lips were moving but I couldn’t make out a word she said. She finally gave up and made a hurry-up gesture before disappearing behind an outcropping. I heaved a sigh, which triggered an extended bout of coughing. I finally had to grip my Philosopher’s Stone to recover while Olivia watched me with understandable alarm. 
 
    When I could finally breathe again, I forged on with Olivia just a step behind me. She bumped into me when I skirted the outcropping and encountered a wall of superheated air worse than a hundred Texas summers. It instantly sucked every drop of moisture out of my skin and threatened to set my shirt on fire. I tried to back up but Olivia was in my way.  
 
    Not far ahead, a sluggish river of glowing lava oozed out of a crevice in the mountainside and slid down into the valley below like incandescent jelly. It completely covered the ledge, blocking our path. There was no way to go through it, over it, or around it, and yet Daraxandriel was nowhere in sight. 
 
    My heart stuck in my throat as I searched frantically for any sign of where she might have gone. I scanned the rock face above the ledge, thinking maybe she was trying to climb over the obstacle or reach another path, but the sheer cliff towering over us was bare.  
 
    Did she try to jump over the lava? I wondered anxiously. The stream wasn’t all that wide, maybe twelve feet across, but any misstep would be instantly fatal. I leaned over the edge, afraid that she’d slipped and fallen from the path, but there was no way anyone could have survived that either. 
 
    “– ter – imo – lins!” I looked around at the thin thread of Daraxandriel’s voice, nearly losing my own balance, and saw her leaning out of a narrow crack in the rock that I’d mistaken for a shadow, waving to get our attention. I swallowed thankfully to get my heart back into its proper place and continued on as quickly as I dared. 
 
    Every step closer to the lava flow cranked the heat up another notch and I was convinced Olivia and I were going to ignite before we made it to safety, but I ducked into the crack with a sigh of relief. Behind me, Olivia yelped in pain and pulled her hand out of my grip. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, alarmed. 
 
    “My stupid wings won’t fit in this stupid hole!” she complained. She tried a couple more times to maneuver herself inside and finally had to bend over double to get through the opening. 
 
    “The way will open up shortly,” Daraxandriel promised her. She turned and led us along a low tunnel that looked like it had been hacked out of the bare rock by very short miners. After I clonked my own head a couple of times, I adopted Olivia’s posture as well. Despite her horns, Daraxandriel seemed to have no trouble whatsoever. 
 
    “Is there where Garrax lives?” I asked her. 
 
    “Aye,” she said over her shoulder. “Leastwise, so it was when last I came here. Be cautious,” she warned. “Much may have changed since then.” 
 
    It was hard to judge how long the tunnel was as it meandered around for no discernible reason, especially since it was almost completely dark except for a faint, ruddy glow from somewhere up ahead. The passage slowly grew larger, until I could finally walk upright without risking a concussion, although Olivia had to keep her shoulders hunched. 
 
    The air was marginally cooler in here, although the sulphurous odor was still strong, singeing my nostrils. The dim glow grew brighter, outlining Daraxandriel’s silhouette, and I wondered if Garrax knew we were here. He was supposedly in exile from the Courts of Hell and I doubted he got many friendly visitors. He helped Dara before, I reminded myself, and he helped Metraxion and Nyx. Maybe he’ll give us a chance to talk first before he decides to kill us. 
 
     That gloomy thought accompanied me all the way to the end of the tunnel, which suddenly opened up into the largest cavern I’d ever seen. Not that I’d seen many, granted, but it had to have been at least a hundred feet high to its domed roof and at least four times that across, a giant bubble of space deep within the heart of the mountain. The striated walls were illuminated by the reddish light cast by a pool on the far edge where lava welled up and flowed away to our left, no doubt the source of the molten stream outside.  
 
    The floor looked like obsidian, gleaming like black glass and almost smooth enough to roller skate on. I held my breath when Daraxandriel started across it, half-afraid she would break through the surface and plunge into a cauldron of steaming magma, but it remained solid under her feet. She headed towards a cluster of odd shapes along the near wall that resolved into a bed, a table, shelves, and other furnishings, carved out of solid blocks of black rock. They were far too large for any of us to use comfortably, which made me wonder just how big Garrax Spellbreaker was, which then made me wonder where he was. We were the only living things in the cavern. 
 
    “Is this where Garrax lives?” I asked Daraxandriel nervously. 
 
    “Aye,” she said pensively. “It is little changed from when I last saw him.” 
 
    “Do you think he’s still alive?”  
 
    “Lady Nyx sent us here,” she pointed out. “She would not have troubled herself to do so were Garrax deceased.” 
 
    “She might not have known,” I retorted sourly. “Maybe she just sent us here to get rid of us.” 
 
    “Mayhap,” she acknowledged worriedly, “yet he has been here recently.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” She pointed to a bowl resting on the table, made from the same material. It held some sort of spiky fruit that, while unappetizing, did look relatively fresh. “Well, maybe he went for a walk or something.” 
 
    “Nay,” she said, shaking her head, “he cannot leave this place.” 
 
    “Does he seriously think someone would be hunting him out there?” I asked dubiously. 
 
    “Nay, that is not the reason. He – oh!” She turned suddenly. “He comes.” 
 
    “Where?” The cavern was clearly empty and there weren’t any other passages that I could see. Then the lava pool started to bubble and bulge up and a shapeless head broke through the surface, followed by a pair of arms dripping with magma. 
 
    My new pentagram appeared around my feet without me thinking about it as the creature hauled himself out of the pool and stood. It was at least eight feet tall, coated with cooling lava that cracked and crumbled as the thing brushed at itself with hands the size of dinner plates, shedding fragments of steaming rock. Underneath, its skin was as black as soot, marked with countless scars. 
 
    It moved ponderously towards us and one of Dr. Bellowes’ killing spells leapt into my head. I raised my hands to make the proper gestures but my pentagram flickered and faded and vanished. I hastily cast the spell but absolutely nothing happened. It was as if my magic had been stripped away again. Belatedly, I realized why. “Garrax?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    Garrax Spellbreaker swept a hand over his face, dislodging the last of his rocky coating and revealing features that looked like they had been chipped from the same stone as his furniture. His eyes were orbs of polished onyx which looked us over, lingering on Olivia the longest. She gaped back at him in turn, her eyes and mouth open in astonishment. 
 
    “Well met, my lord Garrax,” Daraxandriel told him, striding towards him before I could stop her. 
 
    Garrax looked down at her and I wondered if he could speak at all. Then a crack appeared in his face and twisted in a crude approximation of a smile. 
 
    “Well met, Daraxandriel,” he said gravely. His voice rumbled like a slow avalanche. “The passage of days means little here, yet it seems an age has come and gone since thou last graced my threshold.” 
 
    “My quest has taken me in unanticipated directions, my lord,” she said ruefully, “and I find myself in need of thine aid once more.” 
 
    “Indeed?” It was hard to read the demon lord’s expression but I caught the sense of eager anticipation from him. “Come, then, regale me with your tale.” 
 
    Garrax moved ponderously towards the stone chair beside the table, accompanied by a dull rumbling/rattling/scraping sound. I looked for the source and was surprised to see that what I thought was just fragments of rock was in fact a massive chain, fastened about Garrax’s ankle and leading into the lava pool. Daraxandriel saw it as well but she didn’t seem surprised. Instead, she just looked sad. 
 
    Garrax seated himself with all the grace of a rock fall and gestured for us to come closer. There were no other chairs, so Daraxandriel perched herself on the edge of the table while Olivia and I hung back, well out of reach. 
 
    “Forgive our unheralded intrusion,” Daraxandriel began. “We would not have come had circumstances not been so dire.” 
 
    “Thy presence here is no burden, Daraxandriel,” Garrax assured her. “Thou art the fourth most comely creature e’er to seek me out.” 
 
    Daraxandriel stiffened. “I am but the fourth?” She sounded indignant. “Who was the first?” 
 
    “The Lady Nyx.” 
 
    “Oh.” She slumped in surrender. No one could compete with the Dread Lord’s handmaiden. “And the second?” 
 
    “That divine messenger cowering behind thee.” 
 
    Olivia’s wings fluttered in alarm when the rest of us turned to look at her. “I’m not – I, uh – thanks, I guess?” she stammered. As it turned out, angels could blush. 
 
    “Mayhap,” Daraxandriel grumbled. “Then who was third in thy regard?” 
 
    “Thy clutch-mate, Lilixandriel.” 
 
    “Lilixandriel?” Daraxandriel jumped to her feet in sputtering indignation. “Thou dost prefer that – that – that doghearted sow-faced puttock to me?” 
 
    Garrax chuckled, a deep and gravelly sound. “The twain of thee are as alike as images within a mirror,” he pointed out, “yet even thou needs must admit her hair has a more pleasing hue than thine.” 
 
    Daraxandriel touched her crayon red hair with an unhappy pout. “I am hideous.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I jumped in. “When was Lilith here? What did she want?” 
 
    “She sought a champion,” Garrax said, “to defeat an enchanter and claim his soulstone, that she might seize the throne of Hell.” 
 
    “But you told her no?” I asked doubtfully. “Why?” 
 
    “My ambitions are not so lofty, yet even were I so foolish as to be tempted by her words, I could not leave this place.” He didn’t indicate his chain but his meaning was clear. “She mocked my impotence and departed.” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds like her,” I muttered. 
 
    “I presume thou art the one of whom she spoke,” Garrax noted, nodding to the Stone lying against my chest. “Didst thou slay her?” 
 
    “No, Metraxion did.” 
 
    That gave Garrax pause. His black eyes studied me for the longest time. “Metraxion aided thee? Whyfor?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I sighed. 
 
    “I have naught but time.” He sat back in his chair and waited expectantly. Daraxandriel reseated herself obediently and took in a deep breath as she collected her thoughts. 
 
    “It began,” she said, “not long after I left thee last.” 
 
    “We don’t really have time for a history lesson,” I told her but both demons ignored me. 
 
    Daraxandriel repeated the incredible tale of her theft of the Philosopher’s Stone from the Dread Lord’s trove and then described how Parathraxas betrayed her and imprisoned her within an enchanted geode, her voice trembling with anger and remembered fear. A smile lit her face, though, when she retold how I accidentally released her four hundred and thirty years later, only to encounter Parathraxas again as Dr. Bellowes after I joined forces with the Hellburn coven in a misguided effort to rid ourselves of a certain unwanted succubus. 
 
    Our defeat of Dr. Bellowes, Lilixandriel’s arrival in Hellburn with a demon hunter on her tail, Olivia’s manifestations as a ghost, the onslaught of demon lords trying to take my Stone, Amy’s manipulation of me and Melissa, our first encounter with Metraxion and Nyx, the depredations of the incubus, all leading to Amaryx’s rise, sounded like a synopsis of some fantasy book series featuring a spectacularly clueless hero. I could only hope that our story would end on a more positive note. 
 
    Garrax sat impassively throughout the retelling, so still that he could have been part of his own chair. Daraxandriel continued on relentlessly, explaining the trials and tribulations that led us to Olivia’s mysterious transformation into angelhood and our final act of desperation, opening the portal into Hell in the hopes of finding Garrax, only to arrive in Metraxion’s back yard instead. Our flight across the Broken Plain, our final encounter with Dr. Bellowes, and our discovery that Metraxion intended to use Amaryx to take the throne from the Dread Lord didn’t move Garrax at all, but when Daraxandriel told of Metraxion’s sudden and unexpected demise at Nyx’s hands, he sat forward. 
 
    “Metraxion is dead?” he asked urgently, as if, after all the fantastic events he just listened to, this was the only one that mattered. 
 
    “Aye, my lord,” Daraxandriel affirmed. “For all she aided Metraxion in the past, it seems Lady Nyx remains faithful to our Dread Lord.” 
 
    Garrax didn’t seem to hear her. “Metraxion is dead,” he murmured. “Long have I waited to hear those words.” He stood and walked off a short distance, dragging his chain behind him. He stood there staring at nothing for a long while, until Daraxandriel cleared her throat nervously. 
 
    “My lord Garrax?” she asked carefully. “Whyfor art thou distressed?” 
 
    “I am not distressed,” he assured her, shaking his head. “I am overwhelmed. I have despised Metraxion for eons, cursing his name each day and every night. When he vanished, I rejoiced. When he returned unharmed, I despaired. And now thou dost claim he is finally gone forevermore?” Garrax turned on her abruptly. “Tell me thou dost not speak falsehoods to me,” he demanded. “Swear that thy words are true!” 
 
    “I so swear,” she told him solemnly. “I and my companions witnessed his end. He is no more.” Olivia and I nodded our concurrence. 
 
    “Then I am free,” he said softly, even though he was still manacled inside a volcano. “I am indebted to thee, Daraxandriel, for being the bearer of such welcome tidings. Whatever thou might ask of me, I shall grant it, if it lies within my power.” 
 
    “What we ask is perilous,” she warned him, “yet we can find no other recourse. Amaryx threatens all and we are powerless to stop her. Not even two soulstones in concert could touch her.” 
 
     Garrax went very still, closing his eyes as if he already regretted his promise to her. “What wouldst thou have me do?” he asked quietly. 
 
    Daraxandriel looked at me questioningly and I reluctantly stepped forward. “You were the one who helped Metraxion and Nyx lock Amy away in my Stone, weren’t you?” He inclined his head in a single nod. “We need you to do it again.” 
 
    “Would that I could,” he sighed heavily, “yet she is beyond my reach.” He moved his leg enough to make his chain clink. 
 
    “Can’t you break that somehow?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Dost thou believe I have not tried?” Garrax retorted angrily. “I have cut at it with weapons, hammered on it with tools, heated it within the fires of the earth until my very flesh burned, but nothing serves to sever these links. I am doomed to remain in this place for all eternity. I am sorry,” he said to Daraxandriel, shaking his head sadly. “Thy tribulations are rightly laid at my feet and I would that I could set things aright, but I cannot.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said carefully. “Are you saying it’s your fault Amy’s running amok?” 
 
    “I set Daraxandriel upon the path that led her to thy soulstone,” he confessed, “knowing full well this might come to pass. Nay,” he corrected himself, shaking his head, “hoping this would come to pass.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, aghast. 
 
    Garrax hesitated. “What dost thou know of Amaryx’s origins?” 
 
    “Metraxion said the Dread Lord was trying to create demons with souls. Amy was one of the failures.” 
 
    “They have all been failures but Amaryx was the first to survive, and so the Dread Lord studied her to discover why the divine spark went lacking within her. It transpired that she inherited some of His power, and power untempered by a soul can lead to unchecked ambitions. So it was with Metraxion and so it was with Amaryx.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” I muttered. 
 
    “Amaryx disrupted the Courts to such an extent that I felt compelled to speak against my Dread Lord’s plans, fearful that the Adversary in Heaven would discover His intent and exact retribution against us all for His hubris. For my boldness, the Dread Lord cast His curse upon me and I fled the Courts, seeking shelter here,” his gesture indicated the cavern around us, “where I hoped I might be forgotten, if not forgiven.” 
 
    “The Dread Lord didn’t imprison you here?” I asked, eyeing the manacle on his leg. 
 
