
        
            
                
            
        

    Never Just One Apocalypse

Demon Café, Book 4

By Karen L. Mead





Copyright 2019




To Gwendolyn, my favorite little witch.





Contents

 
Title Page
Copyright
Dedication
Prologue
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36
Chapter 37
Chapter 38
Chapter 39
Chapter 40
Chapter 41
Chapter 42
Chapter 43
Chapter 44
Chapter 45
Chapter 46
Chapter 47
Chapter 48
Chapter 49
Chapter 50
Chapter 51
Chapter 52
Chapter 53
Chapter 54
Chapter 55
Chapter 56
Chapter 57
Chapter 58
Chapter 59
Chapter 60
Chapter 61
Chapter 62
Chapter 63
Chapter 64
Chapter 65
Chapter 66
Afterword




Prologue

Long after Sammael had given up his title and retreated to the Lower Realm, he still took a professional interest in the reaping of souls. You can’t just do something for thirty or so millennia and then drop out of the field completely, without even checking up on how the new kids are making out. He watched with no small amount of anticipation when, after a brief interregnum, Metatron was chosen as his replacement as the Angel of Death. In theory, this was a good idea because as a former human, Metatron was better able to feel empathy for his charges than other angels; he could properly comfort them in their last moments on Earth.

Unfortunately, what this meant in practice was that Metatron was a total wuss.

Oh sure, he always got the job done eventually, but what about standards? All it took was one human whining “Wah, why do I have to die, it’s not my fault I contracted syphilis!” or “How can I die, who will look after my goats?” and Metatron turned into a sniveling mess, tripping over himself to assure the poor wretch that they had lived a good life and would always be remembered. Now, Sammael had never been cruel in the administration of his duty—that was important—but there comes a point where one just has to say, “Your time has come, mortal,” and be done with it. Metatron just didn’t know how a proper divine messenger should act, and worse, he didn’t even know what he didn’t know; he probably thought he was doing a bang-up job of it!

Still, even with all his over-sensitive nonsense, he typically succeeded in taking the souls from his targets; granted, it took way too long, but he did the bare minimum to keep the system running. So Sammael was surprised at reports that Metatron had repeatedly failed to deliver one particularly high-profile soul, and even more surprised when Metatron went so far as to reach out to him for help. After defecting, Sammael doubted whether he would ever hear from the denizens of the Higher Realm ever again, yet here he was, not even a millennium later, and here was one of the High Holies knocking down his door.

Now, the language of the divine is such that only fellow divines can understand each other in their native tongue; if a mortal heard the way in which angels communicate, uncensored, they would die a most painful death of the head-exploding variety (and even Metatron would have a hard time making that any more comfortable). Still, if angelic speech could be properly translated into words that lesser beings could understand, Metatron’s message to Sammael would have gone something like, “Bro, you have got to help me with this Moses guy. He’s an asshole.”

To be fair, it wasn’t entirely Metatron’s fault. Sammael’s tenure had been before the advent of the written Torah, which introduced a truly annoying wrinkle into the process of soul reaping: humans couldn’t die while engaged in the study of Torah. The prophet Moses had caught on to this (prophets were like that), and on the day of his long-foreseen death, he decided it would be a good idea to copy out thirteen complete versions of the Torah in rapid succession. Copying over Genesis and Exodus and such was bad enough, but he was also being thorough and including all of Deuteronomy, which Sammael would not have wished on his worst enemy. Anyway, to take his soul, Metatron would have had to kill him in mid-Torah, which he really wasn’t supposed to do, so he was reduced to basically standing over the old man, wringing his hands, while Moses gave himself carpal tunnel syndrome.

After about fourteen hours of this, even Metatron was weary, so he called in Sammael for backup. Amused, Sammael had acquiesced, only to discover that Moses not only had some kind of blessed rod that he could zap divine creatures with, but he could aim it even while sitting at his tablet writing. You had to admire the gall of the old man, sitting there with his pen rapidly scratching on the sheepskin, fending off two angels without even looking up from his meticulous penmanship. Finally, Sammael ran out of patience and was about to call down a bolt of lightning to fry the sassy bastard and all his holy scrolls together, only for the Almighty to intervene and take Moses’ soul himself. Everyone said it was because Moses was just so virtuous, he had earned a trip directly to paradise, but Sammael was pretty sure it was because the entire situation was just getting embarrassing already. Nevertheless, to anyone in the know, Sammael was credited with the assist; his last appearance as The Angel of Death.

That was the last time he had communicated with Metatron directly, but he knew that the incident had inspired a kind of “Moses Scale” in the Higher Realm, where souls were judged against the famous prophet in terms of how difficult it had been to relieve them of their earthly burden. All of this is a roundabout way of saying that, on a scale of one to Moses, in Sammael’s professional opinion, Rabbi Simon was about an 8.5. He wasn’t copying out endless Torah scrolls, but writing his own material (somehow still qualifying for the invulnerability clause), which he could apparently do at full speed for days without stopping to eat or sleep. He didn’t have a magic rod like Moses, but when Metatron came, Rabbi Simon would just say, “Please, I am almost done, just let me finish,” and Metatron was somehow dumb enough to believe him. None of this would have been Sammael’s business, not anymore, but to his surprise, he was summoned on the last night of Rabbi Simon’s life.

“We meet again, Rabbi,” said Sammael cordially. He took in his surroundings; even by the standards of 2nd Century Palestine, this place was pretty shabby. Simon himself was sitting with his back to the demon he had just summoned, writing furiously, occasionally wiping his pen on his long beard. Only one low-burning candle illuminated the dusty hovel.

“Congratulations on your continued drawing of breath, for whatever it’s worth.”

“Shush, I don’t need you yet,” the Rabbi muttered.

“Excuse me?”

The Rabbi gestured to the candle with a jerk of his elbow. “This candle is almost finished, I have no more, and I can’t go out to buy another one, because I can’t stop writing. Even if I could stop, I have no money to pay for a candle anyway. So in a little while, you will provide light for me.”

“That’s why you summoned me?” Sammael said, taken aback. “I should slay you for your insolence.”

“You will do no such thing while confined to my summoning circle. You will stand there and do as you are told.”

Fine, I’ll play along, Sammael thought, solidifying his form into something vaguely human. He was being summoned less often these days, now that Christianity was coming into vogue, and he was kind of enjoying the novelty of the whole thing.

For a while, the only sound was the scratching of Rabbi Simon’s pen as the level of the light in the room dipped lower and lower. Sammael was soon tired of waiting.

“In my time, you would never have gotten away with this. When I was responsible for souls, I would have taken yours in between strokes of your pen, and you would be burning to ash in Gehenna before the ink was dry.”

“If you were so good, maybe you should not have left,” the Rabbi said casually.

“I had my reasons,” Sammael snapped.

Rabbi Simon gave the demon a quick glance over his shoulder. “Reasons, for leaving the warm embrace of the Eternal, King of the Universe, in his infinite love, for a blasted crater where you have nothing but dust and bones, and the wails of your fellow degenerates? You reason like one with an ass for a head.”

“Hey!” Sammael cried out at that; who did this old codger think he was, anyway? “You think yourself so wise? Well, did you know that when you pulled that trick with Caesar’s daughter, the demon in your midst was none other than me?”

The Rabbi’s pen suddenly stopped moving, which Sammael found immensely satisfying. “That was you?”

“Yes! The whole time you thought you were exorcising some ‘lesser demon,’ and it was me all along! I was toying with you, to see if you’d notice!”

To Sammael’s mild surprise, Rabbi Simon put down his writing and turned around in his chair to fix Sammael with a stony gaze.

“You mean to tell me, you were in that hall with Caesar and all of his generals, and you did not slay a single one? You could have incinerated them all with a pillar of fire, you who are no longer bound by the rules of Heaven, and yet you just stood there?”

“Uh…” Sammael had to think about that for a moment. “Well, I wasn’t in the mood. Destroying the Roman Empire isn’t something one does on a whim.”

“Feh!” the Rabbi exclaimed, turning back to his writing. “You are just like the boy who sits in the back of the class and cuts his hair with scissors, bragging about all the goats he’s fucked now that he’s a pagan. When the time comes, he will put on his tefillin and marry a village girl, just like everyone else. You are no more rebel than I.”

Sammael didn’t react for a few moments, a little shocked by the scope of the insult. When he’d collected himself, he effortlessly strolled out of the summoning circle, coming to stand right behind the man who had summoned him. Rabbi Simon’s pen stopped scratching once more.

“You are not bound by the circle?” he asked, his voice laced with a mix of curiosity and fear.