    “Nay, this occurred much later,” Garrax said bitterly, “when I discovered Metraxion’s duplicity.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “In time, even the Dread Lord’s patience grew thin and at last He ordered Metraxion to slay Amaryx. Metraxion, however, saw in her the means to usurp the Dread Lord’s throne and instead sought the aid of Lady Nyx to bind Amaryx within a soulstone, to be held in abeyance until the time was ripe for her to be unleashed once more. Believing this to be the Dread Lord’s will, Lady Nyx agreed, as did I when they sought me out.” 
 
    “They needed you to block Amy’s time powers.” 
 
    Garrax looked momentarily nonplussed that I knew about that. “Amaryx was spawned at the very edge of the Abyss, which touches all of eternity. Her perceptions span all the possible courses of her lifetime, which make her ... difficult ... to surprise.” 
 
    “Yeah, we noticed that,” I said wryly. 
 
    “We were successful, though it was a close thing, and we trapped her within the soulstone. Afterwards, Lady Nyx placed it within our Dread Lord’s trove for safe-keeping whilst Metraxion accompanied me here.” 
 
    “He’s the one who chained you up,” I guessed. 
 
    “Aye.” There was so much rage and bitterness in that one word that we all backed away from him. “We spoke at length of the Dread Lord and the risks of His ambitions. Though we agreed that His course was perilous, we did not agree on the means to dissuade Him. Metraxion revealed his intent to wrest the throne from Him and urged me to join with him. I accused him of treason and sedition and threatened to expose what I had learned. He laid me low with naught but a word and a gesture and when I awoke, I was his prisoner.” 
 
    “How could he beat you?” I asked, puzzled. “Couldn’t you just break his spell?” 
 
    “My power to dull magic is not infinite. I can smother thy spells, young warlock, but Metraxion is – was – a formidable opponent. I discovered that to my peril,” he added ruefully. 
 
    “If he’s that powerful, how did Nyx manage to kill him, then?” 
 
    “She bore the Crooked Staff, did she not?” I nodded. “The Staff channels the Dread Lord’s own power. None may withstand it.” 
 
    Melissa did, I mused silently, at least for a while. Maybe Nyx wasn’t trying hard then. “Why doesn’t she use it against Him and claim the throne herself?” 
 
    “She has no such ambition,” he explained. “Lady Nyx is content to serve at His side, for which I am grateful. She would be a cold and ruthless Queen.” 
 
    “So all that explains how Amy ended up in my Stone,” I said, trying to get his story back on track, “but what did you mean about hoping she’d escape?” 
 
    “Few knew of my whereabouts after I fled the Courts and fewer still crossed yon threshold after Metraxion took me captive. Of those handful, none dared cross the Bane of the Broken Plain when I begged them to bring word to the Dread Lord of his betrayal, for his eyes were everywhere. Even when he vanished for a time, none would speak against him and my word as an exile carried no weight. I could only wait in despair for the moment when Metraxion returned to finally claim the throne. And then,” a hint of a smile quirked his mouth, “Daraxandriel stumbled into my prison, seeking a soulstone to bribe a human warlock.” 
 
    “Parathraxas would not grant me his soul elsewise,” she sniffed. 
 
    “Didst thou ever wonder why I chose to aid thee?” he asked her. 
 
    She studied the glassy floor at her feet. “Given the perils I faced to acquire the Stone,” she mumbled, “I believed thou sought to be rid of me.” 
 
    Garrax chuckled warmly. “To the contrary, I wished for thy success above all else, for by claiming that soulstone, thou wouldst prevent Metraxion from using it.” 
 
    “Weren’t you worried about her accidentally releasing Amy?” I asked doubtfully. “I mean, this is Dara we’re talking about.” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel protested. 
 
    The demon lord’s smile faded. “Nay, do not direct thine ire at thy companion,” he told her, “for I felt likewise. I did not inform thee of what the soulstone contained, in the hopes that Amaryx would indeed be set free, knowing full well she would seek vengeance against her captors and thus reveal Metraxion’s perfidy unto our Dread Lord.” He shook his head dolefully. “I did not imagine thou wouldst return to the world above ere it happened. I regret my duplicity for the suffering it has caused.” 
 
    “Amy thinks if she causes enough trouble on Earth, the Dread Lord will notice and come rescue her,” I said grimly. “But you said He wanted her killed. He doesn’t know she’s still alive.” 
 
    “The Dread Lord may well take notice,” Garrax predicted, “but the Adversary will know if He treads upon the Earth before the prophesied time. He will not go, for He is not ready for that final battle.” 
 
    “So she’ll just keep on killing people, trying to find a soul she can use and hoping the next death will be the one that gets His attention. We can’t let that happen. You’re the one who got us into this mess,” I told him sternly, “you have to help us get out of it.” 
 
    “I would set this right if I could,” Garrax sighed heavily, “yet Metraxion’s death did not free me from my fetters.” 
 
    “We can get hold of Nyx somehow,” I suggested. “She can use the Staff on your chain.” 
 
    Garrax shook his head. “She does not care what happens in the mortal world. She will not aid us.” 
 
    “She sent us here,” I pointed out. “She could have just killed us.” 
 
    “She did not wish the Dread Lord be involved,” Daraxandriel reminded me, “for the same reasons Garrax gave. She dispatched us here that we might resolve this on His behalf.” 
 
    “We don’t work for Nyx or the Dread Lord,” I retorted. “He created Amy. He should be the one to get rid of her.” 
 
    Both demons stared at me like I was insane. “He is the Dread Lord!” Daraxandriel exclaimed fearfully. 
 
    “He would not risk His ambitions for the sake of humankind,” Garrax argued. “Indeed, many of the souls she dispatches will be delivered unto Him.” 
 
    “So you’re saying it’s up to us, then.” They nodded in somber unison. “Great,” I muttered. “So how are we going to get you out of here?” 
 
    “Allow me.” I turned in surprise. In the heat of our debate, I’d completely forgotten about Olivia. She approached us with the Flame of Righteousness in her hand, limned in a golden glow. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked her uneasily. 
 
    “What must be done. Extend your leg, my lord Garrax,” she instructed, “and hold very still.” 
 
    “Thou needs must forgive my trepidation,” Garrax said carefully, “when approached by a warrior of the celestial palace.” 
 
    Olivia smiled, her eyes glowing gold now. “We both want Amy stopped,” she pointed out. “And besides, you said I was beautiful. It would be rude to kill you now.” 
 
    Garrax’s eyes opened wide in surprise and then he laughed softly. “Then let us set aside our differences for a time,” he said, “for we have a dark angel to slay.” He set his chained leg forward, but despite his bold words, he watched the Flame very carefully as Olivia raised it over her head in both hands. 
 
    “Are you sure you can do this?” I asked doubtfully.  
 
    “The Lord Almighty guides my hand,” she declared in a voice that echoed throughout the cavern. “My stroke shall be straight and true. You might want to stand back a bit, though, just in case.” 
 
    Daraxandriel and I retreated behind the table as she studied her target. Then, without warning, she brought the Flame of Righteousness down in a fiery arc. With a sound like ringing of a cathedral bell, she struck the metal cuff from his ankle and the shards flew off in all directions, smoking and hissing as they clattered across the obsidian floor. Garrax jumped away with an oath and then gaped down at the massive chain, which just lay there like a dead serpent. 
 
    “I am free,” he whispered, reaching down to touch his leg. His flesh was raw from eons of abuse from the manacle but the Flame hadn’t touched him at all. “I am indebted to thee –” He stopped, looking chagrined. “I regret I do not know thy name.” 
 
    “Olivia,” she said with a pleased smile. The Flame vanished from her hand, although her glow lingered. 
 
    “Lady Olivia.” He inclined his head. “Thou art truly a miracle incarnate. I thank thee.” 
 
    “Was it a miracle?” I asked Daraxandriel quietly. “Olivia wasn’t even supposed to be here.” 
 
    “Who can say?” she shrugged. “Suffice it that Garrax is now freed.” She stepped out from behind the table and approached the demon lord. “My lord Garrax, art thou prepared to aid us now?” 
 
    “Aye,” he said absently, still stunned at his sudden reversal of fortune. “Aye, I will lend thee my power. And yet,” he lifted his head to look at us, “what are we to do with Amaryx, if we contrive to defeat her?” 
 
    I couldn’t help feeling irked at Garrax’s doubts after everything we just did for him. “We don’t want to beat her,” I told him tersely, “we want to kill her.” 
 
    “That may not be possible.” 
 
    “It has to be! You keep her from jumping around in time and Agent Morgan and I will –” I stopped with a sickening feeling in my gut. I didn’t have my Lorecraft spells anymore. Maybe Dr. Bellowes had a spell to kill a fallen angel but Garrax’s influence would prevent me from accessing it. “Well, maybe Morgan can kill Amy on her own,” I finished uneasily, but Garrax shook his head. 
 
    “Amaryx’s grasp upon her time is inherent to her being, it is not magic,” he said. “My powers cannot affect that.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I groaned. “How did you stop her before, then?” 
 
    “I prevented her from smiting Lady Nyx and Metraxion as they bound her to thy Stone. They could not harm her, only restrain her.” 
 
    “Samarael hurt her,” I noted, eyeing Olivia. “Maybe she could, um, do it.” 
 
    Olivia looked unenthusiastic about that plan and Garrax shook his head again. “She might inflict injuries upon Amaryx but she cannot bring about her death.” 
 
    “So what was the point?” I asked, throwing up my hands. “We went through all this for nothing?” 
 
    “We may not slay her, yet we may bind her again. And this time,” he added grimly, “we shall cast her prison into the Abyss, from which she shall never return.” 
 
    “I guess,” I agreed reluctantly. Amaryx dead was infinitely better than Amaryx floating in space for all eternity, to my mind, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. “Do you have another soulstone?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “Nay,” he said regretfully, “for they are exceedingly rare.” 
 
    “We can use mine, I suppose,” I sighed, bouncing my Stone on my palm. Amaryx hanging around my neck for all eternity was way down on my list of ideal solutions. 
 
    “Nay,” Garrax said again. “Thy Stone is bound to thee, we can no longer entrap her within.” 
 
    “Metraxion bound her to it when he and Nyx stopped her before,” I argued. 
 
    “I was not present, yet I would wager Amaryx was but bound to thy Stone, not within it.” My grimace told him he won that bet. “We needs must fashion a new cage for her.” 
 
    “How?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “I shall do what is needful. But first.” Garrax bent and hefted the end of his chain, dragging it bodily to the edge of the lava pool. With a grunt and a heave, he cast it back into the molten rock where it sank with scarcely a ripple. “That is a moment I have dreamed of for longer than I care to remember,” he declared with grim satisfaction.  
 
    Then he knelt at the edge of the pool and plunged his hand through the crusted surface, scooping up a handful of glowing liquid rock. It started to darken and cool immediately, but he shaped it with his hands, turning it over and over until it formed a perfect sphere of polished black glass. He rose slowly to his feet, studying his creation carefully, and finally nodded. 
 
    “This,” he assured us, “would hold even Metraxion.” He held it out to me and I took it hesitantly, afraid it was going to sear the skin off my hand. The object was merely warm, however, and curiously light despite being the size of a softball. 
 
    “What do I do with it?” I asked. Its surface was absolutely smooth and polished, reflecting a distorted image of my doubtful frown. 
 
    “It is a soul trap,” Daraxandriel told me, “not unlike the one Parathraxas used against me.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” That had been a geode but I supposed soul traps came in all sorts of shapes and sizes. Dr. Bellowes had used an engraved ring to hold Metraxion, now thankfully destroyed. Although I guess we really could have used it now, I thought ruefully. “So how does it work?” 
 
    “Dost thou truly not know?” Garrax frowned. “It is a common enough skill among demons. And demon hunters,” he added darkly. 
 
    “I don’t have a clue,” I confessed. “You know how to make traps, right?” I asked Daraxandriel. “You taught Dr. Bellowes how to do them.” 
 
    “Those were made of clay,” she admitted awkwardly. “I do not have the skill to fashion one from a firestone. Yet thou needs must, Peter Simon Collins,” she insisted. “Didst thou not say that Parathraxas surrendered his powers to thee before his death?” 
 
    “I don’t remember any of his spells,” I told her in exasperation. “Ever since we got here, I haven’t been able to do any magic at all. I’m useless.” 
 
    “Ah, my apologies, young warlock,” Garrax said. “Allow me to rectify that.” 
 
    Suddenly everything Dr. Bellowes ever knew about magic slammed back into my head, staggering me with a throbbing headache. My starry pentagram flashed under my feet and for a terrible moment I thought I was going to fall through it into space before the vertigo passed. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I muttered, squeezing my eyes shut. “It really hurts when you do that.” 
 
    “Art thou well?” Daraxandriel asked anxiously. 
 
    “I’ll live,” I assured her, although I wasn’t as happy about that as I should have been. “I remember about soul traps, at least.” Dr. Bellowes could have written a book on the topic, based on the information stuffed into my brain. Several books, I corrected myself as I tried to sort through all the variations, looking for the one that best matched this situation. “Okay,” I said, taking a deep breath, “let’s give it a try.” 
 
     I balanced the sphere in my left hand like I was addressing poor Yorick, holding my right index finger just above its surface. I really needed a wand for this – made from laurel wood, something whispered to me, and infused with burdock root – but I was going to have to make do with what I had, which was nothing. 
 
    I began whispering words I barely knew the meaning of as I traced intricate lines across the sphere, gradually covering it with symbols that glowed faintly, as if the trap was illuminated from within. When I was done, I let out a shaky breath and inspected my handiwork. It certainly looked like it belonged on a witch’s shelf. I could only hope it was up to the task of keeping the Spawn of Darkness locked away forever. 
 
    “Well done,” Garrax told me with an approving nod. “Now, let us depart this place.” He gestured and a thick column of twisting shadows arose a short distance away, stirring the noxious air. “Lead us through, warlock, keeping thy destination foremost in thy mind, for I do not know where Amaryx dwells within thy world. We shall follow close behind.” 
 
    “Is this really going to work?” I asked, weighing the sphere in my hand. 
 
    “Pray to thy God that it will,” said the demon lord gravely, “for if it does not, thy world is surely doomed.” 
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    Plans can be broken down into three key components, strategy, tactics, and logistics. Strategy is the expected outcome of the plan, the goal you’re attempting to reach. Tactics are the steps you need to take in order to achieve the strategy. Logistics are the things you need to do to successfully execute the tactics. Without a strategy, you’re operating blind with no clear purpose or direction. Without tactics, you’re just stuck in one place with no idea what to do. Without logistics, you’re charging into the enemy camp without bullets. All three phases of the plan are essential. 
 
    That said, plans are basically useless. Everything may look great on paper but the enemy has their own plans too. As soon as the opposing parties clash, all the assumptions you made about the enemy’s forces are proven to be, at best, inaccurate, and you have to adjust your tactics to compensate, which then requires changes to your logistics. In the worst-case scenario, where everything goes horribly wrong, you may even have to abandon your strategy altogether. Everyone has a plan, Mike Tyson once said, until they get punched in the mouth. 
 
    So why go through all the trouble of creating a plan in the first place? Whenever you’re by yourself, you can probably just wing it, but when you’re in charge of a group striving for some common goal, it helps to have everyone pointed in the same direction. If nothing else, it reassures the troops that you’ve thought this through and there’s a non-zero chance of success. If you don’t have a plan, why in the world would anyone follow you into battle? 
 
      
 
    I chose Mom and Dad’s house for our arrival, since I could easily envision it and I figured the odds of Amaryx being in the area were acceptably low. I switched it to the back yard at the last moment, though, since I wasn’t sure the ceiling inside was high enough for Garrax. 
 
    I must have done something wrong, though, because the first thing I saw as I stumbled through the swirling portal was a burned-out ruin, nothing but collapsed walls and charred timbers. It looked awfully familiar, though, but it wasn’t until Daraxandriel appeared beside me that my brain finally recognized where we were. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins,” she breathed. “What has happened to thine abode?” 
 
    I barely heard her as I staggered forward, trying to make sense of the scene. I ran across the patio and shoved my way past the remains of the back door into what used to be the kitchen. Part of the ceiling had collapsed, burying the sink and counters, but the table was still there, littered with three sets of shattered plates and glasses. It looked like they were just getting ready to have dinner when whatever happened happened. 
 
    “Mom?” I called shakily. “Dad? Susie?” All I heard was the crack of lightning in the distance, followed by a menacing rumble of thunder. I ducked under a fallen attic truss into the hallway, trying to make my way back to the bedrooms, but my route was blocked by a buckled wall. “Mom! Dad! Susie!” I yanked at the drywall to clear a path and the ceiling creaked ominously. 
 
    “Come away,” Daraxandriel urged me, pulling on my arm, “lest this wreckage tumbles upon thee!” 
 
    “I have to find them!” I tried to shake her off but she clung to me. “Let me go!” 
 
    “No one is here.” Garrax stood in the kitchen, frowning at the broken fixtures as if he wasn’t sure what they were for. Behind him, Olivia remained on the patio, scanning the sky anxiously. “The fire burned itself out long ago. The inhabitants would have fled this destruction.”  
 
    Or died in it, I thought bleakly, but he was right. The debris was soaked through from rain, leaving a thin film of gray ash everywhere. If Mom and Dad hadn’t made it out, their bodies were buried in here somewhere. Finding their corpses won’t bring them back to life, I told myself, feeling a sick knot in my stomach. We have to deal with Amy first, no matter what. Except – I looked around uneasily. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I argued. “We’ve only been gone a few hours. This looks like it happened ages ago.” 
 
    “The passage of time is not constant between our worlds,” Garrax reminded me. “An thou didst stray near the Abyss, such would throw all of time out of kilter.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, aghast. “Are you saying we’ve been gone for days?” 
 
    “Mayhap even weeks or months,” he replied heavily. “Who can truly say, ere we locate thy companions?” 
 
    “Oh my God.” My head was whirling. Even given everything that went wrong on this quest, I never expected anything like this to happen. “We need to find Mrs. Kendricks and Agent Morgan.” I looked around helplessly. My car was back at the library – not that Garrax would fit in it – and I no longer had a teleportation spell, thanks to Dr. Bellowes’ meddling.  
 
    I slapped my pockets and found my cellphone. It still had power but there was no signal at all. I was sorely tempted to add it to the wreckage, but I put it away as I turned around to get my bearings.  
 
    Mrs. Kendricks’ house is north-east of here, maybe a couple of miles away. How long is it going to take Amy to realize we’re back? Can she sense Garrax? I eyed him uneasily. Maybe she’s already on her way. 
 
    “We need to –” I started to say and then four pentagrams drawn in white fire popped around our feet. Before I could even blink, the ruined house vanished and we found ourselves inside a large concrete-floored room with steel rafters. Shelves stacked with automotive parts lined the walls and an old Ford pickup sat nearby with its hood up. My attention, though, was fixed on the young woman standing in front of me, her straight white hair almost long enough to touch the ground.  
 
    “Susie!” I shouted. I threw my arms around her and hugged her like I was never going to let go. “Oh my God, you’re alive!” 
 
    Susie very pointedly didn’t return my embrace. “Let go of me,” she said coldly, her tone strongly suggesting that any delay in obeying on my part would not go well for me. 
 
    I reluctantly released her and stepped back but my next words died in my throat as I got a better look at her. This was definitely Susie, but she was taller than I remembered and somewhat bustier as well. What really shocked me, though, was the leather patch over her left eye. “What happened to your eye?” I gasped. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said, despite all evidence to the contrary. Her uncovered eye shifted to something behind me. “Who’s this?” Sparks crackled menacingly between her rings. 
 
    “This is Garrax Spellbreaker,” I told her, hastily placing myself between them. “He’s going to help us capture Amy. Garrax,” I said over my shoulder, “this is my sister, Susie.” 
 
    “Well met, young witch,” Garrax intoned. Susie looked unimpressed but I breathed a sigh of relief when her miniature electrical storm faded away. 
 
    “You’re late,” she declared, turning on her heel and striding to a nondescript metal door set in the nearest wall. 
 
    “How late, exactly?” I asked, jogging to catch up with her. “How long have we been gone?” 
 
    She paused with her hand on the latch, fixing me with her green-gold eye. “One year, ten months, and thirteen days,” she said. 
 
    “What?” I stopped in my tracks and gaped at her. “We’ve been gone for almost two years?” Susie ignored my outburst and pulled the door open. “What happened while we were gone? We were just at the house. Are Mom and Dad okay? Where’s everybody else?” 
 
    “Everyone else is in here,” she said and stepped through the doorway. I threw a puzzled look at the others behind me and followed her through. 
 
    This room was larger than the previous one but much more cluttered. Boxes and cans and other foodstuffs were stacked in the corner, like donations to a food bank, along with jugs of water and other supplies. Blankets hung from lines hung between the shelves, creating makeshift walls, leaving the middle of the floor clear. There, five young women knelt on mismatched pillows at the points of a pentagram, facing out from the center with their eyes closed like they were meditating. None of them stirred as we entered and I had to check closely to make sure they were still breathing. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked in a hushed voice. I recognized all of the witches there – Tara Kingsley, one of the McCaffrey twins, Gale Connelly, Jasmine Chu, and Rebecca Warren. They all looked older, Rebecca especially, and homeless, dressed in ill-fitting outfits. 
 
    “They’re maintaining the shields,” Susie said succinctly. She pulled aside one of the curtains and poked her head inside. “They’re back,” she announced to whomever was within.  
 
    A few moments later, Stacy came out. She wasn’t wearing her glasses but she had no trouble at all seeing Garrax standing behind us. She gasped and snatched a wand from out of nowhere and I jumped in front of her. “He’s here to help us!” I explained. 
 
    “Demons don’t help, Peter,” she snarled. “They kill. That’s all they do.” Then her gaze strayed to Daraxandriel and something unreadable crossed her face before she lowered her wand. “We weren’t sure you were ever coming back,” she said quietly. 
 
    “We had no idea we were gone that long. I’m sorry.” Stacy just nodded resignedly. She was my age – No, I told myself, she’s twenty now – but she looked at least twice that. Deep lines creased her features and her eyes looked haunted. There were even streaks of gray in her straggly hair. Whatever transpired in our absence had hit her hard. 
 
    A small noise dragged my eyes downwards, where a toddler with unruly strawberry blonde hair crawled under the blanket and got to – her? his? – unsteady feet, raising – his? her? – arms to Stacy to be picked up. 
 
    “No, sweetie,” Stacy said with an exhausted sigh. “You’re supposed to be asleep now.” She reached down and hefted the child up. holding – him? her? – on her hip with the ease of long practice as – she? he? – stared at us with wide blue eyes and sucked on a pacifier. 
 
    “Is that your ... baby?” I asked doubtfully. The age seemed about right, but as far as I knew, Stacy never had sex with the incubus and her boyfriend Todd had been trapped outside Hellburn when all Hell broke loose. 
 
    Stacy looked at me with an expression of disbelief and anger. “This is Annalise,” she told me curtly, “my sister.” 
 
    “Your –? Where’s your mother?” I tried to look past her into the cordoned-off area. “Is she here?” 
 
    Stacy blinked rapidly as tears threatened to spill down her cheeks. “She’s dead,” she said tightly. 
 
    “Wha – what?” I stammered. “What happened?” 
 
    “Amy happened!” she snapped furiously and Annalise whimpered in sudden fright. Stacy lifted her up and hugged her, patting her back as she rocked on her feet. “It’s all right, sweetie,” she crooned softly. “Everything’s fine.” The look on her face, though, was bleak. 
 
    “Oh my God.” I never once imagined Mrs. Kendricks might be killed. She’d always been there, ever since this nightmare started, and she always seemed so strong and confident. She was the leader of the coven in every sense and her absence was a gaping hole in the world. “Who else?” I asked, not really wanting to hear the answer. Stacy’s eyes shifted to the five witches on the pentagram and my heart sank.  
 
    “That’s it? Just the seven of you?” I couldn’t believe it. “What about Agent Morgan?” I asked desperately but Stacy just shook her head. “She can’t be dead! She has a Philosopher’s Stone!” 
 
    Susie silently raised her arm. There, on her wrist, was Morgan’s silver bracelet, its faceted ruby gleaming softly. “What did you do?” I demanded. “How did you get that?” I grabbed for it but she easily deflected me. 
 
    “She gave it to me,” she said irritably, as if she resented being accused of stealing it. 
 
    “It was bound to her soul!” I argued. “You can’t just take it!” 
 
    “Peter,” Stacy said solemnly, “Agent Morgan let Amy kill her so Susie could bind with it.” 
 
    “Why?” I demanded. “Why would she do that?” 
 
    “Because she knew Susie was stronger. Susie’s the only reason the rest of us are still alive.” 
 
    “But why didn’t she give her Stone to Melissa? Her powers are stronger than anyone’s!” 
 
    Stacy’s shoulders sagged as she shook her head. “Peter,” she said regretfully and my throat closed up, “Melissa lost her baby a couple of months after you left. She – well, she went berserk. She blamed Amy for everything and went out on her own to kill her. She took out the library in the biggest explosion I’ve ever seen but she ... didn’t survive. Amy did,” she added bitterly. 
 
    “Oh my God.” I covered my mouth with a shaking hand as tears flowed down my face. “What – what happened to Mom and Dad?” I asked Susie. “Are they okay?” Susie just looked at me with her one eye and a wave of grief swept over me. I let the soul trap fall from my hand and I just crumpled and wept brokenly as if my entire world had just crumbled around me. 
 
    I didn’t know how long it was before my sobs finally slowed and stopped. I found myself cradled in Daraxandriel’s arms as she rocked me gently, just as Stacy had done for Annalise. My throat was raw and my eyes stung and I felt hollow. Finally, though, I took a shuddering breath and wiped my eyes and extracted myself from Daraxandriel’s embrace. The others stood around me, looking forlorn, except for Susie, who looked impatient, although something in her eye told me she mourned Mom and Dad as much as I did. 
 
    It took me a couple of tries to find my voice. “We’re going to catch Amy in a soul trap,” I told them, “and then Garrax will bring her back to Hell and throw her into the Abyss.” 
 
    “With this?” Susie was holding the sphere, inspecting it with a frown. 
 
    “With that.” I got to my feet and helped Daraxandriel up. “We’re going to need to slow her down long enough to trigger it.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” Stacy muttered. 
 
    “We won’t have any trouble luring her in,” I predicted, eyeing Garrax and Olivia, “but we need to keep her from leaving. Can you do that?” I asked Susie. 
 
    “We’ve been able to keep her out for the last year,” Susie mused thoughtfully, indicating the quintet of witches with a flick of her chin. “If we position them around the target area and invert the spell, that should work.” 
 
    “She’ll be on us the moment we take down the shield,” Stacy warned. 
 
    “We’ll have to keep her busy until you get them set up.” I looked at Olivia and she nodded solemnly. “We’ll need an open area away from everyone else. We don’t want to get any bystanders caught in the crossfire.” Stacy just shook her head sadly. “What?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “There aren’t any bystanders, Peter,” she said. “The only people left outside are the Acolytes.” 
 
    The room wobbled around me for a moment before I caught myself. “Damn it,” I murmured, rubbing my forehead. “All right, so much the better, I guess,” as if the deaths of nine thousand innocent people were something positive. “We’ll use Milton Park, then. It should be big enough.” I chewed my lip as I contemplated the kneeling witches. “How long will it take you to get set up there?” 
 
    “That depends on what you need everyone to do,” Stacy pointed out acerbically. 
 
    “Right, I guess we should figure that out. Um.” I looked around and grabbed a can of niblet corn from the nearest stack. “Okay, so this is me.” I set it down on the floor and my audience formed a circle around me. “I’ll be in the center with the soul trap.” 
 
    “And I shall cleave to thy side,” Daraxandriel insisted, placing a can of green beans beside mine, “that I might defend thee from behind.” 
 
    “Um, sure.” I didn’t actually want her there at all but Amaryx had to at least suspect we’d return with some sort of weapon to use against her. If we weren’t together, she might go looking for Daraxandriel to take her out before confronting me. “Garrax, how far away can you be and still zap Amy?” Garrax’s stony face crinkled into a puzzled frown. “How close do you need to be to cancel out her magic?” 
 
    “To be certain thou art not smited? Twice the span of mine arms.” 
 
    “Damn. I was hoping you could hide out of sight. Seeing you is going to tip her off.” 
 
    Garrax shook his head. “Her attention was fixed on Metraxion when last we met. I doubt me she marked my presence at all.” 
 
    “She’s going to know something’s up when she sees a demon lord standing right there,” I argued. “Maybe we can hide you with a glamour.” 
 
    “Amaryx will not be fooled by any glamour thy witches can cast,” Garrax said. “Fear not. She believes the Courts of Hell are arrayed against her. My presence will affirm her fears and distract her from our true purpose.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” I set a can of beef stew close to the other two. “The witches are going to have to spread out to make sure we have enough room to maneuver.” I set out five soup cans in a large circle. “Are they going to be able to make a shield that big?” 
 
    “Yes,” Susie said. She betrayed no hesitation whatsoever, but then the word doubt wasn’t in her vocabulary. I sincerely hoped her confidence in her witches wasn’t misplaced. 
 
    “Okay,” I went on. “You and Stacy will be the backups, just in case something goes wrong.” I added a soup can on either side of the central cluster. “That just leaves you,” I said to Olivia. 
 
    “Let me guess,” she said. She positioned her hand over my can at eye level. “I’m up here.” 
 
    “Exactly. Your job is to lead her to us, if she doesn’t already realize we’re there, and to keep her on the ground as much as possible.” 
 
    “How close does she need to be to use the soul trap?” Stacy asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Right on top of it, ideally,” I said, rummaging through Dr. Bellowes’ memories for the details. “No more than a couple of feet away.” That was the tricky part of this entire operation. If Amaryx suspected what we were trying to do, it was going to be almost impossible to catch her. 
 
    “And who’s going to activate it?” she asked, eyeing Garrax. “You?” 
 
    “I will,” I told her. 
 
    “You?” she asked skeptically. “Since when do you know any trap spells?” 
 