“No. Your eyes are going, old man; you cannot see the runes the way you once did. Or perhaps you are too weak and exhausted, and didn’t realize you had drawn some backwards.”

Sammael eased his earthly form down onto the man’s bed, as hard and uncomfortable as it was. He turned onto his side and supported his head with his forearm.

“But I’ve no desire to kill you, mostly because I’m hoping to hear some more comments about goat-fucking.”

“That was the only one I had. I am a righteous man, and know little of such things.”

“And so full of humility, I see.”

“Perhaps not,” Rabbi Simon allowed, then continued his writing, paying no attention to the completely unbound demon behind him.

Sammael found himself surprisingly comfortable; the air in the room should have been hot and stagnant, but a delightful breeze wafted in through the window, even though it wasn’t the season for it. There was a scent of deliciously spiced figs, and below that, fresh olive oil. Sammael found he had no desire to leave, and the two spent perhaps an hour in companionable silence, the only sound the scratching of Rabbi Simon’s pen.

Still, being himself, Sammael’s curiosity eventually got the better of him.

“What are you writing with such devotion, mortal Sage?”

“Right now, I write about you. You and your wife, Lilith.”

That was not remotely the answer Sammael was expecting.

“I don’t have a wife named Lilith. I don’t have a wife at all.”

“Yet. You must be patient.”

Sammael groaned and rolled off the bed.

“Oh, now he claims to be a Seer. How I hate you blasted Seers! You have too much wine and have a funny dream, and you think the Almighty himself is talking to you! It’s so arrogant.”

“I did not ask for the visions, for the dreams,” said the Rabbi, dipping his pen.

“How do you know that your dreams are visions from the Divine? What if they are only just that, dreams?”

“I suppose I do not know,” the Rabbi allowed. “But I will tell you what; if what I am writing now is wrong, you can come find me at the Academy on High in 2,000 years and tell me so.”

“I am no longer welcome at the Academy on High. You know that,” said Sammael, lying on his back on the floor.

“I do not see how that is my problem,” said the Rabbi dryly.

Just then, the breeze picked up suddenly, and the tiny flame of the Rabbi’s candle flickered out.

“No!” the Rabbi yelled, anguished. He tried to stand up, only to groan in pain as his bad knee betrayed him. Defeated, he sat back down, cradling his knee and cursing profusely in Aramaic.

“Stop your whining,” said Sammael, inclining a finger toward the candle. The wick ignited with a soft blue light, just bright enough to illuminate the Rabbi’s manuscript.

Ashen-faced, Rabbi Simon turned to look at the demon reclining on his floor.

“You would do this for me?”

Sammael clucked his tongue. “What will happen to my beautiful wife, if you do not foretell of her? I cannot take that risk.”

Still pale and shaking slightly, as though he didn’t quite believe it, the Rabbi returned to his writing for the last time. The blue flame burned for several hours, but the candle never ran out.

When Metatron arrived, not long before dawn, he found the Rabbi asleep next to his completed manuscript, supporting his head on his ink-stained hands. His heart was barely beating, and he was only a breath away from death; when Metatron took him, he passed peacefully, without the slightest pain.

All was well, yet somehow, Metatron couldn’t shake the feeling that he was missing something. It was a very unnerving feeling for an angel to have.





Chapter One

Corianne was walking carefully on top of the castle wall, sticking her arms out to the side for balance. The wall wasn’t that narrow, but it was covered with ice, and it was hard to keep her footing. If she fell, she wouldn’t die—not in a place like this—but it would still be uncomfortable.

She didn’t know how long she spent balancing on that frozen wall; time was weird here. It wasn’t that time didn’t exist, but it was more like it was malleable…it could be normal one moment, dilated the next. As far as “Flavors of Time” went, this was her least favorite.

Still, it felt good, being here. She couldn’t really feel the cold, not the way she would in a solid, definite place, but the endless vista of ice and snow below made her feel pure and refreshed. Crystals of ice formed on her black patent-leather shoes with every step she took, only to shatter with her next step; it was fun.

As usual, Cor didn’t really know what she was looking for, but was confident she would know it when she found it. When she saw a figure sitting on the wall in front of her, she was pretty sure she had reached her destination.

The woman was wearing thick metal armor, encrusted with crystals of ice. She had a sword in a scabbard at her waist, and a lance strapped to her back. Her helmet made it impossible to see much of her face, but somehow, she gave the impression of being feminine. Her image flickered for just a fraction of a second, and Cor saw what she really looked like; a petite blond girl, not that much older than Corianne herself.

“Hi. I’m Corianne. Do you know my mom?”

She had found it was best to be forthright in these situations. The woman, or the knight—whatever she was, nodded.

Corianne sat down carefully on the wall next to her; if the knight minded, she gave no sign.

“I think I know you. I think you’re my aunt, kind of.”

The knight nodded again. Cor got the impression that she was watching, waiting for something; Corianne’s presence wasn’t important to her one way or the other.

“You’re Aeka. Short for Agniezcka, which is a name from Poland.”

The knight turned to look at her, but of course, it was like looking into a mask of ice.

“I was called that a long time ago.” Her voice was muffled, distorted.

“So what are you called now?”

“No one calls me anything now,” the knight said. She returned her gaze to the seemingly endless fields of snow and ice below the castle.

Corianne kicked her feet, getting out some nervous energy. “So what do you do here, anyway? You’re waiting for something.”

To her surprise, the knight stood up.

“They attack, I defend. Over and over.”

Corianne looked up at the gleaming silver figure.

“You defend? Does that mean you kill them, cut their heads off?”

“Usually.”

“Are you killing people?”

“No, not people.”

“Oh, okay. That’s good, then.”

“It is good.”

A few moments passed in companionable silence. Eventually, Corianne stood up.

“It was nice to meet you, but I’m looking for my mom. Usually I don’t find her, but sometimes I do, and when I do, she sings to me. That’s when I sleep the best.”

The knight looked up at the sky. The snow, which had been falling softly for a long time, was becoming thicker, coming down in white sheets. The snow didn’t seem to cling to the knight’s armor, though; only clear tendrils of ice did, snaking around her armored limbs.

“Your mother is not here. I am sorry.”

“That’s okay, it’s not your fault,” said Cor, wiping ice and snow off the back of her dress.

“It is my fault; your mother was supposed to be here. I took her place.”

That took Corianne by surprise; she wasn’t expecting to find any trace of her mother from the moment she began climbing the castle wall, but apparently, she had been close. Closer than she’d been in a long time.

It was a long shot, and probably a waste of everyone’s time, but she had to ask.

“Do you…sing?”