    “Since now.” I revealed my pentagram and was gratified by the startled look in Susie’s uncovered eye. “A lot happened while we were gone.” Despite the gravity of the situation, I couldn’t help but sound smug. 
 
    “I can see that,” she admitted grudgingly. “But what happens if Amy kills you before you catch her?” 
 
    “I have my Philosopher’s Stone,” I reminded her. 
 
    “We don’t,” she countered. “While you’re dead, what’s to stop her from slaughtering the rest of us and escaping?” 
 
    “Well –” The whole plan hinged on my not getting killed, at least not until after I set the trap, but she had a point. “Okay, let’s do this. Hold still.” I borrowed another spell from Dr. Bellowes and traced a complicated symbol on Stacy’s forehead. She blinked at me when I withdrew my hand. “How’s that?” 
 
    “That’s – very uncomfortable,” she grimaced, “but yeah, I know what to do now.” 
 
    “You, too, Susie.” I drew the same symbol on her forehead, which creased in a frown when I was done. 
 
    “That’s a very old spell,” she complained. “I can make it better.” 
 
    “Don’t fiddle with it,” I warned her. “This spell works, just stick with it. Okay, does everyone know what to do?” 
 
    “We still need to tell the other witches what’s going on,” Stacy reminded me. “They need to know what to expect.” 
 
    “Go swap with Rebecca,” Susie told her. “We’ll have to brief them one at a time.” 
 
    Stacy nodded and tried to hand Annalise off to Daraxandriel, who backed up like she was being presented with a skunk. Annalise reached out to her with both chubby hands and complained when she wouldn’t come any closer.  
 
    “I’ll take her,” Olivia offered. “Come to Aunt Olivia, sweetie.” Annalise’s pacifier dropped from her open mouth and her eyes opened wide at the sight of the angel. She squealed happily when Olivia cradled her in her arms and wrapped her wings around her, twitching them when Annalise tried to grab one of her feathers. “Nuh-uh, mustn’t touch!” Olivia chided her gently. 
 
    Stacy smiled at the sight of them but the expression faded away quickly. “Who’s going to stay behind?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    “We need everyone there, just in case things go wrong,” I told her. “This is our last chance to beat her.” 
 
    “But what about the children? Who’s going to take care of them?” 
 
    “The children?” 
 
    Stacy looked at me strangely and then pulled the curtain aside. The area beyond was a bedroom of sorts, with blankets and sleeping bags laid out on the floor. Seven other babies lay there asleep, all of them the same age as Annalise. One was dark-skinned, one was oriental, and the others were fair, but they all looked somewhat alike. Oh my God, I thought. These are the incubus’s children. No, they’re my children. 
 
    “We have to leave them here,” Susie declared. If looks could kill, Stacy’s glare would have incinerated Susie on the spot. “They’ll be a distraction if we bring them with us.” 
 
    “I’ll stay with them, then,” Stacy gritted between her teeth. 
 
    “No, we need all the witches there. Peter’s right, this is our only chance.” They locked eyes in silent battle, Stacy’s two to Susie’s one, but Stacy was the one to finally surrender with a jerky nod. “Swap with Rebecca,” Susie ordered. “Let’s get this started.” 
 
    Stacy let her breath out slowly and then walked stiffly across the pentagram to stand behind Rebecca, who seemed completely oblivious to her presence. Stacy leaned down and whispered something and Rebecca stirred, taking a few deep breaths before crawling off the pillow.  
 
    Stacy immediately took her place and adopted the same pose as the other witches, quickly falling into a trance as Rebecca stumbled to her feet and staggered past us blindly, heading straight for the food supplies. She grabbed a half-full water jug and upended it, chugging down at least of quart of water and spilling quite a bit of it over her shirt. Then she dug into a box of crackers and chewed her way through half a pack before washing it all down with more water.  
 
    Finally sated, she set the jug aside and blinked around her, freezing when she caught sight of Garrax looming over her. Her silvery shield snapped into place with an odd sort of ringing sound, hiding her from view before I could reassure her that she was safe.  
 
    “Rebecca!” I knocked on the dome, wondering if she could hear me. This shield seemed to be a lot stronger than her earlier ones. “It’s okay! He won’t hurt you!” There was no response and I rolled my eyes in exasperation. “Can you do something about this?” I asked Garrax. “Without affecting them?” I added hastily, indicating Stacy and the other witches. 
 
    Garrax nodded and simply placed his massive hand on top of Rebecca’s dome, which popped like a soap bubble. Rebecca knelt there gaping up at him with her mouth and eyes opened wide and I jumped in to get her attention. “Rebecca! It’s okay, he’s with us!” 
 
    Rebecca goggled up at me and then her face transformed into an expression of joy. “Peter! You came back!” She flung herself at me and squeezed me tight enough that I had trouble breathing. “Oh my God, we thought you were dead!” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured her in a strangled voice, trying to extricate myself without hurting her. I finally managed to pry her loose and hold her at arm’s length. “I’m sorry we took so long.” 
 
    Her smile faltered at that and she nodded somberly. “A lot’s happened since you left. It’s been hard.” Her brown eyes were haunted. 
 
    “I know,” I told her, “but it’s almost over. We’re going to deal with Amy once and for all now. This is Garrax Spellbreaker,” I indicated the black-skinned demon lord with a gesture. “He’s going to help us.” 
 
    “Oh, um, thanks,” she said faintly, looking ready to hide under her shield again. 
 
    Garrax inclined his head. “Well met, young witch,” he said gravely. 
 
    “Um, thanks, I guess.” Rebecca’s gaze strayed past him and she goggled at Olivia. “Oh my God! Olivia, you’re back too! We had no idea what happened to you. We thought Amy – well, I’m glad you’re okay.” 
 
    “So am I,” Olivia smiled. 
 
    “And Dara! You’re all here! Oh my God, when Mrs. Kendricks said you all went to Hell, I didn’t think any of you would, well, survive,” she finished awkwardly. 
 
    “Fortune was in our favor,” Daraxandriel agreed. “Yet the most difficult task lies ahead.” 
 
    “Let’s get on with it,” Susie interrupted curtly. “We still have to talk to the others.” 
 
    I briefed Rebecca on the plan, such as it was, emphasizing the need to keep Amaryx from escaping until we sealed her into the soul trap. She nodded her understanding, looking a bit overwhelmed, and then Susie sent her to take Tara’s place on the pentagram. 
 
    We repeated the same sequence four more times, differing only in the level of resentment the other witches expressed at seeing me again. Mrs. Kendricks’ death weighed on all of them and I had no doubt they all blamed me for it. Every one of them objected vehemently to leaving her child behind and refused outright to participate in the plan until Susie promised to place her strongest wards around the nursery. Even then, each of the witches had to say goodbye to her baby, leaving behind tears and frightened wailing that only ceased when Susie touched them and sent them back into a sound sleep. 
 
    Finally, Gale took Stacy’s place, restoring the original group, and Stacy retrieved Annalise from Olivia’s arms. “So this is it, then?” she asked grimly. 
 
    “This is it,” I sighed. “We’re going to need a bag for the stone, something to hide it in so Amy doesn’t realize what we’re planning to do.” The best thing Stacy could find after a brief search was a diaper bag decorated with bunny rabbits. Susie plopped the soul trap into it and hefted it with a dubious expression. 
 
    “Are you sure this is going to work?” she asked.  
 
    “It has to.” I took the bag from her and slung it over my shoulder, all too aware of how stupid it looked. Maybe that’s okay, I tried to reassure myself. Amy will never suspect a thing. 
 
    “All right, let’s get this over with.” Stacy brought Annalise back into the nursery and laid her down on her blanket. Annalise fussed and whimpered, lifting her hands to be picked up again, and Stacy gently brushed the curls from her forehead. “Don’t worry, sweetie, we’ll be back soon.” She whispered something and Annalise let out a tiny sigh as her eyes sagged closed. Stacy knelt there stroking her fingers across Annalise’s cheeks before finally rising to her feet. “Do it,” she told Susie. 
 
    Susie conjured a small blue gem out of thin air and placed it on the floor in the middle of the slumbering babies. She stepped back, inspected the gem with pursed lips, and then gestured with both hands. “Periculis defendant,” she intoned and a translucent blue shell sprang up over the children, scintillating with tiny specks of light, as if the very air molecules were disintegrating when they touched its surface. The effect was delicately pretty and chillingly dangerous at the same time. 
 
    “How long is that going to last?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “As long as I do,” Susie stated. “Are you ready?” She raised her hands without waiting for an answer. Fiery white pentagrams snapped into existence around our feet and an instant later, we were gone. 
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    In golf, a mulligan is a free stroke after the first attempt goes awry, named after a golfer named Mulligan who talked his playing buddies into giving him another chance after an errant tee shot. Mulligans aren’t in the official golf rules but they’re used quite often in casual play where the outcome of the game doesn’t matter much. 
 
    Respawns in online games like Legends of Lorecraft are similar to mulligans in that they give the player an opportunity to try again after some mistake or miscalculation in a quest results in the character’s untimely death. Respawns aren’t typically free – the character usually revives in some inconvenient location and often loses some or all of their gear – but it’s still a lot better than the alternative, permadeath. 
 
    Real life should come with mulligans. We all make mistakes, well-intentioned or otherwise, and the ability to go back and do it properly would make the world a much better place. The trick is recognizing where you went wrong and what to do about it the next time around. There’s no point in taking a mulligan if you’re just going to screw things up again. 
 
      
 
    In a literal blink of an eye, I stood in the center of Henry Milton Memorial Park. City Hall rose up in front of me, except it was no longer the stately edifice I remembered. Its dome was cracked like an egg and one of the columns holding up the portico over the main entrance had collapsed across the steps. 
 
    The surrounding buildings were in no better shape, their windows shattered and their exteriors blackened by smoke and fire. Some had even fallen into rubble. The only illumination was the lightning flickering above the cloud cover, filling the air with a steady, threatening rumble. The air was heavy and still. 
 
    I turned to survey the library, figuring that was where Amaryx would be, but my mouth fell open when I saw it, or what was left of it. Only a small corner of the building still stood. The rest was gone, leaving behind a smooth crater centered where the steps used to be, as if some cosmic hand had simply scooped the building up like ice cream. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “What happened?” 
 
    “Melissa,” Stacy said quietly. “She just stood in front of the entrance and disappeared in a ball of black fire. Everything it touched just vanished.” 
 
    “Dark Void,” I murmured. It was the most powerful spell available to a sorceress in Legends of Lorecraft but it took an incredible amount of energy to unleash and an incredible amount of control to keep it from spreading unchecked. “And Amy survived that?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “She just walked out of it,” she said heavily. “That was the beginning of the end. Amy went on the offensive after that.” She shook her head. “We tried to protect everyone but we couldn’t. We could barely protect ourselves,” she added bitterly. 
 
    I wanted to tell Stacy something reassuring but I couldn’t bring myself to lie to her. “Where does Amy live now?” I scanned the sky anxiously, looking for anything with wings. 
 
    “We’re not sure. We’ve been hunkered down in that auto shop for months. No one’s been out since Amy got Karyn.” 
 
    “You haven’t been out at all? How do you get food and stuff?” 
 
    “Susie teleports it from the stores. There’s not much left, maybe enough for a couple of months.” 
 
    I looked at Susie with a new-found respect. After the deaths of Mrs. Kendricks and Agent Morgan and the other witches, my gangly little sister had somehow become the leader of this ragtag band, keeping them alive against overwhelming odds despite losing an eye and our parents. Then I took it all back when I realized there were only six of us standing in the park. “Susie! Where’s everyone else?” 
 
    “Back at the shop.” Her attention was fixed on something to the northeast. 
 
    “They’re supposed to be here!” 
 
    “Not until Amy gets here,” she shrugged. “She’ll know we’re trying to trap her if she sees them.” 
 
    “What if she kills you first?” 
 
    “Then keep her busy until I resurrect. Here she comes.” 
 
    “What? Where?”  
 
    I looked around frantically and finally spotted a black-winged figure skimming towards us just above the rooftops. Daraxandriel took her place at my right side, hefting her completely inadequate rod, while Olivia stood on my left and grasped the Flame of Righteousness out of the air. Susie and Stacy flanked us, conjuring their pentagrams, and Garrax positioned himself behind our line, as if he hoped Amaryx wouldn’t notice him back there. 
 
    I dropped the diaper bag containing the soul trap at my feet and did nothing else except swallow convulsively. This was it. One way or the other, the Apocalypse would end today. 
 
    Amaryx cleared the last building and swooped low like she was going to land on the street before rising back up above the remnants on the library. For a moment, she hung motionless in the air with her wings outspread, backlit by a barrage of lightning that turned the clouds behind her almost white. The imagery was incredibly cinematic and I wondered how she managed to arrange it so perfectly. She knew the sky was about to light up like that, I figured, and she just took advantage of it. 
 
    The thunder rolled over us, loud enough that I felt it in my chest. Amaryx folded her wings and dove, sticking her landing at the far end of the park. She shook out her wings and tucked them away as she walked towards us like she didn’t have a care in the world. 
 
    She’d changed in the months we’d been gone, abandoning her veneer of civilization for a look that suggested she’d been raised by wolves. Her hair hung in long ratty tangles around her shoulders and dark smudges mottled her pale skin. All she wore was a ragged swath of black cloth knotted around her hips and Daraxandriel’s sword swung from her hand. The overall effect was eerily reminiscent of her hated mother, but where Nyx was a cold and distant beauty, Amaryx had become a wild and even more dangerous creature. Then she spoke and shattered that illusion. 
 
    “Peter!” she called, “you came back! How was your trip? Did you bring me anything?” Her cheerful greeting threw me off but I kept silent, waiting for her to get closer. “I was hoping something tragic and painful would happen to your traveling companions,” she went on, “but at least I was able to get a lot done while you were gone. And who’s this?” She stopped her advance about twenty yards away, tilting her head appraisingly. “Did you make a new friend?” Her light-hearted words now had a sharp edge to them. 
 
    Behind me, Garrax inclined his head with a sound like crumbling stone. “Lady Amaryx,” he intoned somberly. 
 
    “I don’t know you,” she said carefully, her icy blue eyes narrowing. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I am come to return thee to Hell,” he replied, which was absolutely true.  
 
    “Did my father send you?” she asked suspiciously. “Why didn’t He come Himself?” 
 
    “Circumstances demand His attention elsewhere. I am prepared to do what is needful.” 
 
    I held my breath while I waited to see if Amaryx suspected his role in her previous capture. The silence stretched out forever, until Amaryx shrugged. 
 
    “Well, I’m not ready to leave just yet,” she declared, “so you’re just going to have to wait. Peter and I have some unfinished business to take care of first.” 
 
    “We do?” I blurted, startled. 
 
    “Of course we do,” she said, rolling her eyes in exasperation. “You have to help me find the right soul. All the ones I’ve taken so far haven’t worked at all.” She made it sound like she couldn’t find batteries for her flashlight. 
 
    “I’m not helping you do that!” 
 
    “You will,” she predicted confidently, “but I suppose we have to get rid of these distractions first. You.” She pointed her sword at Garrax. “Prove your loyalty to me and my father. Kill the succubus and the angel.” 
 