Chapter Two

Alastair fiddled with the lock, then made a noise of frustration.
“Ellie, luv, unhex the bloody door, would you?”
“Of course, dear,” said David’s mother, moving from David’s side to stand in front of the service door. She moved her lips, made a few quick motions with her index finger, and there was a clicking noise as the lock popped open. She turned to David.
“I hope you were paying attention, dear, because when your magic comes in, it’s you that’s going to be doing this.”
David barely suppressed a sigh. He was seventeen years old; if there was any chance of his magic “coming in,” he was pretty sure it would have happened by now. As only one-quarter demon, it wouldn’t be unusual for him to have no magical powers at all, but his parents had been in denial about that for a good ten years. It showed no signs of letting up.
“Yes, Mum. I see what you did.”
“That’s my boy,” she said, stopping to give his arm a little pat before stepping through the door and beginning down the old stone steps. Alastair cast his son a doubtful look before following her. Shivering slightly, David followed.
He’d been down into the bowels of the British Museum before, but never like this. When his mother had taken him to see the artifacts before, it had been an academic exercise; one of those things she did to ensure that he was properly “cultured.” There had been a sense that the dusty relics contained in the sub-basement were things from an era obliterated by progress, things that had no use in the modern world. Tonight, they were going to retrieve something in order to use it, or at least try to use it; it felt wrong to David, on some level he couldn’t explain.
Halfway down toward the storage room, Hughes caught up with them. “Alderton,” he said, acknowledging David’s father. “Ellie. Good to see you.”
“I wish it were under better circumstances,” said Ellie, as the tall man patted David on the back.
“Good evening, Mr. Hughes,” David said dutifully, mentally wishing that he could be anywhere else right now.
Exchanging further pleasantries quietly, the group of four descended the last two sets of aged stairs and began down a dark hall. The last time David had been here, the place had been lit with torches, but now paltry electric lights provided minimal illumination. He supposed it was kind of silly, using torches in this day and age, but using modern technology in a place like this seemed a little weird, too.
To David’s surprise, when they reached the door to the appropriate storage room, his father stopped and turned around, facing Hughes.
“Are we really going to do this?”
“We have no choice.”
“Are you certain?” Alastair whispered, as though he were worried that the rest of the Eastern Court might overhear. “We don’t want these bloody things around, no one wants them around.”
“You’ve read the same intelligence I have, Al,” Hughes responded calmly. “You know what the Westerners are up to. Either we use them first, or we’re the victims.”
“And they’re thinking the same bloody thing!” Alastair hissed. “This is, what you call it, this is mutually assured destruction! A stupid arms race we can’t back out of because everybody’s afraid of what the other bloke might do! We ought to be smarter than this!”
Hughes put a hand on the other man’s shoulder. “Maybe we should. But let me ask you this: Do you have any doubt that the Americans are brash enough to use the Phantasms, if they got the chance? Do you really?”
Alastair let out a long, pained sigh. “They would.”
Hughes nodded. “And you know full well they’re after our witches.”
Ellie drew herself up to her full height. “Yes, and I’ll die before I let those upstarts touch me, or any of the other girls! I would absolutely die! Let those right bastards just try to put their hands on me, I say!”
David had noticed that Ellie tended to get very worked up on this subject. Glancing at his mother, he found it hard to believe that the Westerners were falling all over themselves to abduct her, or any of the other witches he knew, but no one had asked his opinion.
“Well said, Ellie. And nothing is happening tonight, you know: we’re just retrieving the artifact, as a matter of routine. It needs to be properly accounted for before we call a full vote on the summoning. So you can think of tonight as a formality, if you like,” said Hughes soothingly.
“Yes, I suppose. No final decision is going to be made until the whole Court is in attendance,” Alastair said, mostly thinking out loud. “But I can’t stop thinking about it. We’ve been on the brink of war with them before, many times, but this time, it feels like it’s really going to happen.”
“I know,” said Hughes, putting a large hand on the door handle. “And this time, those scheming American bastards will get their just deserts[GW1].”
Against his better judgment, David spoke up.
“Excuse me, but this whole thing isn’t because we’re still mad that they won the Revolutionary War, is it? Because I’m over it, personally.”
He shrank under the weight of three withering stares.
“You’ll have to excuse David, he thinks he’s a comedian,” said Ellie contemptuously.
“Yes, well, he’d better watch his mouth at Court,” said Hughes with a strained expression. Then he turned to the door and turned the handle; it made a screeching noise, as though the mechanism had been dormant for some time.
When Hughes turned his back to the Aldertons to enter the storage room, Alastair gave David a quick slap across the face. “What are you thinking? Think my name will protect you if you make fun of the Lords Arcane?”
“But it doesn’t make sense, Dad,” David whispered, not wanting Hughes to overhear. “The Westerners have pretty much left us alone ever since they broke away, right? And the last time a witch was kidnapped, I heard that it was one of our people kidnapping one of their girls. So why is everybody acting like they’re the ones out to get us?”
Alastair opened his mouth, searching for words that would not come. Eventually, he grabbed David by the scruff of the neck.
“Stop talking about things you’re too young to understand,” he snarled, pulling David into the room behind him. “You teenagers think you know everything, maybe we’ll send you over to New York by yourself and see how smart you are….”
When his father released him, David took stock of the room. He was pretty sure he had never been in this particular storage room before, because he would have remembered one this big; the room was at least the size of the cafeteria at his school. Though most of the artifacts were stored in locked safes, some were out on display. An aged stone pedestal near the entrance held a single silver ring, which seemed to glow unnaturally brightly in the weak light; there was no placard. Clearly, anyone who was allowed in here was expected to know what the ring was, whom it had belonged to.
“What’s this?” David asked his mother quietly, pointing to the ring.
“That’s the Ring of Solomon. Don’t touch it.”
“Really? It’s the real thing, not a replica?”
His mother sighed. “Sweetheart, where do you think we are? I told you, this is where we keep the oldest, most valuable artifacts. Sometimes I think those stupid earbuds have destroyed your hearing.”
As Hughes and his father moved on, commenting on the contents of different displays and even stopping to examine the contents of a few of the safes, David approached a large harp, positioned majestically in the center of the room. The instrument’s body was made of a creamy white substance, each elegant curve complemented by detailed engraving. The designs were unfamiliar to David, but that made the overall effect no less stunning. Even the strings were special; instead of being white or clear, they were made of some inky black substance that seemed to give off its own light. It was difficult to resist the urge to touch it, to rub his fingers over the harp’s neck and feel the incredibly fine details that must have been carved with ancient tools.
“Is this carved from whalebone?” David asked his mother in a whisper.
“I don’t know, it’s some kind of bone, clearly. Come on, let’s keep up with your father and Mr. Hughes,” she said, her high heels clicking on the tiled floor as she picked up her pace. David gave one last look at the harp before he turned to follow her.
“The Anointed Rod,” Hughes was saying when David and his mother caught up. They were standing in front of a low glass case, with several weapons stored on brass hooks. “You know, for a long time we thought there were two of them, one for the Prophet and one for his brother. It’s only recently that our scholars concluded that all the references to the rod in the Sacred Texts must refer to the same weapon.”
“So we have the only one,” said Alderton. “What a relief.”
“Are you sure we have it?” asked David.
Alderton’s face screwed up in anger. “David! What did I say about--”
“No, look in the case,” David pleaded. “I see two swords, and that’s an axe, and that’s a spear…and that’s crossbow, or something, I dunno. A rod just looks like a stick, right? Do you see anything that looks like a stick in there?”
There was a moment of silence as all the adults peered into the case.
“He’s right,” said Hughes, finally.
“It was here!” said Ellie, indignantly. “I remember, when I was a girl, my father took me to see it, right in this very room! It was hanging on that hook in the back!”
“That was a very long time ago, Ellie,” said Alderton.
“Excuse me?” said Ellie. Her tone could have frozen hot coals.
“I hate to tell you this,” said David, feeling oddly elated for some reason he didn’t understand, “but sometime between when Mom was in kneesocks and now, someone made off with The Rod of Moses.”




Chapter Three

It started out as a typical school trip to the Sterling Zoo. Really, the Chemistry students should have taken their day trip to Morse Chemical—the plant where Chem students from Silver Crown Academy had been visiting for decades—but some idiot kid had burned his hand in a vat of chemicals last year, and the school board had bowed to parental pressure and canceled all further trips to the chemical plant. Now, rather than have no class trip at all, the Chem students got to repeat the zoo trip they had taken in Biology the previous year; the packets they had to fill out during the visit emphasized the biochemistry unit to try to make it somewhat relevant, but no one was fooled.
Not that most of the kids minded, since for most, a trip to the zoo was way more fun than tromping around the rusty old chemical plant. The day of the trip turned out to be one of those perfect, sunny spring days with clear blue skies and virtually no humidity, so a feeling of euphoria reigned as the students leisurely strolled from exhibit to exhibit, polishing off their ices and other snacks with abandon. Everyone had been stressing over the upcoming SATs for months, and even with the test looming less than two weeks away, the break from academics was wonderful. The girls cooed and fussed over the cuter animals, while the guys each tried to outdo each other to see who could have the most devil-may-care attitude about the whole thing.
One of the boys had even brought a skateboard, and he and a bunch of his friends were busy trying to do tricks off the railing surrounding the monkey habitat. Cassie was amazed that the chaperones hadn’t confiscated the skateboard, although it was possible that they themselves were so busy enjoying the weather that they hadn’t noticed yet.
They’d better watch out; if one of those kids falls and hits his head, parents will complain that the zoo is also too dangerous, and then there will be no school trips at all.
Cassie frowned as she held her activity packet up against one of the informative signs and jotted down the answer to an easy biochem question. Despite the gorgeous day, she couldn’t help feeling a bit peevish; she was one of the few students who had actually wanted to take the trip to the chemical plant. She was hoping to secure an internship for the summer, and the plant was one of her top picks. Now, she was missing out on a good opportunity to learn more about the place, and she would have to start from square one when it was time to apply.
As she began walking toward the next exhibit, she wondered if Sam would be alright with her working at the chemical plant. Should she land the internship, she would have Miri nearby for safety, but he wasn’t terribly keen on her doing anything that would put distance between them, and the plant was far—on the very edges of the Sodatown neighborhood, almost outside the city proper. It seemed like it was going to be a tough sell, but she wasn’t going to sit back and do nothing this summer when she had to start applying to colleges almost immediately thereafter.
Maybe Sam could moonlight there, so he won’t worry about me? He can’t get a science position since he doesn’t have a degree, but he could always get a job as a janitor or something.
The thought of Sam wearing a janitor’s jumpsuit, carrying a mop and pail, brought a smile to her face, and that was when Jay caught up with her.
“Isn’t this awesome?” said Jay. He had his packet in one hand, and a giant ice cream cone in the other. The two of them walked together out of the shadowed monkey enclosure and onto one of the shaded asphalt paths, pigeons and squirrels making themselves busy in the patches of greenery between exhibits. The trees had blossomed, and countless flower petals marked the sun-dappled path.
“It’s about the same as it was last year,” said Cassie, “Although we do have way better weather this time.” Two girls, Madison Clarke and another student Cassie could never remember the name of, jogged past them, giggling.
“You must be the only person who actually wanted to go the chemical plant,” said Jay, in between licks of his ice cream cone. “You need to lighten up.”
Cassie had to cock an eyebrow at that.
“Gee, you’re so right; it’s not like I have any reason to be stressed out or anything.”
“I didn’t say that,” he said, shifting his book bag as he walked. “What did you get for number 14?”
“Do your own packet.”
“C’mon, they’re probably not even going to grade it.”
“I know Mike says that, but they might—”
“They’re not going to grade it,” Mike said, falling in step with them. He was busy typing furiously on his tablet (technically her tablet, but whatever) while walking, something Cassie didn’t have the knack for. “The packet is just so they can pretend this is educational, but the teachers don’t want to have to do any work today either; you can tell just by looking at them.”
Cassie followed his gaze to where several chaperones were clustered under a dogwood tree. A bunch of flower petals had landed on Ms. Servakis’ suit, and one of the male teachers was trying to brush them off, while the other teachers laughed heartily. Two of the younger teachers were obviously flirting next to the duck pond, and the Italian teacher was feeding the ducks and pigeons with crumbs from her croissant, even though the signs said you weren’t supposed to feed them.
“Well…okay, probably not,” she admitted. “But I’m going to do mine just in case.”
“Of course you are,” said Mike in a tone of mild disgust. He continued fiddling with the Venus 2800X as he walked.
“What are you looking up, anyway?” Cassie asked, trying to see the screen over his shoulder. A bunch of the guys ran past them, and Cassie realized that some bright light of a teacher must have finally confiscated the skateboard.
“Apartment listings. What do you think of this one?” he said, tilting the tablet in her direction. She stopped to look at the screen as Jay did the same, cupping his hand under his ice cream cone to keep any from dripping on the device. Normally glare from the sun overhead would be a problem, but not with the Venus 2800X, undisputed king (or maybe queen?) of tablets.
The picture of the apartment on the screen was palatial, with floor-to-ceiling windows showing off a grand view of the city park. The hardwood floors looked brand-new, like each plank of the flooring was from a tree just cut down the previous day, and the stately white pillars made the room look far more like a museum than a private home. In fact, the room looked similar to Eugene’s apartment, which she thought was probably one of the nicest in the entire city.
“No way,” she said, breaking away from Mike and Jay and continuing forward toward the elephant exhibit.
“C’mon, you’re not paying for it,” said Mike.
“Exactly. It’s not my money,” she said, moving aside to let a woman with a stroller pass in between them. “I don’t need to make Eugene pay for the Taj Mahal of studio apartments.”
Mike kept pace with her, his attention still mainly focused on the tablet. She wondered if he would ever slam into a tree like he deserved, or if he was just one of those bizarre people who really could walk and do something else perfectly at the same time.
“But Eugene doesn’t care, right? You could ask for a place that costs $800 a month or $8,000 a month, it’s all chump change to him.”
“Still, it’s not right,” she said, crossing her arms. She smiled as a little girl in overalls waved at her with a toy elephant on a stick from across the path.
Besides, I AM going to pay for some of it. And if I get a cheap apartment, I may even be able to pay half the rent, or close to that at least.
“I wish I could get my own apartment,” Jay said wistfully. “I could throw killer parties and everything.”
Mike looked up from his tablet to exchange a slightly pained glance with Cassie; both were a little afraid of what Jay’s version of a “killer” party would be like.
“Well, you just need to get yourself bonded to a demon, so that your family is in danger just by you living there. Then you’ll have an excuse to move out,” said Cassie softly, as they walked past a cart selling plush elephant toys. They were almost at the elephant exhibit now.
Jay gave her a peeved look. “Um, my family IS in danger, remember? My mom just got out of the hospital three weeks ago.”
“Oh, bring out the aloe vera for that one,” said Mike quietly, while Cassie felt the heat rise to her face. She thought about how to respond as a troop of kindergartners walked past them, pulled along by tired-looking chaperones.
“That crazy witch is gone,” Cassie whispered, “and that was a one-time thing. No one’s going to go after your mom.”
“Uh-huh,” said Jay, tossing his unfinished ice cream cone in the trash. He sounded less than convinced.
“Can you see Teddy?” Madison Clarke’s high-pitched voice cut through the air, nearly making Cassie wince, even though she was used to it by now. “Can you see him? Can you see him?”
“Does she ever shut her dumb face?” Cassie mumbled as they pulled up to the fence at the elephant exhibit.
Teddy was the latest addition to the Sterling Zoo, the zoo’s pride and joy. The only elephant ever born on the premises, he’d become an online sensation; people from all over the world were hitting the zoo’s website to see the videos of Baby Teddy learning to walk and use his tiny trunk. Now, approaching three months old, he still hadn’t made a public appearance at the elephant enclosure; they were keeping him inside, safe from prying eyes and a million cameras.
Jay shrugged as he leaned his weight against the fence. “I don’t blame her, I wanna see Teddy too.”
“We’re not going to see him today. They’re going to keep him inside, where it’s safe,” said Cassie.
“Actually…I think we might see him today,” said Mike, keeping his voice low so only Jay and Cassie could hear him.
“Really?” Jay asked hopefully.
Looking both ways to make sure no one was nearby, Mike continued sharing his privileged information. “They want to get him outside in front of people a few times before they do his big public debut, to get him used to seeing people. A slow weekday like today is a good time to try it, since there are fewer people and he won’t get overwhelmed by the crowds.”
While Jay beamed, Cassie narrowed her eyes at him. “How do you know this? Did you hack into the zoo’s emails or something?” she whispered.
Mike carefully put the tablet in his messenger bag, then leaned against the wooden railing next to Jay. “Technically yes, but that’s not how I know. I heard two of the keepers talking this morning, right after we got off the bus.”
“You’re like the James Bond of useless information,” Cassie said as she turned her gaze to the elephants in the enclosure. It was an impressive expanse of grass, mud, and shrubs, suitable for large animals who needed some room to walk around, and two adult elephants were munching on greens lethargically in a corner, almost out of sight.
Minutes passed, and aside from one of the elephants getting close enough that Cassie could make out its ears and tail, nothing happened. Some of the students filled out a few answers in their packets and moved on, eager to find a more exciting exhibit.
“How long are we supposed to wait for something that’s probably not going to happen?” Cassie asked, fiddling with her packet. It was hard to write down answers using only the wooden railing for backing, but she wasn’t moving over to where the information placards were; that’s where Madison Clarke and her group were hanging out.
Excited sounds from the other patrons prompted Cassie to look up, and she saw another gray elephant being led into the enclosure.
“Here he comes!”
“That’s one of the adults. I’m pretty sure—”
Mike cut her off. “Look under the big elephant.”
Cassie squinted and saw what Mike was referring to. As the large elephant made its way into the enclosure with a relaxed gait, something seemed to be twitching under its body. After a few moments, it became clear that something was moving under the adult, shyly hiding behind her massive legs.
“That’s Teddy!” shrieked Madison, and Cassie narrowly resisted the urge to put her fingers in her ears.
“Shhh, Mads, you’re going to scare him,” whispered one of Madison’s friends, and to Cassie’s relief, Madison did stop her screeching.
The people at the railing broke out into a chorus of quiet oohs and aaahs, everyone keeping their voices down in fear of spooking the baby animal. People whipped out their phones and tablets and started filming, but they weren’t getting much; Teddy seemed to be keeping his mother’s leg between him and his audience. Every once and a while they would see the flick of an ear, or the clumsy step of a small gray leg, but he was clearly afraid to leave his mother’s protection. For his mother’s part, she slowly began nibbling on some greens and seemed to take no notice of either her child, or the onlookers.
“Can’t blame the poor guy for hiding,” Mike whispered. “It must be so confusing to him.”
“Yeah,” Cassie added, leaning further forward on the railing in hopes of getting a better look. “It’s not like he knows he’s a star on the internet.”
“Sucks we can’t see him better,” said Jay dejectedly. When Cassie narrowed her eyes at him, he cleared his throat. “I mean, I know he’s scared, I just wish we could get a better look, that’s all.”