    I sucked in my breath as the four women on either side of me assumed fighting poses but Garrax shook his head. “I regret I cannot obey thy command,” he said. “I do not have the wherewithal to defeat one of the celestial host.” 
 
    Amaryx made a disgusted noise in the back of her throat. “Useless,” she grumbled, “just like all the other Lords of the Courts. When I’m Queen, I’ll purge every one of you.” 
 
    “An thou art Queen, such shall be thy prerogative,” Garrax agreed. 
 
    Amaryx eyed him like she wasn’t entirely sure what he meant by that but she flicked a careless wrist. “Fine, I’ll take care of it,” she sighed dramatically. “If you want something done right, you have to do it yourself.”  
 
    She slowly raised her sword, a wicked smile twisting her lips, and then, suddenly, she flickered and disappeared. I didn’t even have time to shout a warning when she was right beside me, striking at Daraxandriel faster than my eyes could follow, but her blow didn’t land. Instead, metal rang on metal as Olivia somehow intercepted her blow and pushed her back. Amaryx hissed like a cat and leapt into the air, with Olivia just a wingbeat behind her. The two angels shot up through the clouds and vanished. 
 
    “Get the shield up!” I yelled at Susie. “Don’t lose her!” 
 
    “It’s too late, they’re too high up.” Susie’s head turned as if she could track their progress through the cloud cover. “We have to wait for Olivia to drive her back down.” 
 
    “Damn it. Are you okay?” I asked Daraxandriel. 
 
    “I am unharmed,” she assured me, looking shaken. “Yet Amaryx now moves faster than I can perceive. I fear we may not be able to entrap her.” 
 
    “Olivia seems to be able to keep up,” I noted hopefully. A flash of golden light almost directly overhead might have marked a clash between the angels. “How did she get to be so good at flying all of a sudden?” 
 
    “Her skill is markedly superior when she wields Samarael’s sword,” she observed. “Mayhap it instills her with some portion of his power.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so. Are you ready?” I asked Garrax. 
 
    “Aye,” he assured me calmly. 
 
    “Can Amy kill you?” It never occurred to me to ask that before but if Garrax died, we’d never be able to trap Amaryx. 
 
    “That is not so easily done,” he said somberly, “but, aye, she can.” 
 
    “Great,” I muttered. “Maybe you should stand over there until we slow her down.” 
 
    “Here they come,” Susie reported. 
 
    I followed her gaze but I couldn’t see any sign of them. Then Amaryx burst through the clouds, bearing straight down with Olivia in close flaming pursuit. I cringed when it looked like Amaryx was going to hit the ground at a hundred miles an hour but then she simply vanished again. Olivia pulled out of her dive at the last moment as I looked around quickly.  
 
    “Where did she go?” I asked, feeling the hairs rise on the back of my neck. Then a strangled sound spun me around. “Stacy!” 
 
    Stacy struggled in Amaryx’s grip, trying to free herself, but Amaryx had her arms pinned and the sword’s edge resting against her neck, drawing a thin line of blood. Her fangs showed as she smiled at us. 
 
    “Let’s see if this soul works better than her mother’s,” she said with a satisfied chuckle. “If not, maybe I’ll try her charming little sister next. The souls of the innocent are so much more pliable, don’t you think?” 
 
    “No!” Stacy squirmed and heaved, to no avail. Then she vanished from Amaryx’s hold in a flash of white fire, reappearing behind Susie. A moment later, five more flashes heralded the arrival of the other witches, now facing inwards in a circle that encompassed the entire park. The feel of the air changed abruptly as the shield went up, trapping all of us inside within a translucent shimmering dome. 
 
    Amaryx spat a guttural curse and threw herself into the air but Olivia was right with her. They looped and spun overhead, bouncing off the shield at times and making it vibrate like a giant gong. The Philosopher’s Stone on Susie’s wrist grew steadily brighter and I wondered if she was reinforcing the shield somehow or charging up some other spell. 
 
    Olivia seemed to be getting the upper hand in the aerial dogfight, getting closer and closer to Amaryx with the Flame of Righteousness with every pass, but then Amaryx flickered and reappeared behind her an instant later, striking out with her stolen sword. Olivia dodged and parried, spattering holy fire all around, but she started to struggle now that she was on the defensive. Amaryx flickered and shifted so quickly, it almost looked like there was three of her attacking simultaneously. My heart stopped in my chest when Olivia struck at the wrong one and the real Amaryx lunged at her unprotected back. 
 
    Just before the blow struck, though, a beam of green light lanced up and narrowly missed Amaryx as she spun aside with a wordless shriek. The beam chased her, always just a fraction of a second too late, as Olivia landed heavily not far away and fell to her knees. The Flame dropped from her hand and vanished. 
 
    I looked around for the source of this new weapon and goggled at Susie in disbelief. She held her eyepatch up and her left eye glowed like a luminous emerald, sending out the beam wherever she looked, like Superman’s heat vision. Amaryx’s image stuttered like an old-fashioned movie, leaping further and further ahead of Susie’s aim until her location became completely unpredictable. Then she vanished and appeared right behind me and Susie’s death ray swung towards me. 
 
    “Ah ah ah,” Amaryx admonished her, slipping her arm around my waist and pulling me back against her bare chest. “You wouldn’t hurt your own brother, would you?” 
 
    Susie absolutely would, especially since I had a Philosopher’s Stone to revive me, but the beam vanished and the glow in her eye faded. I supposed she figured that killing me would put a crimp in our plan to trap Amaryx and probably wouldn’t hurt her at all. Susie settled her eyepatch back into position and frowned at us with her normal eye. 
 
    “Well, that was invigorating,” Amaryx went on a bit breathlessly, “but I have a busy night planned so let’s cut to the chase. Peter, it’s time to take your rightful place at my side as my consort.” 
 
    “I’m not your consort,” I reminded her as I eyed the diaper bag at my feet. She was probably close enough for the trap to work but I was even closer and that wasn’t ideal. I had no desire to end up inside it with her. 
 
    “Of course you are,” she insisted. “You were made to be my consort. Well, as soon as I do this, anyway.” 
 
    She released me and placed her hand on the back of my skull. Before I could react, lightning crackled through my skull, setting every cell on fire, and I collapsed to my hands and knees. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” I gritted through my teeth as I tried to get my body to obey my thoughts again. “Stop doing that!” 
 
    “Oh, shake it off, you big baby,” she chided me. “Now kill everybody for me and let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “No.” I tried to stand but the ground refused to stay still. 
 
    “No?” she echoed incredulously. “What do you mean, no?” 
 
    “I mean no.” This time I was able to regain my feet and face her, albeit a little unsteadily. “I’m not your consort and I never will be. We removed that compulsion you put in my head.” 
 
    “Did you now?” Her eyes were cold and slitted as they strayed over to Garrax, who returned her gaze impassively. “Well, that’s a bit of a problem, I’ll admit, but no matter. I’ll just kill you all myself.” She slowly lifted her sword and Daraxandriel raised her metal rod in response. “It’ll be a shame if one of you has the soul I need, but I’m willing to take that chance.” 
 
    “You can’t escape, Amy,” I informed her. “You can’t get through the shield.” 
 
    “This shield?” she smiled. “The one cast by those witches out there? The witches who are outside the shield, along with my Acolytes?” 
 
    Daraxandriel, Olivia, and Stacy all gasped in unison as I spun around, peering into the shadows surrounding the park. I could barely make out where the witches were positioned, just shapeless blobs among the debris cluttering the streets, but other dark shapes, most of them bearing makeshift wings, appeared around the corners of the shattered buildings and charged forward. 
 
    Susie flung her hand up and the entire park lit up like it was noon, blinding us and casting shadows everywhere. I saw the witches now, still locked in their trances, as well as the Acolytes beyond them, frozen like statues at the unexpected light show. They shook off their surprise, though, and surged forward, some of them wielding clubs and weapons. 
 
    “Susie!” I shouted, fumbling for my Lorecraft spells that no longer existed. Before I could search Dr. Bellowes’ memories for something to protect the witches, the Acolytes started vanishing in white flashes, reappearing high in the sky where they plummeted to the ground with terrified shrieks that cut off abruptly. It was a horrible, gruesome scene, but they kept coming from all directions and Susie struggled to keep up with them.  
 
    Stacy’s pentagram flared into life again as she traced intricate symbols in the air. Suddenly, there were multiple copies of the witches scattered all around the park, looking just as solid as the real ones until the Acolytes struck at them. 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia snatched the Flame of Righteousness out of the air and flung it straight at me. I ducked aside, feeling its heat on the side of my face, as Amaryx thrust her sword right where my heart would have been. She riposted the Flame before it could touch her, shattering it into sparks, and then flickered away with a snarl, reappearing near Garrax. 
 
    “Help me, you stupid rock!” she snapped, concealing herself behind his bulk. “Do something useful for once!” 
 
    “I can convey thee to Hell, an thou dost wish it,” Garrax told her placidly. 
 
    “Not without my soul!” Olivia reclaimed the Flame and advanced on her and Amaryx spat another curse. She flickered and appeared behind Susie, slapping her hand on her shoulder before she could react. “Buh-bye!” she announced cheerfully, but nothing happened before Susie teleported herself out of reach. Amaryx gaped at her hand in disbelief. “Why weren’t you smited? Why didn’t that work?”  
 
    She disappeared an instant before Susie’s eye beam hit her, popping back in behind Garrax. “You did this!” she shrieked. “You’re with them, aren’t you, with Metraxion and Nyx!” She slashed at Garrax’s side before he could react, cutting deep into his flesh. Garrax never made a sound but bright orange lava oozed from the wound, quickly darkening into a crust that sealed the gash. Amaryx yelled in inarticulate frustration and vanished again but I lost sight of her. 
 
    “Where is she?” I gasped, looking all around, and I wondered fearfully if she managed to escape despite the shield. Outside, the Acolytes still lunged about, trying to kill the real witches, and I couldn’t tell if any of them had fallen. Susie’s Stone gleamed brighter than ever and I worried that she was going to burn herself out. 
 
    Then something dark streaked past out of the corner of my eye and I was suddenly thrown aside, tumbling heavily to the ground. I rolled over frantically, only to see Amaryx and Daraxandriel locked in a tight embrace. Daraxandriel tried to lift her rod to strike but it suddenly seemed far too heavy for her and she let it fall from her hand. Then she slowly fell backwards and collapsed bonelessly to the ground. 
 
    “Dara!” I scrambled to her side, trying to figure out what happened to her. I seized her limp hand and then I saw the blood staining her shirt around a narrow slit on the side. “Oh my God. Dara! Dara!” 
 
    She stirred slightly, her eyes searching blindly. “Peter,” she whispered and more blood leaked from the corner of her mouth. Her whole body trembled and then she lay still as her eyes faded into darkness. 
 
    My heart seized up in my chest and I shook her, trying to wake her. “Dara,” I sobbed. “Dara, don’t leave me! Dara!”  
 
    “Well,” Amaryx sniffed behind me, “I was trying to kill you, but I guess this works out better. Now you get to see firsthand what happens to people who defy me.” Somewhere in the distance, a female voice cried out in pain and the shield shuddered. “It’s about time,” she muttered. “Useless Acolytes.” 
 
    I reached out to close Daraxandriel’s eyes and then I stood, clenching my fists as I turned on her, heedless of the tears streaming down my face. Amaryx looked me over and sneered. “Oh, please,” she drawled, rolling her eyes, “you’re not seriously going to fight me, are you? If my compulsion is gone, so are your spells. You’re just plain ordinary Peter Collins now. I’ll find another consort. Somewhere,” she added ruefully. 
 
    I didn’t say anything. I just spread my hands and my starry pentagram spread out around me, larger and brighter than ever before. Amaryx’s eyes went round and she hastily backed away, but I gestured and her sword, still wet with Daraxandriel’s blood, crumbled into dust. She froze for just a fraction of a second and then launched herself into the sky. 
 
    “Keep the shield up!” I shouted. “Olivia, stop her from leaving!” Olivia’s wings snapped out and she catapulted into the air, trailing fire from the Flame. I reached out my right hand and the soul trap burst out of the diaper bag, slapping into my palm. I tracked Amaryx’s frantic path as she sought to escape the angel hot on her trail. 
 
    The shield shuddered again and faded noticeably and Stacy looked up in alarm. “Susie!” she said urgently. “Send me out there. I’ll take Tara’s place.” Susie didn’t even look at her. Stacy just vanished in a burst of white fire. 
 
    “It won’t help,” Susie said to me, frowning up at the angels locked in a deadly game of tag. “Gale’s down too. They’ll all be dead in a minute.” 
 
    “Just keep it up a few seconds more,” I told her grimly. The sphere lifted off my palm as I watched for my chance. Amaryx and Olivia were close to the apex of the shield, restricting their movements. All I had to do was wait until they paused ... now! 
 
    The trap shot away like a cannonball, aiming straight for Amaryx’s back as she dodged Olivia’s strike. I’d timed it perfectly, putting all my will into driving the sphere faster than the proverbial speeding bullet. The instant it touched her, I would activate the trap to bind her inside and this nightmare would finally end. 
 
    Then Amaryx flickered away and the sphere struck Olivia instead, knocking her into a tailspin. She tumbled like a broken kite and crashed into one of the boxwood hedges bordering the park. The soul trap buried itself in the turf nearby as Amaryx circled overhead, laughing at me. 
 
    “You can’t win!” she called with a mocking sneer. “I know what you’re doing before you do! Give it up, Peter, you’ve lost! Everyone you know, everyone you ever loved, they’ll all be dead soon, and you’ll have no one to blame but yourself.” A gasp off to the side was suddenly cut short and the shield shimmered again.  
 
    “The end is near!” Amaryx declared gaily. I ignored her taunts and gestured again with my right hand. The soul trap rose up from the ground, bobbing in the air as I eyed my target. “Seriously, Peter?” she scoffed. “Are you really going to waste my time like this?”  
 
    Then I gestured with my left hand and the sphere split into three identical copies, which split again, and then again. All twenty-seven spheres revolved around each other in a slow, complicated orbit as they rose higher. Amaryx’s wings backstroked, keeping her distance. She wasn’t laughing now. 
 
    I sent all of the spheres after her from all sides, leaving her no room to escape, but a shriek of agony cut through the air and the shield finally collapsed. Amaryx shot up towards the clouds, dodging and weaving as the spheres chased her, closing in on her. One of them passed through her wing and another pierced her torso and she paused when she realized they were just glamours. Now she hovered in midair as she watched them carefully, trying to discern which one was the real one. 
 
    With the shield down, the remaining Acolytes charged at us across the grass, but Susie picked them off one by one with her emerald beam, igniting them with green fire that reduced them to ash almost instantly. One Acolyte charged at Garrax with a long-handled axe, only to be batted aside by the sweep of the demon lord’s arm, while the pair that tried to jump Olivia fled screaming when she staggered to her feet and raised the Flame of Righteousness. 
 
    I kept my focus on Amaryx overhead, accelerating the spheres until they were just a blur around her, guiding the real one to strike her as soon as she looked the other way. Amy can see through glamours, an insidious voice whispered in the back of my mind. She knows which one is real. I shook off that niggling doubt and readied the spell to activate the trap. As soon as she turns her head. Ready ... ready ... now! 
 
    The real soul trap sped straight for her as she turned to follow one of the decoys and then she twisted around faster than any living creature should have been able to, snatching the real sphere out of the air with her hand. The false images vanished as she held up her prize triumphantly. 
 
    “You can’t win, Peter!” she called contemptuously. “I’m the daughter of the Dread Lord! I’m the future Queen of Hell! The world will bow down to worship me and there’s nothing you can do to stop me!” 
 
    I bent my fingers into the correct form and let the power of my Philosopher’s Stone flow through me into the soul trap. The lines I’d etched on it began to glow with a deep orange-gold light and Amaryx stared at it in startled shock. 
 
    “Buh-bye,” I told her grimly. “Claude ostium.” Amaryx flung the sphere away in fearful horror but it was too late. The lines flashed and faded and she was gone. The trap plummeted to the ground, bounced off the pavement without shattering, and rolled to a halt by the curb. 
 
    It was suddenly very quiet and I realized that lightning no longer illuminated the sky, although the clouds still remained. I sagged as I let my pentagram fade away, feeling incredibly empty despite our victory. I knelt beside Daraxandriel’s body and let the tears fall as I wept for everyone who had died because of my mistakes. 
 
    “I grieve with thee.” Garrax stood beside me, his head bowed mournfully. “Daraxandriel was ... unique. Her absence will be sorely felt.” I could only nod, not trusting my voice. 
 
    “Is she really in here?” Olivia held the soul trap in both hands, as if she was afraid of dropping it. A circular dent marred her chestplate but she seemed otherwise unharmed.  
 
    Garrax took the sphere from her, careful not to touch her, and inspected it closely. It was a smooth black orb again, with no sign of my inscriptions on its surface. “Aye,” he nodded, “she is within.” 
 
    “Can she get out?” Susie asked. She fingered her Philosopher’s Stone as if she thought she might need to use it at any moment. “Can anyone else get her out?” 
 
    “The Dread Lord,” Garrax mused, “mayhap Lady Nyx with the Crooked Staff, but none other. Thou art most puissant, young warlock,” he acknowledged, inclining his head to me. 
 
    “Dr. Bellowes was,” I said numbly. My throat was tight and the ache in my chest wouldn’t go away. “I’m not a warlock. This was all his doing.” 
 
    “In time,” Garrax told me gravely, “thou shalt discover otherwise. I shall return to my proper domain,” he said, “and cast this into the Abyss. Amaryx shall trouble thee no more.” I just nodded. It didn’t seem important anymore. “Fare thee well. May thy future shine brighter than thy past.” He turned and walked away. I didn’t see him depart but I sensed his portal open and close behind me, leaving us alone in the park. 
 
    “What now?” Olivia asked quietly. She knelt on Daraxandriel’s other side with her hands clasped, looking forlorn. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I didn’t want to move, didn’t even want to breathe anymore, but the barrier separating Hellburn from the rest of the world would fade soon, now that Amaryx was gone. Others would be coming. They’d no doubt be shocked to see the destruction and they’d be asking questions about what happened, questions I didn’t really have answers for.  
 
    I slowly pushed myself to my feet, looking down at the woman who’d given her life to save mine, and I nearly lost what tenuous control I had over myself. I took in a deep breath to steady myself.  
 
    “We should bury them,” I said shakily, “Dara and Stacy and the other witches. After that –” I looked around. It might have just been my imagination but I thought the clouds were starting to thin. It certainly seemed to be noticeably brighter now. “We’ll have to get the children from the shop and then ... do something.”  
 
    That was as far as I could go. Let Agent Prescott and the other FBI witches take charge here, I told myself. He can arrest me for killing everybody and I won’t have to worry about anything anymore. I almost looked forward to it. 
 
    “Peter.” Susie’s voice had an odd note to it and Olivia drew in her breath in surprise. They were both looking off to the side and I turned to see the Flame of Righteousness hovering in midair, surrounded by a golden halo that grew steadily brighter and larger. The light moved towards us and morphed into a humanoid shape, finally solidifying into a familiar figure I never expected to see again: Samarael. 
 
    “Well met, my friends,” he said somberly. His wings were gone and he wore his tunic once more. “I bring thee blessings from our Lord Most High. Thou hast done exceedingly well in His sight and He is most pleased with thee.” 
 
    “What?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “We’ve done well? Are you blind? We barely beat Amy! The town is destroyed! Nine thousand people are dead and you’re telling us that’s good?” My entire body trembled with outrage and I lifted my white-knuckled fists to beat in Samarael’s perfect face. 
 
    “The Lord Almighty’s hand moves –” 
 
    “Don’t you dare say He moves in mysterious ways!” I shouted. “There’s no sense to any of this! Why did they all have to die? Why are you still alive? Why didn’t you stop Amy before – before –” I broke then and buried my face in my hands. “Why did you let her die?” 
 
    Samarael let his breath out in a very human sigh. “I intended to say, the Lord Almighty’s hand moves with purpose, although that purpose is not easily discerned at times. Thy world is the forge in which souls are tempered and tested. Those that are pure and strong rise to Heaven in their time. Those that break are cast down into Hell, to be consumed in fire.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” I asked harshly. “This was all my fault! I killed all these people! They’re dead because of me!” 
 
    “They perished at Amaryx’s hand, not thine,” Samarael reminded me. “It is through thine actions and those of thy companions that she was vanquished.” 
 
    “But you could have stopped her!” I retorted. “She didn’t kill you, you’ve been here the entire time!” 
 
    “Nay, I did not have the strength to defeat her, for she was the daughter of the Dread Lord and I am but a messenger of God. Yet I saw in thee the means to remove her from thy world, although the journey would be perilous and the outcome far from certain. In my guise as the Flame of Righteousness, I could aid thee and guide thee, yet the outcome was always in thy hands.” 
 
    “So that story about taking me to Heaven was a lie?” Olivia asked, aghast. “You just needed me to fight Amy for you?” 
 
    “Nay, it is not so,” he assured her. “I was dispatched to raise thee to thy just reward, yet I could not bring thee forth whilst Amaryx had thee in her grip.” He held out his hand to Olivia with a gentle smile. “Now that she is overcome, we may depart. Thy time here has ended.” 
 
    “But what about Peter and Susie and – and everyone else?” she protested. “What’s going to happen to them?” 
 
    “Their fates have not been revealed to me,” he said. “Come, let us depart.” 
 
    Olivia’s blue-gray eyes searched my face and then Susie’s. “No.” 
 
    Samarael’s eyebrows lifted. “No?” 
 
    “No, I’m staying with them.” She rose and moved to my side, crossing her arms defiantly. “They need me more than Heaven does.” Samarael blinked at her, his hand still outstretched, unable to comprehend why anyone would choose me over God.  
 
    “A moment, please.” 
 
    We all turned at that echoing voice, as if three people were speaking the same words at once. A woman walked towards us but it was hard to make out her features, which seemed to be young, middle-aged, and old at the same time. Even her long, flowing robe couldn’t make up its mind what color it should be, flipping between pure white, forest green, and tattered gray from one moment to the next. It was like watching three people overlapping in the same space. 
 
    She was accompanied by a large, well-muscled man wearing only a crude animal skin around his loins. Branching antlers sprouted from his temples and he carried a battered wooden club in one massive hand. His eyes were dark and strangely shaped, like a mixture of man and beast. 
 
    Susie was the first one of us to react, bending her head to them. “Goddess,” she said. “Horned God. You’re late.” 
 
    “I regret our prolonged absence,” said the Goddess solemnly, stopping in front of us and settling into her green-clad middle-aged form, the Mother. “I wish we could have avoided this tragedy but Amaryx was too strong, even for us.” 
 
    “You fought well,” declared the Horned God in a deep and rumbling voice. “Your victory will be sung for years to come.” 
 
    I shook my head. “This wasn’t a victory,” I told them bleakly, “it was a senseless slaughter.” 
 
    “Death is the fate of all who live,” intoned the Crone, her gray outfit almost the same color as her thin hair and eyes. 
 
    “Death after a long and fruitful life is welcome,” argued the Maiden in white. Her hair was the gold of buttercups and her eyes were the color of a springtime sky. “This is not that.” 
 
    “We don’t have the power to change what has happened,” said the Mother, her voice filled with regret. Her hair was mahogany and her eyes the green of summer leaves. “But there is One who does. Samarael, can’t you entreat the Lord of All on their behalf? Surely they deserve more than sorrow and despair for removing such a great evil from the world.” 
 
    Samarael shook his head. “It is not befitting for me to question the Lord God’s will.” 
 
    “But there’s no harm in asking. Isn’t that why we pray to Him?” 
 
    The angel’s mouth twisted as he tried to come up with a reason to refuse the Goddess’s request but he finally capitulated with a sigh and a nod. “Very well,” he agreed reluctantly, “yet I make no promises.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and tilted his head back, slowly raising his hands in supplication. For a long while, nothing seemed to happen, and then he began to glow. No, rather a soft golden light shone down on him, coming out of nowhere. His features slowly eased into a faint smile and when he finally opened his eyes, they were almost luminous. 
 
    “Well?” Olivia prompted him anxiously when he didn’t seem inclined to speak. 
 
    Samarael looked at all of us, his gaze finally settling on me. “I have been granted leave to alter what has transpired in thy life, Peter Simon Collins,” he said. “Speak thy will and it shall be made so.” 
 
    “I – what?” I stammered. “You mean I get to make a wish?” 
 
    “The Lord God Almighty grieves with thee for the loss of so many. Thy tribulations should be laid at the feet of the Dread Lord, not thine. What reparation dost thou desire?” 
 
    “Just like that?” I asked incredulously. “I can ask for anything?” 
 
    “An it is within the power granted me,” he agreed. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. I looked down at Daraxandriel’s motionless form, scarcely daring to hope. “Can you – can you bring her back?”  
 
    Samarael nodded solemnly. “An that is thy desire.” 
 
    “But – what about the others? What about Stacy and Melissa and the other witches? What about Mom and Dad? What about – what about everyone else?” I flung my hand out at the destruction surrounding us as more tears welled up in my eyes. “What about the Acolytes and my friends and their families and – and – what about everything?” I wiped at my eyes, angry and overwhelmed. “Why are you making me choose? Why don’t you just put everything back the way it was, before any of this happened?” 
 
    “Were I to do so,” Samarael cautioned me, “naught would change and this,” he spread his hands, “would be the result, repeating endlessly unto eternity.” 
 
    “Then don’t let that happen,” I pleaded with him. “Make it so it doesn’t.” 
 
    “Is that truly thy will, Peter Simon Collins?” he asked me. “Wouldst thou surrender the powers thou hast gained, the good thou hast done, the life thou hast lived, to become ordinary once more?” 
 
    “Do not do so!” the Horned God insisted, raising his club as if he intended to strike me with it. “You have become a warlock supreme. Do not cast that away!” 
 
    “Leave him be,” chided the Maiden. “Hasn’t he suffered enough? Let him have some peace.” 
 
    “The world is still a dangerous place,” the Crone reminded her sternly. “We need champions to restore and maintain the balance.” 
 
    “A champion must want to fight,” said the Mother, shaking her head. “Give him time to heal. When you’re ready, Peter,” she told me, “we’ll be waiting for you.” With that cryptic statement, she turned away, beckoning for the Horned God to follow her. In just a few steps, they faded from sight, as if they’d never been there. 
 
    “What is thy will, Peter Simon Collins?” Samarael prompted me. 
 
    “What should I do?” I asked Susie and Olivia plaintively. 
 
    “Don’t ask me,” Olivia said with a wistful shrug. “I’m dead. I don’t even belong here.” 
 
    “I like having infinite power,” Susie argued, glowering at her Philosopher’s Stone with her uncovered eye. 
 
    “Is it worth all this?” I asked her, spreading my arms. 
 
    “No,” she grumbled, although I suspected she was just humoring me. 
 
    “All right,” I sighed. “Put everything back the way it was,” I said to Samarael, “before any of this happened. Make sure none of this will ever happen again.” 
 
    “The Lord Almighty blessed humankind with free will,” the angel reminded me, “that they might choose their path in life, seeking Heaven or Hell through their thoughts and deeds. I cannot sway thee or those about thee.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said carefully. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I shall set the world back as it was and give thee the means to alter its course. It lies upon thy shoulders to ensure that this tragic outcome does not come to pass again.” 
 
    “Wait, no! That’s not what I want!” Samarael closed his eyes and began to glow, his halo brightening quickly until I had to shade my eyes. “Stop! I don’t want to be responsible for the world! Stop!” But the angel gave no sign that he heard me and everything went white. 
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    If you draw a line from Fort Worth to San Antonio and another one from Abilene to Nacogdoches, the point where they cross falls smack on top of Hellburn, Texas, population 9,451. 
 
    In 1865, a cattle rancher named Henry Milton bought 10,000 acres of land just south of the Brazos River. Two years later, he suddenly left it all behind and moved north to Tulsa, Oklahoma, proclaiming to anyone who would listen, “I’d rather burn in Hell than spend another summer’s day in that God-forsaken hole.” The town that eventually grew up around Milton’s abandoned ranch was named Hellburn in his honor.  
 
    Every year, Texas Leisure magazine sends out a survey to all the small towns in Texas asking them to list all the Fun Things To Do there, for the benefit of anyone who might happen to find themselves in that particular location with an hour or two to kill. This year, somebody misplaced the paperwork for Hellburn so its entry had nothing listed, thereby officially making us the most boring place in Texas. I can’t bring myself to disagree with that assessment. Nothing ever happens in Hellburn. 
 
    Nothing, that is, until the eve of my 18th birthday. 
 
      
 
    “Peter? Peter!” 
 
    I started, blinking in confusion at my surroundings. I was standing in a storeroom of some sort, lined with shelves of supplies in boxes.  
 
    “Peter!” That impatient voice finally penetrated my confused thoughts and I turned to see a balding, sweaty, overweight man standing in the doorway. “What’s taking you so long? We need those cups!” 
 
    “Cups?” I looked down and discovered a package of Styrofoam cups in my hand, each one bearing the Dairy Queen logo. My shirt had the same color scheme, along with a plastic nametag bearing my name. “These?” I asked, holding out the stack. 
 
    “Yes, those,” he sighed with an expression that clearly conveyed the fact that he wasn’t paid nearly enough to put up with the antics of part-time employees. He turned to leave and then he – Mr. Watkins, my fuzzled brain finally recalled, the store manager – paused with a frown. “Are you feeling all right?” he asked suspiciously. 
 
    “No, I’m ... fine,” I assured him, not entirely certain that was actually true. 
 
    “Good. Go wipe down the tables.” With that, he departed. 
 
    I just stood there staring at the empty doorway, trying to recall what I was doing here. This is the Dairy Queen, I reasoned slowly. I work here after school Wednesday through Friday and all day Saturday. What day is it? I checked my watch but all it told me was the time, 1:41. Don’t I have a smartwatch? I thought uneasily. It seemed to me that I did but that couldn’t have been true. I didn’t make enough money to afford one. 
 