Then, something surprising happened: the mother elephant moved, but Teddy didn’t stay flush against her leg. When she turned to the side, he was completely visible to the crowd, staring back at them with his ears flared and trunk lifted. The onlookers made appreciative noises and adjusted their phones to get better video of him.
“Oh my gosh, he is soooo cute,” said Madison; fortunately, even she was whispering now. Her friends cooed in assent.
For once, Cassie had to agree with Madison; Teddy was even more adorable in person than he was in the videos. With his ears spread, it was obvious why the local newspapers had nicknamed him “Dumbo”; while they weren’t nearly as big as the cartoon elephant’s, his ears did seem almost comically large for his body. While his mother’s skin was rough and mottled with mud and dust, Teddy looked clean, like he’d just had a bath, and the network of wrinkles that criss-crossed his skin looked crisp and new, instead of old and weathered. He was too far away for Cassie to get a good look at his expression, but it looked as though he was smiling.
“Awwwww,” Cassie murmured, unable to help herself.
“How cool would it be if you could have one of those as a pet?” Jay mused.
“That would get really inconvenient in about six months,” said Mike, taking photos with the Venus 2800X; he had whipped the tablet out again, sometime when Cassie wasn’t looking.
“I know you couldn’t keep, like, an adult elephant as a pet. I’m just saying, if they stayed that size—”
He trailed off as Teddy began moving forward, to appreciative sounds from the crowd. Slowly at first, but then more confidently, he began making his way toward the front of the enclosure where his adoring fans waited.
Cassie’s smile began to slip as she watched Teddy trot toward the railing.
Is it just my imagination, or is he looking straight at me?
Then, Teddy began to charge.
The onlookers gasped, more in delight than fear, but everyone pulled back from the railing, concerned. As Teddy got close enough for Cassie to see his twinkling black eyes, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
Please, let him not be coming for me. Please. Please.
“Cassie!” Jay called out in a panic, and she opened her eyes.
Teddy was standing up on his hind legs right in front of them, his front legs barely clearing the top of the railing. With his trunk, he reached forward, and made a distressed sound when Cassie backed up.
“Oh, God,” she murmured.
“Go to him,” Mike said, sounding calm and commanding. “You know he wants you.”
Tentatively, Cassie stepped closer to the railing, and Teddy seemed to bounce at her movement. She reached out a hand, and he began sniffing it with his trunk—tentatively at first, but then with great gusto. Eventually, he wrapped his trunk around her wrist and seemed to be trying to pull her into the enclosure; quickly, Jay supported her by throwing his arms around her waist. Teddy might have been just a baby, but he was still an elephant, and he weighed nearly twice what Cassie did. Plus, what he lacked in coordination, he made up for with effort; he really seemed to want to get her over the railing.
The other onlookers made surprised noises, and Cassie stiffened as she sensed all of the cameras, tablets, and phones focus in on her. Everyone wanted to take a film of the elephant playing with the girl.
“Um, please don’t,” said Cassie, trying to hide her face with her other hand, but she knew it was too late; the clip would probably be on the internet within the hour. Frustrated that his efforts to pull her to him weren’t working, Teddy released her wrist and contented himself with using his trunk to poke her legs through the wire fence below the railing. She tried to back up, but he made a sound not unlike a baby’s cry, and she gave in and moved as close as she could. Through the fence, Teddy hugged the back of her knees with his trunk.
“This is just like what happened with Vladmira,” Jay whispered in her ear as more and more people flocked to the elephant enclosure, drawn by the crowd noise. “Teddy is probably drawn to your magic.”
“Yeah but there’s a difference,” Cassie said as Teddy made delighted noises and blinked up at her. “Vladmira weighs, like, a pound.”
*********
“The video from the zoo has about 60,000 views already,” said Mike.
“That’s even worse than I thought,” Cassie murmured. With her face planted on the table, it was kind of hard to talk clearly.
“You had the misfortune of being in, simultaneously, a cute animal video and a funny animal video. That’s the magic formula for breaking the internet.”
“That’s a really good quality video,” said Jay appreciatively from over Mike’s shoulder.
“I know, right? I have to ask Grant what kind of phone he has.”
“I’m glad you guys are taking this so seriously,” Cassie said, knowing full well that no one could hear her.
“Cheer up, you’re famous!” said Miri, slurping what must have been her fourth cafe mocha of the day.
Cassie turned her face toward her vampire bodyguard, still not lifting her head off the table. “This is your fault. You should’ve stopped him.”
“You think I should have jumped into the elephant exhibit and torn the baby elephant away from you? Yeah, that would have gone over well.”
Cassie sat up, still feeling disoriented. She’d expected to head to The Daily Grind with Jay and Mike later that day, but she’d expected to be filling out mock SATs in a state of post-trip relaxation; not being afraid that her newfound internet fame was going to cause problems for everyone she cared about. She stirred the remains of her soy latte half-heartedly.
“There must have been something we could have done. Half the world is looking at me!” Cassie said, pointing across the table to where Mike and Jay were poring over the videos of her latest exploits. “That’s not safe,” she whispered.
She was, after all, a witch; she was supposed to keep a low profile, wasn’t she?
Miri seemed unimpressed. “C’mon Cass, it’s the internet. They’ll forget in two days, when the next cute animal video takes off.”
Mike swiped the tablet a few times with his finger, then froze in place. “Uh…”
“What is it now?” Cassie asked.
“I think we’d better watch this one,” he said quietly. “Just put up.”
He turned the tablet so the rest of the table could see, and hit the play button. He had found a video from the local news channel. The chyron “Special Report: Baby Elephant Escapes From Zoo,” was plastered over a picture of Teddy.
“Oh no,” Cassie moaned.
The newscaster’s tone was amused. “Panic broke out this afternoon at the Sterling Public Zoo when Teddy, the baby elephant—the zoo’s most popular resident—broke out of his enclosure and began running wild. By the time zoo personnel caught up with him, Teddy had already left the zoo and was heading south on Central Avenue.”
“He must have been trying to come here,” Miri murmured.
“While the animal has been safely returned to his environment, questions remain: why was the animal so eager to leave, and how did he get out?”
“We have no idea,” said a man in a zookeeper’s jumpsuit; the chyron identified him as Mark Carnetti, Elephant Handler. “This is extremely uncommon. Baby elephants can be playful, but calves Teddy’s age are usually too shy to move very far from their mothers. I’ve never seen an elephant take off like that.”
“I’ve checked the enclosure, and part of the fence that was there before simply isn’t there,” said an older man the chyron identified as “Darrell Moore, Sterling Zoo Vice President.” He swallowed nervously. “Unfortunately, Teddy got out because the fence had been damaged.”
“Did the elephant break through the fence?” asked a female reporter.
“Absolutely not, we would never allow that to happen for the animals’ own protection,” said the official, sounding peeved. “Someone must have vandalized it, although I can’t imagine why someone would do that; that’s the only way a whole section of the fence could have just disappeared.”
“Did anyone see it vandalized?”
“No; my staff tells me that the fence was intact one minute, missing a chunk the next. Whoever did this must have been some Houdini, let me tell you, because we’ve never had an animal escape from the Sterling Public Zoo in our 84 years of operation.”
“Until now,” the reporter said smugly.
The official barely suppressed a grimace. “Yes, until now.”
The camera returned to the newscaster in the studio. “Teddy is now being evaluated by experts: the zoo has issued a statement that the animal seems upset, but is perfectly healthy otherwise. Some are calling for an audit of the zoo’s practices, believing that the animal was running from possible mistreatment. Others are more concerned with the potential vandalism in the zoo, and are worried it might happen again.”
A testy-looking old man appeared on camera.
“We were lucky it was just a little baby elephant; imagine if it was a tiger running down Central Avenue? Or a bear? Whoever’s responsible for this needs to be arrested!”
On that note, the video came to an end. Jay, who had come back from the bathroom in the middle of the video, was tapping his pen on the table.
“So do you think the zoo was really vandalized?”
“What do you mean?” said Cassie, feeling cold. She pressed her paper cup against her chest, though it had lost most of its heat.
“Maybe Teddy zapped the fence himself, because he wanted out,” Jay whispered.
“You think an elephant used magic?” said Miri incredulously.
“Why not?” said Mike, his fingers moving quickly over the screen as he talked. “We know what Vladmira can do, and an elephant has a much bigger brain than a bat does.”
“We need to talk to Ser,” said Cassie. Then she sighed. “I feel weird calling him, though.”
Since he’d returned from the? Realm over a month ago, Serenus had barely been spending any time at the shop. Cassie didn’t think he was mad at them or anything, but she didn’t feel comfortable bothering him if he wanted some time to himself. He had always made himself so accessible before….
“This is important, though,” said Jay. “What if Teddy busts out and tries to find you again? Then you’ll be in the news, not just in a random video where you’re unidentified and could be anyone. Stuff could get out.”
Cassie just looked at her childhood friend for a moment. Jay flushed slightly.
“What?”
“I’m amazed when you’re the sensible one.”
“Why?” asked Jay, but Cassie ignored him and stood up.
“Where are you going?” asked Miri, getting up to follow her.
“Work; I can’t face going home right now. If Dwight can use me, I’ll punch in.”
If she went home, instead of the freaking out any self-respecting set of parents should have been doing, Annette and Jon would just look at her with blank stares—like they’d been doing for going-on five months. Admittedly, she’d enjoyed the break from parental overprotectiveness for a while, but now, she couldn’t stand it anymore; anytime she looked at one of her parents, she felt like she was overflowing with guilt for what she’d done to them. More importantly, Hunter couldn’t stand it anymore either, and that was why it was going to end, soon.
Just one more day, then Sam will be back from his trip and we can all talk it out over dinner. One way or another, I’ll make them understand, and we won’t need the spell anymore.
Hoping it would be that simple in reality, Cassie walked into the doorway of Dwight’s office with Miri close behind. “Hey, Dwight.”
“Did you bring Dumbo with you?” asked Dwight, typing something at his computer with his back to her.
“Don’t even! Look, do you need me to punch in? I’m too wired to go home.”
“I could use another pair of hands for at least the next couple of hours.”
“Great,” said Cassie, genuinely relieved. She went back into the break room and opened her locker, where she always kept a clean apron, bobby pins, and some hand sanitizer.
“This is like some kind of Stockholm Syndrome,” Miri noted as Cassie fastened her apron around her waist.
“That’s ridiculous,” said Cassie, knotting a little bow in the front.
“Who comes into work at a retail job when they aren’t even scheduled?”
Dwight stepped out of his office and cleared his throat.
“Uh, Cassie? Been meaning to ask. You haven’t been taking any packages of whole beans  home with you, have you?”
“What? No, of course not.”
He looked at Miri, who rolled her eyes at him.
“What, like I would steal your lame coffee? If I was going to steal anything, it would be the bottles of hazelnut syrup.”
“Good to know,” Dwight said, then looked back to Cassie. “I keep ending up a couple of bags short, every time I check in an order. Trying to figure out what’s going on.
“And you thought I was stealing stuff?” Cassie said, hurt. “You know I wouldn’t do that.”
“I know!” Dwight said, shrugging. “I don’t think anyone here would. That’s why it’s so weird.”
He took his sunglasses off, a rare occurrence for him when he wasn’t performing, and scratched behind his ear.
“Just, uh, just keep an eye on the coffee bags and let me know if you see anything suspicious, okay?”
“Sure.”
Dwight nodded and went back into his office.
“Maybe your elephant is also stealing the coffee,” Miri murmured. “Perhaps there are no limits to his pachyderm powers.”
“Not gonna lie, I’m impressed that you know the word ‘pachyderm,’” Cassie said as she went out to the front. She put on some latex gloves and began wiping down the counters, some of which were a little stained with cinnamon and syrup.
In less than a week, Cassie would learn the reason behind the disappearing coffee. Unfortunately, when she found out, she would be in no position to tell Dwight about it—or anyone else, for that matter.