    I stepped into the hallway and perused the employee bulletin board. Nestled among the various legal notices and reminders that employees were required to wash their hands after using the restroom was the calendar Mr. Watkins used to inform everyone of his work schedule. Assuming it was current, this was May. So the semester isn’t over yet but I’m not in school, I mused, so this must be Saturday. I rubbed my temples. Why is my brain so mushy today? I wondered. Probably over-exposure to hamburger fumes. 
 
    I made my way into the restaurant proper and surveyed the tables. Only three were occupied but several others bore the unmistakable signs of recent use. I heaved a resigned sigh, fetched the cleaning supplies from the cabinet under the soda machine, and got to work. It’s mindless, thankless labor, I told myself, but at least it pays a whopping $8.25 an hour. 
 
    I rarely had to interact directly with the customers, other than handling occasional demands for extra ketchup packets, so I didn’t pay much attention to the patrons as I methodically worked my way around the tables, picking up discarded wrappers, wiping up spilled soda and melted ice cream, and setting the napkin holders and salt and pepper shakers back in their proper positions. All the while, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was missing something important, something I should have been doing other than this, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember what it was. 
 
    The last table looked like a family of Neanderthals had lived there for a few seasons before being eaten by sabertooth tigers. Trash lay everywhere and every visible surface was decorated with spatters of ketchup. Even the floor was littered with stray french fries and a half-full soda cup that thankfully still had its lid on. It was out of reach at the back of the booth, though, and I had to choose between crawling underneath across a pit of sticky goo or using the mop from the storeroom to nudge it closer. 
 
    What I need is an enchanted broom, I grumbled to myself, getting down on my hands and knees, or even just a levitation spell. My main Legends of Lorecraft character Coronox would have made short work of this mess. I stretched out my hand for the cup and my fingers made an odd sort of gesture all on their own, just before the cup rose up and flew into my hand. 
 
    I jerked back in astonishment, banged my head painfully on the underside of the table, and dropped the cup, causing its contents to splash everywhere. I stared at my hand like I’d never seen it before and suddenly it all came rushing back. Daraxandriel. Susie. Mrs. Kendricks. The coven. Dr. Bellowes. Lilixandriel. Agent Prescott. Olivia. Amy. The demon lords. Nyx. Metraxion. The incubus. Amaryx. The Apocalypse. Samarael. Garrax. The Goddess and the Horned God. I remembered everything. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “He did it. He really did it. Everything’s back the way it was. Except –” I flexed my fingers cautiously. Except I’m still a warlock. All of Dr. Bellowes’ spells swirled in my head, four hundred and thirty years of magic crafted and refined by the foremost demon hunter in the world. “Oh my God.” I was having trouble breathing now. 
 
    “Hey, are you okay?” 
 
    I jerked upright at that oh-so-very familiar voice, clocking my head again. I backed out from under the table, rubbing the growing lump on my skull, and gaped up at the girl looking at me worriedly from the corner booth. I knew that beautiful face and those dark eyes and that glossy black hair intimately and I couldn’t believe she was sitting right there. 
 
    “Melissa!” I gasped. “You’re alive!” 
 
    “I’m – what?” She eyed me doubtfully. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine, I just never thought I’d ever see you ...” My voice trailed off as I realized that she didn’t have any memory of what happened. Of what’s going to happen, I corrected myself. No, what’s never going to happen again. She was still looking at me askance and I tried to find a way out of the hole I was digging. “Here. I never thought I’d see you here. At Dairy Queen,” I added lamely. 
 
    “Oh, well, I was supposed to meet someone here.” She glanced away awkwardly, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear in an oh-so-very familiar gesture. The remnants of a banana split sat on the table in front of her and an untouched strawberry sundae melted in the sunlight pouring through the window. “He’s running a bit late.” 
 
    Now that the shock of seeing her again had abated, I noticed her eyes were red-rimmed and her mascara was smudged. A surge of anger swept through me. After all she’d been through – after all she’ll never go through, I swore – she didn’t deserve to be treated like this. 
 
    “Brent’s not coming,” I told her tersely, clambering to my feet. “If he really cared about you, he’d be here.” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” she insisted. “I mean, finals are starting and the Hellraiser game is coming up –” 
 
    “Bullshit.” She sat back and blinked at me. “You’re more important than any of that. You deserve better than that. Dump him,” I urged her. “Find someone who actually appreciates you.” 
 
    “You mean you?” she retorted scornfully, her eyes flashing in sudden anger. 
 
    Yes, me! my mind wanted to say. We were lovers, we lost our virginity together. We lived together until all Hell broke loose. When I found out you died, something died inside me too. But I didn’t say any of that. If we got together again, she might get caught up with demons and magic and who knew whatever else. She was better off staying far away from me. 
 
    “Not me,” I told her firmly, shaking my head, “but there’s someone out there who’ll let you be yourself and love you just the way you are. I’ll take those,” I added, pointing to the forgotten desserts, “if you’re done with them.” 
 
    Melissa blinked at me and then down at the plastic containers. “Um, all right, sure. I guess there’s no point hanging around here.” She passed the trash to me and collected her purse from the bench beside her. She slid out from her seat and headed for the door but stopped after a couple of steps and looked back at me. “I’m sorry, I don’t remember your name.” 
 
    “Oh.” That threw me for a second. “It’s, um. Peter. Peter Collins. I sit behind you in American History.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” She clearly didn’t remember me, assuming she’d even noticed me at all. “Well, thanks for the advice, I guess.”  
 
    “Look me up the next time you’re on Lorecraft,” I told her hopefully, “after Melisandre gets unbanned. Maybe we could team up for a quest or something.” 
 
    Melissa gaped at me wide-eyed. “How do you know about that?” she demanded in a hoarse whisper. “Oh my God!” She tucked another strand behind her ear as she looked around the restaurant for anyone who might have overheard. 
 
    “It’s okay, I won’t tell anybody,” I assured her, refraining from rolling my eyes with an effort. God forbid that anyone found out that the Queen of Hellburn High liked to play online games. 
 
    “You better not,” she muttered and hurried out the door. I watched her through the windows as she crossed the parking lot to her baby blue Ford Thunderbird convertible. She surprised me with a hesitant wave before she sped off and I just stood there bemusedly until Mr. Watkins noticed I wasn’t moving. 
 
    “Get a move on, Peter,” he told me sternly. “It’s not your birthday yet, you’re still on the clock.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I sighed. I dumped the evidence of Melissa’s aborted date into the trash, wiped down her table, and then headed to the back of the store for the mop. I glanced at the calendar again as I passed it and then stopped in my tracks. It’s May, I thought. It’s Saturday. It’s not my birthday yet. Those facts bounced around my skull until they formed a hypothesis that made me suck in my breath. “Oh my God!” 
 
    I sprinted back to the counter where Mr. Watkins was stacking the napkins. “What day is it?” I asked him breathlessly. 
 
    He eyed me with a doubtful frown, probably wondering if I’d been sniffing the carbonated gas for the sodas. “It’s Saturday.” 
 
    “No, not the day, the date! What date is it?” 
 
    “It’s the twelfth. What’s going on, Peter?” 
 
    “Today’s May twelfth?” He nodded. “Tomorrow’s the thirteenth?” 
 
    “That’s usually what happens, yes.” 
 
    “So tomorrow’s my birthday?” 
 
    “That’s what you told me. Are you feeling all right?” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I said to myself. “Today’s the day.” 
 
    “No, tomorrow’s the day,” Mr. Watkins corrected me warily. “Do you need to sit down for a minute?” 
 
    “No,” I said absently, my thoughts racing. “No. No!” I slapped my hands on the counter, startling him. “I need to leave,” I told him urgently. “Right now!” 
 
    “Your shift’s not over for two more hours,” he argued. 
 
    “This is really important. I have to pick up a package at the house before Susie sees it.” 
 
    “Your parents can –” 
 
    “No, Dad’s at work and Mom’s with her club or something.” I couldn’t remember exactly what she was doing today but it didn’t matter. “Please, I need to do this. I’ll work extra hours next week to make up for it.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s legal,” he frowned. “Students can only –” 
 
    “Come on, Mr. Watkins,” I pleaded. “This is the most important thing in the entire world! I really have to leave! I’ll mow your lawn, I’ll wash your car, whatever it takes!” 
 
    Mr. Watkins rolled his eyes. “Fine, go if it means that much to you,” he sighed, flapping a chubby hand. “Just be sure to –” 
 
    “Thanks! I won’t forget this!”  
 
    I slammed my way out the door and ran to where I parked the Mustang, except it wasn’t there. I blinked at the empty parking slot where I always left it until I finally remembered that I got the car after my birthday dinner, which was – would be – tomorrow.  
 
    “Shit!” I sprinted across the parking lot towards the bus stop on the corner, just in time to see the #20 bus pull away in a cloud of diesel fumes. “God damn it! Sorry!” I called up to the sky hastily. “I didn’t mean that!” The last thing I needed was Samarael undoing his undoing of everything because I seemed ungrateful. 
 
    The bus ran every twenty minutes but that was going to be the longest twenty minutes of my life. I paced back and forth under the route sign, scanning every car that went by in the hopes it was someone I knew who could give me a ride. I thought about calling Justin to come pick me up but he’d want to hang around the house afterwards and that was the last thing I wanted right now. I closed my eyes and practiced slow breathing, hoping that would fend off the stress-induced heart attack I was about to have. 
 
    “Excuse me!” I jumped, clutching my chest, and discovered a woman I didn’t know waving at me from the passenger window of a dusty station wagon. “Excuse me, young man. Which way to the Grand Canyon?” 
 
    “The ... Grand Canyon?” She had a strong Cajun accent and I clearly misunderstood her.  
 
    “Yes, the Grand Canyon,” she affirmed. 
 
    “The one in Arizona?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Yes, that’s the one.” 
 
    “You’re in Hellburn, Texas,” I informed her, wondering if I was on one of those reality shows where they prank random strangers. “The Grand Canyon is a thousand miles that way.” I pointed to the west and the woman smacked the man behind the wheel with the back of her hand. 
 
    “I told you that shortcut was a mistake,” she complained. “Why have a GPS if you’re not going to listen to it?” 
 
    “Because having one woman nagging me while I’m driving is more than enough,” he muttered sullenly. His accent was even thicker than his wife’s. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” the woman apologized to me. “This is the first road trip we’ve taken in ages and, well, I guess we weren’t as prepared as we thought.” 
 
    “That’s okay, no problem,” I assured her. “Just turn left at the light, head over to Highway 174, and go north. That’ll take you into Fort Worth. Oh, wait, the bridge is out,” I corrected myself. “You’ll need to – hang on.” I closed my eyes and thought it through. This is before Nyx showed up, I reminded myself. The bridge is still in one piece. “Forget I said that. The bridge is fine, just head north.” 
 
    “This bridge of yours sounds pretty rickety,” observed the man with a dubious frown. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s fine, Poppa,” came a voice from inside. “Let’s get going.” The rear window slid down, revealing two boys seated in the back. The one on the far side was absorbed in a handheld video game but the one nearest the window gave me a shy smile. Then I realized that he was actually a she, except her hair was even shorter than her brother’s, just a layer of brown fuzz covering her skull. 
 
    “Thanks for your help,” she told me. “I’ve always wanted to see the Grand Canyon. Have you been there?” I just stared at her blue-gray eyes and she leaned back with a worried look. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I finally found my voice. “Olivia?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    Olivia and her mother gasped in unison. “How do you know my daughter?” Mrs. Benard asked in disbelief. 
 
    “I –” I met her when she was a ghost in my house, before she turned into an angel. “I saw her videos,” I stammered, “the ones she made in the hospital. But you’re not –” 
 
    “Dead?” Olivia finished for me with a rueful grimace. “I got better,” she shrugged. 
 
    “It was a miracle,” her mother insisted. “One day she was lying there with all those tubes and wires and the next day the doctors couldn’t find anything wrong with her. God gave her back to us.” She wiped eyes that were suddenly moist and her husband gripped her hand, looking like he was about to break down himself. 
 
    “Momma,” Olivia chided her, shrinking down in her seat in embarrassment. Her brother – Timmy, was it? – remained completely oblivious to the conversation. 
 
    “So now that she’s strong enough,” Mrs. Benard sniffled, “we’re doing all the things she couldn’t do while she was sick.” 
 
    “Like going to the Grand Canyon,” I smiled. “I remember. And feeding a penguin and skydiving and eating a ghost pepper.” Olivia looked startled and I scrambled for an explanation. “Oh, you, um, mentioned your bucket list in one of your videos.” 
 
    “I don’t remember doing that,” she frowned. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, honey,” her mother said soothingly. “You had so many drugs in you we couldn’t understand half the stuff you said sometimes.” 
 
    “Momma!” Olivia huddled down even lower. 
 
    “Well, thanks for your help, young man,” Mrs. Benard told me. “We’d best get going, we’ve got a long road ahead of us.” As her window rolled up, I heard her say, “He said to turn left at the light.” 
 
    “I know!” grumbled Mr. Benard. 
 
    The car pulled away from the curb and Olivia stuck her head out the window, waving at me with a smile. I lifted my hand in farewell and stood there watching with a bemused smile on my own face until they turned left and vanished.  
 
    “Thank you,” I told the sky softly.  
 
    I was in a much better mood when the #20 finally trundled up, but that feeling eroded quickly as the bus made its tortuous way across town, somehow conspiring to hit every single red light and exchange passengers at every single stop. When it finally reached the corner of Main and Maple, I leapt through the door before it was fully opened and ran the eight hundred and forty steps to our front door. I ignored the mailbox holding Grandma Marjorie’s birthday card and the five-dollar bill tucked inside and leapt over the gate in the picket fence, scanning the porch frantically for the most important thing in the entire world. 
 
    It sat there on the welcome mat, a nondescript box maybe eight inches on a side, wrapped in brown paper and packing tape. I snatched it up and nearly dropped it, forgetting how heavy its contents were, and I turned it all around, inspecting it for any damage. It seemed to have come through its long journey from Elizabethan England unscathed and I clutched it to my chest. The shipping label had Susie’s name on it but it was mine now and no force in the universe would take it from me. 
 
    I reached for the door latch and then hesitated. Susie had been in her room the last time I brought the package into the house, but this was two hours earlier. There was no telling where she might be right now. I hid the box behind my back and eased the door open, peering through the crack. The house was silent and there was no sign of her in the front room. So far so good. 
 
    I tiptoed inside and shut the door as quietly as possible before easing my way towards the hallway. It was equally unoccupied and I scurried into the kitchen towards the laundry room and the garage beyond. It would be empty now with Mom and Dad gone, so I could break the geode without interruption, except the last time I tried that, I ended up in the hospital.  
 
    I paused and hefted the package in my hand with a frown. There had to be a way to get it open without risking another concussion. If only – I made a disgusted noise and rolled my eyes. If only I was a warlock in possession of a dozen spells for unlocking soul traps. 
 
    I reversed course and stole down the hallway, keeping a cautious eye on Susie’s door as I slipped into my bedroom. I locked myself in – and, more importantly, locked Susie out – and searched for something to open the package with, finally locating a pair of scissors in the bottom drawer of my night table. I sat on the edge of my bed and carefully snipped through the paper and tape until I extracted the box, a plain white cardboard container with nothing other than a cryptic stock label printed on top. 
 
    My hands shook a bit as I opened the flap and pulled out a muddy brown sphere shrouded in bubble wrap. I peeled that off and finally held the geode up to the light. It looked dull and ordinary and unimportant, but what it contained was more precious than anything else I could imagine.  
 
    “Hang on,” I told it in a shaky voice. “Just a couple more minutes.” 
 
    I looked around for the best place to do this and finally set the geode on the floor in front of my bookcase. I stepped back, took a few deep breaths, and summoned my pentagram. The star-filled circle stretched from wall to wall and the glittering lights within slowly orbited my feet as I raised my hands. 
 
    “Vincula aperio,” I murmured and lines etched in a dull red light appeared on the surface of the orb. The bindings were crude to my critical eye, drawn in haste by an unpracticed hand, but there was no doubt they were effective. I licked my lips and took another steadying breath. “Vincula recludo.” 
 
    The lines grew steadily brighter, shading from red to orange to yellow into white, and the geode rocked like an egg about to hatch. I backed away uneasily. A simple soul trap like this wasn’t supposed to explode but its contents had been sealed away for over four centuries. Who know what a spell stretched beyond its normal limits might do? A sharp keening sound stabbed through my ears, quickly rising in pitch, and I hastily dug through Dr. Bellowes’ accumulated knowledge for a shield spell. Before I could conjure it up, though, the sound cut off abruptly and the lines vanished and she was there. 
 
    She huddled on her hands and knees, looking around with huge black eyes with a reddish inner glow, like polished coals about to burst into flame. Ridged horns swept back from her forehead and an arrowhead-tipped tail swept back and forth across the carpet. Her skin was reddish-brown and her short, spiky hair was the color of a red crayon. She wasn’t smiling but I knew one of her fangs was broken off short. 
 
    “Did Parathraxas dispatch thee?” she growled, glaring at me with narrowed eyes. “Dost thou seek to reclaim the Stone on his behalf?” 
 
    “Daraxandriel, it’s me!” My welcoming smile faded as she slowly rose to her feet. She was exactly as I remembered from the first time I released her but now she regarded me with suspicion. 
 
    “Dost thou claim to know me?” She looked me over from head to toe with doubt twisting her lips and then her eyes fell to my pentagram. She gasped and stepped back, colliding with the bookcase. “Thou art a mage!” She looked around frantically for an escape route and shadows started to gather in the corner as she inched that way. 
 
    “No! No, don’t go!” I hastily banished my pentagram and lunged for her arm to keep her from escaping through the shadowed paths. Her tail jabbed me in the side and reared up its head at me. If it had a mouth, I had no doubt it would be hissing. “I’m not going to hurt you! I don’t want anything from you, I just want you to be free.” 
 
    “Free?” she echoed doubtfully. 
 
    “Yes, free,” I assured her. “Look.” 
 
    Her eyes followed my gesture and widened at the sight of the geode lying there on the floor, now just an ordinary mass of quartz crystals formed inside a bubble of volcanic rock. She approached it like a skittish kitten and nudged it with her toe. It rolled a few inches and stopped. 
 
    “Verily?” she whispered. “Thou hast truly released me from my jeweled prison?” Behind her, the shadows faded away. 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a sigh of relief. Losing her again would have been too much to bear. “Okay, listen, I need to tell you –” My door rattled and I spun around. “Shh!” I whispered urgently. “Don’t make any sounds!” 
 
    “What manner of beast assails us?” she whispered back, huddling behind me. Her breath tickled my ear, smelling like burned-out candles. “A hellhound, mayhap? A denizen of the utter deep?” 
 
    “Worse,” I told her softly. “It’s Susie.” 
 
    “Peter?” Susie’s voice was muffled by the door but her irritation came through clearly. The doorknob rattled again and fell silent. Just when I thought she’d given up, though, there was a subtle click. The door opened and Susie barged in, swathed in her oversized pink-and-white robe and scowling at her phone. “I got an email saying I got a package. Have you seen it?” She looked up then and blinked at us with two good green-gold eyes. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Oh, um, this is Dara,” I said carefully. “Dara Alexander. She’s ... an exchange student from London. She’ll be staying with us for a while.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Daraxandriel leaning over to stare at me incredulously. 
 
    Susie eyed her suspiciously but that didn’t mean much. She eyed every new thing suspiciously. She didn’t seem to notice anything unusual about a naked succubus hiding in my room, though, and she finally shrugged. “Did you see my package?” she persisted. 
 
    My eyes strayed involuntarily to my bed where the box and its dismembered wrappings still lay. She followed my gaze and gasped as she snatched up the papers, searching futilely for their missing contents. “Peter! Why did you open it? That was mine!” She turned on me and I flinched as her eyes narrowed dangerously. “Where is it?” 
 
    “Here. It’s right here.” I grabbed the geode from the floor and held it out to her. “I didn’t mean to open it,” I assured her. “I – I thought it might be for me.” 
 
    “Why would I order something for you?” she asked dubiously. 
 
    “Well, for my birthday.” She just frowned at me as if my words were completely meaningless. “My birthday’s tomorrow,” I reminded her. Her expression didn’t change. “People usually give people presents on their birthday.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” she said slowly. “I knew that.” She came forward and snatched the geode from my hand. “You better not have ruined this,” she grumbled, inspecting it closely. 
 
    “I’m sure your crystals are untainted,” I told her. She gave me a look and I belatedly remembered I wasn’t supposed to know she was a witch. I gave her what I hoped was an innocent smile and she finally turned to leave. “Use one of Dad’s masonry chisels to open it,” I suggested helpfully. “And make sure you wear safety goggles!” Susie didn’t quite slam my door when she left and I let my breath out in a relieved whoosh. “That was close,” I muttered. 
 
    “Who is this Susie that she instills such trepidation within thee?” Daraxandriel asked warily. 
 
    “She’s my sister.” 
 
    She looked me over doubtfully. “The waif does not semble thee in the slightest.” 
 
    “Well, she might be adopted. I’m still not sure about that,” I admitted ruefully. 
 
    “Yet whyfor does thy blood run so cold at the sight of her? She is a witch,” she acknowledged, “yet her skills are feeble.” 
 
    “Just wait a couple of years,” I muttered. “She’s going to be scary good. Or bad. It’s hard to tell.” Her head tilted in confusion. “Don’t worry about it. Okay, first we need to get you some clothes. On Monday, we’ll have to go into the school office early and get you registered for my classes. Whatever you do, don’t talk to Melissa,” I warned her sternly, “and absolutely no cheerleading. Oh! I need to get prom tickets so you can win that laptop. We can get your Lorecraft account set up now, though,” I said thoughtfully. “Don’t forget to make the kitchen table bigger so there’s room for everybody.”  
 
    I turned in a full circle, trying to remember everything that happened before. I guess we can leave the bed as is, I mused. I shivered in anticipation when I realized we’d be sleeping together for the first time again. When I glanced at Daraxandriel, though, my smile faded. She was just standing there clutching her tail, looking sad and regretful. “What’s wrong?” I asked in alarm. 
 
    “I am indebted to thee for my freedom,” she said quietly, “and I would that I could remain longer and mayhap reward thee as is thy proper due, yet I needs must depart.” 
 
    “You’re leaving?” My brain couldn’t quite grasp the concept. “Why?” 
 
    “Parathraxas will soon know that I have escaped mine imprisonment and he will come for the soulstone he believes to be his due. His pursuit will be relentless and I cannot prevail against him. I needs must return to Hell where he cannot follow.” Her glowing eyes swept around the room. “I shall miss thy world,” she admitted softly. 
 
    “You don’t have to go,” I insisted. “Parathraxas is dead, he can’t hurt you anymore.” As soon as I said that, my heart sank into my stomach. “Oh my God,” I breathed in dismay. “He’s still alive.” My eyes tracked down to the glowing red jewel embedded in Daraxandriel’s navel and something squeezed my chest and wouldn’t let go. “Oh my God!” I gasped in a strangled voice. “Amy’s still in there!” 
 
    Daraxandriel looked down at herself in confusion. “Amy?” 
 
    “Amaryx.” She shook her head doubtfully. “The Spawn of Darkness.” Another shake. “The daughter of the Dread Lord! Oh my God, it’s happening again, just like last time.” I was beginning to hyperventilate and I started pacing back and forth. “No, wait, things are different now. I’m a warlock and Olivia’s not dead. And if she’s not dead, then Lilith can’t take her soul and Agent Prescott won’t chase her here and you haven’t been cursed by the Dread Lord so she won’t try to swap with you and that means we won’t bind Olivia’s soul to the Philosopher’s Stone and so Susie won’t accidentally release Amy and she won’t try to kill everyone in Hellburn. Everything’s okay,” I told myself, feeling a wave of relief wash over me. “We’re safe.” Daraxandriel just blinked at me. “Oh, I guess that didn’t make a lot of sense to you,” I admitted sheepishly. 
 
    “I am relieved that this Amy is no longer a threat to thee,” she said carefully, “and yet Parathraxas still remains.” 
 
    “Oh, crap, you’re right.” I started pacing again. “He’s in England now and I’m not going to turn you over to the coven so he has no reason to come here but he still has Metraxion bound to his ring –” 
 
    “Metraxion?” Daraxandriel gasped in horror. 
 
    “– and he’s still killing innocent girls to feed him and keep himself alive. We have to stop him.” I stopped and chewed my lower lip as I stared at the Stone. It was still unbound. I could take it, anoint it with my blood, and make it mine. I knew all of Dr. Bellowes’ spells. With the power of the Stone behind them, I’d be his equal.  
 
    After you practice wielding those spells for four hundred years, that voice in the back of my head whispered. 
 
    “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I got lucky the last time I beat him, there’s no way I could do it again. Someone else has to do this. He doesn’t even live here, it’s the Council of Nine’s problem.” The problem was, I didn’t know how to contact them, let alone convince them that their most distinguished member was worse than the demons he hunted. But I knew someone who knew how to get hold them and she had a Philosopher’s Stone. 
 
    “We’re going to get rid of Parathraxas,” I promised Daraxandriel, “but it’s going to be a little risky. Are you willing to help me?” 
 
    She hesitated and then ducked her head with a shy smile. “I scarcely know thee, yet thou hast already given me more than I can repay and now thou art willing to defeat my most fearsome enemy. Thou art kind and thy heart is good and thy soul is pure. An thou ask it of me, I shall cleave to thy side until we are victorious or die in the trying.” 
 
    “Cleave away,” I grinned. I pulled out my phone and Daraxandriel tilted her head at it quizzically. The number I needed wasn’t in my contacts – yet, I thought wryly – but I’d called it enough times to have it etched in my memory. I took a deep breath and dialed, trying to figure out what I was going to say while I listened to the rings. 
 
    “Special Agent Fay Morgan,” came the brisk voice. She sounded cool and cautious. “Who is this?” 
 
    She hasn’t met me yet. “This is Peter Collins, uh, ma’am.” 
 
    “This is a personal number, Mr. Collins. Where did you get it?” 
 
    Answering that question would only convince her I was a crank caller. “I know about the Occult Investigations unit,” I told her. “I know you’re all witches.” 
 
    Morgan snorted in my ear. “We attract a lot of crackpots and conspiracy theorists, Mr. Collins. You’re hardly the first to accuse us of that.” I noticed she didn’t deny it. 
 
    “I know you have a Philosopher’s Stone and you have friends in the Council of Nine.” 
 
    “I have your phone number, Mr. Collins,” she warned me. “I see that you live in ... Hellburn, Texas?” Her voice had a dubious note in it. “I’ll remind you that I’m a federal agent and this constitutes harassment.” 
 
    I forged on. “William Bellowes is killing innocents for their souls and feeding them to a demon lord trapped in the ring he wears. The demon keeps him alive and powers his magic.” 
 
    Now I had her attention. The silence stretched out for an uncomfortably long time. “Dr. Bellowes is a respected member of the academic community in England,” she said finally. “You’re accusing him of – what? Black magic?” She managed to sound scornful. 
 
    “I have proof,” I told her, watching Daraxandriel watch me. 
 
    “What is the nature of that proof?” Morgan asked skeptically. 
 
    “You’re going to have to come down to Hellburn. You won’t believe me otherwise.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you now. Good day, Mr. Collins.” 
 
    “Wait! You once forged a soul bond with a man in a forest under a full moon.” 
 
    “What?” she gasped. “How could you possibly know that?” 
 
    “He died when you fought a demon lord and pulled too much of his strength through the bond.” 
 
    “How – how can you know that?” she whispered. The catch in her voice made my chest ache, almost as if our own bond still existed. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I told her soberly, “but you need to believe me. Dr. Bellowes has to be stopped. Come to Hellburn and I’ll tell you everything.” 
 
    She was silent for the longest time and I chewed on my lip apprehensively as I waited. “All right,” she said finally and I sighed in relief. “Give me a day to arrange things here. I’ll call you when I arrive.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I told her sincerely. 
 
    “You won’t thank me if I discover this is all a twisted joke, Mr. Collins,” she retorted tightly. “Goodbye.” 
 
    “Wait! One more thing!” I thought she’d already hung up but she sighed in my ear. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Bring Ryan Prescott with you. There are a couple of people here he needs to meet.” Even if I couldn’t convince Morgan that I was telling the truth, reuniting Mrs. Kendricks with her daughter’s father would be worth it. 
 
    “Agent Prescott is on assignment,” she replied curtly. “It’ll take some time to free him up.” 
 
    “Just get here as soon as you can. Innocent lives are at stake.” 
 
    “They always are, Mr. Collins. Goodbye.” She hung up on me and I put my phone away with a relieved sigh. 
 
    “To whom wert thou speaking?” Daraxandriel asked me uneasily. “We two are the only ones present in this chamber.” 
 
    “That’s another long story.” Cellphones, computers, indoor plumbing. She had a lot to learn in a very short time. “Come on, let’s find you something to wear before Mom gets home. She kind of frowns on nudity.” Not that that ever stopped Susie from running around skyclad whenever she felt like it. 
 
    I headed for the door, figuring we could root through Mom’s closet for something, although she and Daraxandriel were completely different shapes. Daraxandriel caught up to me and looped her arm through mine, looking up at me with those amazing glowing eyes and her lip caught under her unbroken fang. 
 
    “Thou hast appointed thyself as my champion,” she observed coyly, “and yet I do not know thy proper appellation.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m Peter,” I told her. I could have sworn Susie mentioned my name but maybe she hadn’t been paying attention. 
 
    “Peter,” she frowned. “A strong name and yet it seems ... incomplete. Is there not more to it?” 
 
    “No, it’s Peter,” I told her firmly. “Just Peter.” 
 
    “Peter.” She grimaced like she just bit into an unexpectedly sour piece of fruit. “It is a fine name,” she sighed disconsolately. 
 
    I guided her down the hall to Mom and Dad’s bedroom and reached for the doorknob. Then I stopped and heaved a sigh with a shake of my head. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins,” I told her resignedly. “That’s my full name.” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins,” she repeated slowly and her face lit up with a beaming smile. “Now that is the name of a champion.” 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
Another Random Enc

Donald Hanley