Chapter Four

Sam followed the directions he’d been texted, only to wind up at a run-down building in one of the more decrepit neighborhoods in D.C. At first he wondered if there was a mistake, since it seemed like the kind of place where a man like Donatello Arrigio wouldn’t be caught dead, but he shrugged and went with it. After spending a few days in the nation’s capital learning how the Western Court really operated, nothing seemed that weird anymore.
It was a relief to learn that the Court didn’t have the kind of control over politics that Sam had feared, yet on the other hand…Court was so logical and organized, to a fault. Maybe a demon-run government would be an improvement?
Shaking his head at the flippancy of the thought, he walked through a graffiti-covered door. Inside, the building was devoid of furniture, but clean, with freshly painted interior walls; clearly, someone had begun restoring it. A tall man in an earpiece and an impeccable suit greeted him at the door.
“Sir Guardian: Welcome. Mr. Arrigio awaits downstairs.”
“Thank you.”
Sam walked down two long flights of concrete stairs, then found himself in a cavernous basement that was nearly as devoid of furnishings as the upstairs had been. The only difference was that about half of the scuffed concrete floor was covered with blue exercise mats, where four men and one woman were silently standing in a line. Arrigio and three suit-clad attendants were standing across from the lineup, talking quietly, when Arrigio noticed Sam’s arrival.
“Good, we’ve been waiting for you,” Arrigio said. His voice was casual, but Sam felt like something was just slightly off about the older demon’s tone.
“Come here and let me introduce you to our recruits.”
“Recruits?” I do not like the sound of this. Not that I expected to.
When Sam had taken up position next to Arrigio, the older man gestured to the lineup of people standing at attention. The “recruits” had uniformly blank expressions, which Sam recognized as barely controlled terror. They were all wearing loose, cheap clothing, the kind of clothing you wouldn’t mind destroying if you happened to do some violent shapeshifting.
“Their names are Reggie, Liz, Enrique, Tom, and Vijay.” He gestured to each recruit in turn. “All of them signed contracts, of their own free will, that they would give themselves to the Court upon payment of certain sums; all debts have been paid, all children and other family members well-provided for. We own them, legally and completely.”
“I see,” said Sam, trying to keep his voice from betraying his disgust.
“All of them are healthy, in good shape, and have been screened for any form of magic resistance. All should make good candidates for lycanthropy, although the decision of who to turn is ultimately yours.”
That’s…that’s it?
“So, that’s…you want me to try to turn one of them into a werewolf right now? Just like that?”
“Well, I know it’s not quite that easy,” he said, turning to one of his aides. “Bring Connor in here.”
One of Arrigio’s aides went and opened a side door down at the far end of the basement, and gestured to someone on the other end. A burly man in a tank top entered, leading three large gray wolves on some kind of compound leash. The wolves sniffed the air and licked their chops, but seemed otherwise calm. The man called Enrique began to panic, and one of Arrigio’s men went and steadied him. Enrique let out a string of curses in Spanish, and the aide produced a syringe from a back pocket and stuck it in his arm. Enrique’s cursing was quickly reduced to a low whimper.
“There’s no need to be afraid; these wolves are highly trained animals, used in films. They won’t attack anyone.”
“You brought real wolves for me to use as a model?”
“Yes, that’s the idea. Of course, turning people into weres is still largely uncharted territory, so I freely admit that we may not be fully prepared here. If there are any supplies that you need, or that might simply be helpful, please let me know; we can get anything very quickly.”
So that’s it. He really expects me to turn one of these poor schlubs into a werewolf, right here. He doesn’t mess around.
Sam took a deep breath and looked at the recruits. He didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but it hadn’t been this.
“Just out of curiosity, how many of you are dentists, or work for a dentist?”
Three of the men raised their hands; Enrique didn’t, but it was possible he was just too heavily sedated to hear the question.
Sam turned to Liz. “What about you?”
“I’m an orthodontist,” she said in a quavering voice.
“Oh. You could have just said yes to the dentist question.”
“No. They are two distinct fields.”
As out of place as it was, her professional pride made Sam smile thinly. He turned to Arrigio.
“Are you sure they signed up of their own free will? Because it sounds like these are just people who you picked up at the last Court meeting…the one where the real dental convention was going on at the same time.”
Arrigio shrugged mildly. “What difference does it make? Wherever they were found, they all signed. They made fully informed decisions.”
“And I’m sure there was no element of entrapment whatsoever,” Sam said quietly.
Arrigio turned to him, piqued. “Your sarcasm is unappreciated, and I would advise you to stop pressing this point, Sam. We have all the paperwork, and as you can see, none of the candidates are requesting release. Morally, we are in the clear.”
“Oh for--!” Sam was at a loss for words for a moment. He had been planning to play along until he had figured out what he was going to do, but Arrigio’s gall had crossed a line. “You found some people with horrible debt, something like that, right? And you honestly think that makes what you’re doing acceptable?”
“What we are doing,” corrected Arrigio, “and yes. They had needs, we met those needs, and now we extract payment. I seem to recall explaining some of this to you at the Pentagon the other day; don’t make me repeat myself.”
His voice was soft, but the implied threat was clear. Sam ground his teeth, then tapped Arrigio on the arm and motioned that he should step away from the others. The Chairman indulged him, and soon the two of them were standing at the foot of the stairs, out of earshot of the recruits and Arrigio’s staff. Sam crossed his arms, aware that his body language was making him look defensive, but he didn’t care.
“Okay, fine, so let’s say I agree that this is all perfectly legitimate. Are you going to level with me about why you need a werewolf so badly?”
Arrigio paused, choosing his words carefully. “They have many potential uses. We want one to use as a kind of prototype. If we like what we see, they could eventually replace vampires.”
“And you’d go to all this trouble, for that? Do you have some bone to pick with the vampires, maybe with Eugene?”
“Absolutely not. But one of my duties, as Chairman, is to investigate any potential resources--”
“It’s funny. All week, you’ve been bringing me into the fold, showing me where the bodies are buried…literally, in some cases. But on the Lupine Project, you’re treating me like an outside contractor you don’t trust.”
“I don’t trust you,” said Arrigio. He said it flatly, like what he was saying should already be obvious. “You’re young and impulsive, you don’t know your own strength, and you’re loyal only to your witch, who is even younger and more impulsive. I don’t dislike you personally, for whatever it’s worth, and I’m still indebted to your help in Las Vegas. But I would be a fool to trust that you will act in the Court’s best interests.”
Sam was kind of taken aback; not that anything Arrigio had said had come as a shock, but his bluntness was unexpected.
“Then why even bring me here, if you can’t trust me?”
“Because we can help each other. I need someone for tasks you’re…uniquely suited for, you need some security from the Court so you and your witch—”
“Cassie.”
“—so you and Cassie, as well as her friends, can have some peace. I’m sure you don’t want to repeat the last six months of constantly fighting for both of your lives.”
“No,” Sam said quietly, looking down and away from the Chairman.
It’s true, we can’t keep living like this. But if I become the Court’s go-to guy for horrible magic like this, I’m going to lose her anyway. There has to be a better way.
Arrigio took a deep breath through his nose, then sighed. “Go home, Sam.”
“What?”
“I can see you’re not mentally prepared to do this today, and we’ve finished our itinerary here, otherwise. Go back home to your sandwich shop—”
“Coffee shop.
“—Whatever it is. Go back home to your coffee shop, see all your little friends, and think.”
Arrigio took a step closer to Sam, so their faces were practically touching. Sam wasn’t really afraid of the other demon, but he still had to stop himself from backing up instinctively.
“Think about how it’s your job, as Guardian, to protect everyone. Think about how you’d feel if these arbitrary morals of yours stopped you from doing that, and a great evil went unchecked. Think about never seeing Cassie again, knowing it was your stubbornness that killed her. Because that’s what’s going to happen if we don’t all work together, I guarantee it.”
Arrigio motioned to his attendants, who began walking the recruits out of the basement; the man handling the wolves nodded at some unseen signal and began to lead the animals back to where they had come, and Arrigio himself turned to leave. Sam just looked at Arrigio’s retreating back, dumbstruck.
“You think you can just say something like that, and walk away? Don, tell me what’s really happening!”
He took a step toward the other demon, planning to spin him around to face him, but two of Arrigio’s men grabbed his shoulders and held him back. For a fraction of a second, Sam was tempted to kill them, but realized it wouldn’t accomplish anything. As usual.
“You are dismissed, Sir Guardian,” said the Chairman. “Have a pleasant flight home.”




Chapter Five

When she went up to bed, Cassie noticed that her mother was sitting on the couch in the living room, reading a magazine. Annette looked up.
“Hi, baby. Ready for bed?”
Cassie took a deep breath.
“Mom, the SATs are in less than two weeks and I’m afraid this elephant is going to crash the test. Like, I’ll just be sitting there, with my pencil case, and this magic baby elephant will run through the school, and the test will be cancelled, and I’ll be all over the internet again.”
Annette yawned and looked back down at her copy of Cooking Spicy.
“That’s nice, dear. Don’t forget to brush your teeth.”
Cassie sighed and went upstairs. She was beyond sick of keeping her parents in this magically-induced zombie state, and it was past time she did something about it. But she couldn’t do anything until Sam got back, and in the meantime she’d just have to continue dealing with the guilt. She knew it was safer for her parents if they didn’t know what was going on with her, but lately, it didn’t feel like it was worth it.
She slept fitfully that night. She kept thinking of Teddy, and how sad he’d looked when she tried to pull away from him. When she could get her mind off of the elephant, she wondered what Sam was doing down in Washington, D.C., and if the lack of contact from him on this trip was a good or bad sign. She wondered how many views the video of her online would get until the whole thing died down.
She eventually fell asleep, after much tossing and turning, but would later wish that she hadn’t.
She was having some ordinary, nonsensical dream at first—something about playing hopscotch as a child in the school courtyard with Jay, as well as some of the characters from a TV drama she occasionally watched—then the familiar environment of her old elementary school melted away. She was sunning herself on a rock, as her ancestor had done in the time of the Great Flood, listening to the sound of the ocean currents. She was dipping her feet in the salt water, shivering slightly in delight as tiny fish nibbled at her toes.
Everything was beautiful, all golden sunlight gleaming off the waves and cloudless, powder-blue skies, except something about it wasn’t quite right. When she breathed in, her eyes snapped open immediately in alarm. Where the air should have been salty and bracing, instead there was an overwhelming chemical smell.
This isn’t really the ocean, this is a prison. They just made it look this way to try to trick me. And why does it smell like chlorine?
She jumped to her feet, although there wasn’t much room to stand on the rock. As she did, many figures rose from the water, making tiny waves as they did so. She couldn’t quite make out their features—they were too blurry and indistinct to be recognizable as anything but large, gaunt figures with long, cadaverous limbs and strange shapes where their heads should be. Their incomplete being seemed especially odd in contrast to the vivid blue sea and sky that surrounded them, an environment perfect in every aspect, save for the noxious smell of the air.
Oddly, one of the figures turned and seemed to be looking over its shoulder, as though it sensed something behind it. A moment later, it turned back around, as though deciding that there really wasn’t anything back there after all.
Cassie gulped as they surrounded her; she had never seen so many at once. She couldn’t count them, not here, but it felt like there were dozens of them.
“Nice visual,” she said finally, gesturing to the water that surrounded her. “But it’s a lie. I know where we are.”
Where is where we are?
They were speaking as a group; not quite in unison, but close enough.
“Tartarus. Helen told me. I looked it up; it’s a place where God sends Angels who have disobeyed.”
We have disobeyed?
“You have. You’re the Watchers: you had children with the daughters of men—with humans—and you weren’t supposed to. Then your children turned into huge monsters, and all the good Angels had to slaughter them.”
Not all of them.
“No, not all of them,” said Cassie, bracing herself. She jumped in, then gasped as the frigid water hit her bare skin, but still, she felt better; she didn’t want to be any closer to these things than she had to, but right now, it felt safer to be in the water. She blew bubbles underwater for about thirty seconds, where the Watchers weren’t visible, then surfaced again. When she opened her eyes, there seemed to be twice as many of the things, circling her. There was no sign of the rock she had been standing on a moment ago.
So you know something of your birth.
“It wasn’t MY birth,” Cassie shot back, treading water easily. She had always been a decent swimmer. “There was a girl who looked like me, I think, but she wasn’t me…she was my great-great-great-, insert about fifty more “greats” here, grandmother, but she wasn’t me. All she wanted to do was play in the water all the time, like a dumb fish…she wasn’t me.”
You are the same.
“I am not the same! All she ever did was sun herself on the rocks and eat seaweed, it was pathetic! Even if I had lived back then, I would never have been like that. I would have found something better to do…something….”
You are the same.
“Shut up!
Still, thou hast not flowered.
Cassie just looked at them, shivering slightly. “Flowered?”
Thou hast not flowered.
“Do you mean, gotten my period? I’ve had that since I was twelve, thanks,” she pointed out.
Not your moon’s blood, but the finest of all sparkling crowns. The jewel of jewels. Time is running out. We pray for you to flower.
Cassie had to snort at that. “Praying, huh? Maybe you should have tried that before you betrayed God, or whoever it is up there, and got stuck in this eternal prison. I don’t think he’s listening to you now.”
There was silence for a moment, then a dull hum. The figures flickered in and out of being, and for a moment Cassie tensed with the fear that they would attack her. Then she realized that they were communicating with each other, talking in ways she lacked the senses to hear or interpret.
Of what use praying to the Godhead, he who creates and abandons? We wish for you to change, so it is to you that we pray.
“You’re praying...to me?” Cassie said, uncomprehending.
Listen to our prayers, Little Daughter.
“That’s stupid, you can’t pray to me! I can’t answer anyone’s prayers!”
You are but a prayer.
“I can’t deal with you whack jobs anymore,” Cassie exclaimed, dunking back underwater. She expected to have to surface within a minute, but the ache in her lungs never manifested, and she realized that, here at least, she could stay under water indefinitely. But the sound of their strange, crooning speech never halted. It carried in the water as well as through the air.
Are you listening?
Are you listening?
You who are made only to listen?
Are you listening?
She swam, deeper and deeper below the surface, until their cries finally faded. The ocean was featureless and devoid of life. When she surfaced once again, the chlorine smell was overpowering, and everything was much too bright.




Chapter Six

David Alderton was nervous when he entered the obstetrician’s office, but one benefit of being forced to attend Court events since he was a little boy was that he was used to feeling uncomfortable and out of place; he wasn’t going to let that stop him. He approached the receptionist’s desk, where two women were busy making reservations. When the woman closest to him hung up the phone, he cleared his throat.
“Hello, I’m here to see Doctor Cordley. Is he in?”
The dark-haired woman gave him an indulgent smile, the kind of smile he was used to getting from adult women. He knew how he must look to her: gangly, pimply-faced, and buck-toothed, his school uniform hanging limply off his thin frame. He had a sneaking suspicion that women who smiled at him were usually thinking something like Poor dear, he’s so awkward, bet he’d kill for a girlfriend.
Which, to be fair, he might, but that was beside the point.
“Do you have an appointment?”
“No.”
“Are you here regarding a pregnancy?”
“No.”
“Then I’m afraid you’ll have to come back some other time. Or I could take a message for you. What is this in regard to?”
David leaned over the counter, which made the receptionist’s smile falter a little bit. “Tell him it’s David Alderton, son of Alastair Alderton, and I want to see him about something that can’t wait.”
He wasn’t sure whether the receptionist recognized the name or responded to the urgency of his tone, but she nodded and got up, stone-faced. She disappeared through a door off to the side of the room. Less than a minute later, she opened the door leading to the examination rooms. “The doctor will see you now.”
He followed the woman down the carpeted hallway, past several examination rooms filled with slightly sinister-looking equipment, and came to a stately wooden door.
“He’s in his office right now,” she said, then backed away like she wasn’t quite sure how to end the conversation. She gave him one more wary look over her shoulder as she retreated back down the hall.
When David opened the door, Cordley was sitting at a fine wooden desk in the center of the room, writing something in a notebook. He had a laptop open next to him that seemed to be displaying some kind of medical charts. The walls were covered with bookshelves, some photos of babies, and typical office bric-a-brac, but considering how posh the building was, David found it kind of spartan. Other than the desk itself, nothing in the room looked particularly expensive.
Cordley looked up at David, then back down at his writing. “Good morning, David. I trust your father is well?”
“Yes, very well, thank you.”
Cordley clicked his pen. “I don’t suppose you’re here regarding a pregnancy?”
“Ah, no sir.”
Cordley sighed, put down his pen, and closed his notebook.
“That’s a shame. Did your father send you?”
“No. He doesn’t know I’m here.”
“Are you sure of that?” said the doctor, quietly. He steepled his fingers in front of him and used them to support his head, peering at David suspiciously.
“I’m sure. Trust me, no one cares about me enough to put a tracking spell on me.”
The doctor managed a thin smile.
“I’m more worried about your phone. They can’t track you?”
“No, my dad just uses his phone to make calls, and my mom doesn’t even have one. Even if they wanted to use GPS to find me, they wouldn’t know how. They wouldn’t bother, anyway.”
Cordley’s expression still showed concern; clearly, he didn’t think it was safe to be talking like this.
“Is it alright if I check you for charms?”
“That’s fine,” David said, straightening up and putting his arms out. The doctor checked all his pockets for amulets or other spelled items, then checked all the places where people were known to smuggle amulets secretly. Normally it would be weird to have someone touch him so intimately, but Cordley was a very experienced doctor, and it felt more to David like he was getting a physical than being patted down for malicious magic.
Finally Cordley was satisfied that David had nothing on his person other than his phone, his wallet, and some orange gum, and he took a seat in his desk chair, motioning for David to sit across from him.
“Alright. You seem clean. Why are you here? I’ve been racking my brains, but I can’t think of a reason why Alderton’s son would have business with me.”
Despite mentally preparing for this meeting for days beforehand, David wasn’t quite sure how to start. So instead, he asked the first question that popped into his head.
“Did you really try to kidnap the Virgin Witch?”
Cordley exhaled and tapped a finger on his desk. “I did, although she didn’t have that grand title yet. I find it obnoxious, myself. Whether or not she’s a virgin is no one’s business but her own...well, and her doctor’s, of course.”
“Is it true what they say?”
There was a pause.
“You mean, that the attempt was a miserable failure, and I was nearly killed? Yes, that’s all true. Would you like me to enumerate the countless ways that I failed?”
The doctor was starting to get angry; David shook his head quickly.
“No, that’s not what I meant. I mean, is it true that ever since then, you’ve been spying for the Westerners?”
Cordley’s eyebrows jumped up, completely changing the lighting on his dark-skinned face.
“Who says th—never mind, I can imagine. You’re asking me flat out whether or not I’m a spy? If I was, do you think I’d admit to it?”
“Look, I’m really hoping you are, because I need to get some information over to them, and I don’t know how else to do it,” David said. He felt breathless, but also a little relieved to have finally said it. “If somebody doesn’t do something, I think a lot of people are going to die. It’s going to be World War III, only with spells instead of nukes.”
Cordley looked off to the side as David spoke; David couldn’t imagine what the doctor might have been thinking, and the sound of his own heartbeat seemed uncomfortably loud. After a pause, Cordley met David’s eyes again, his expression less guarded. He looked worried, and the haunted look in his eyes made him look older than his fifty-something years.
“Tell me everything you know about what those ungodly stupid idiots are doing.”
David told the doctor all about the secret trip to the British Museum, and the missing Rod of Moses. He also related all the rumors he’d been hearing about the inevitable war with the West, which his father’s colleagues never seemed to stop talking about.
After David had finished relating his information, Cordley closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “I do want to thank you for taking the risk to come and tell me this, but honestly, you’ve confirmed all my worst fears. At this rate, the Battle of the Bulge is going to look like a tea party.”
“I don’t know exactly what their plan is, but it seems like they can’t do it without the Rod of Moses, for some reason. So we have until they find it to try to stop them, I think.”
Cordley grinned at that. “Oh, I doubt they’ll find it.”
“Do you know where it is?” David whispered, then wondered why he was whispering.
In one smooth motion, Cordley opened his desk drawer, took out a small staff of gray, nearly petrified wood and twirled it, then put it back and closed the drawer. David could only stare, open-mouthed.
“You stole it?”
“Not me personally, no, but I arranged for it to be stolen.”
“Jesus, is it safe to keep that thing here? It’s the bloody Rod of Moses!” David said, finding he was physically incapable of raising his voice above a whisper.
Cordley shrugged. “I have some safeguards, but no, it’s not perfectly safe. Under the circumstances, it’s a risk I have to take.”
David realized he was standing up, even though he had no memory of getting of his chair. “Wait, so…if you have it, is the war off? They can’t use their big spell without that thing, whatever it is.”
Cordley also stood, straightening his white coat. “Unfortunately, no. I’ve made it more difficult, but there’s more than one way to skin a cat.”
“Oh,” said David, disappointed. For a moment, it had seemed like everything was solved.
Cordley looked at David for a few moments, and David could tell he was weighing something in his head. Finally, he seemed to come to a decision. He took a deep breath, and addressed David in a firm tone.
“Listen, I have a plan to get this thing to the Western Court. Not because I’m spying for them, which isn’t true, but because at the moment, their leadership is saner. Donatello Arrigio is many things, but he’s not a warmonger.”
David nodded, feeling like he was being let in to some secret covenant.
“Now, this plan is dangerous, as you can imagine. You can’t just bring something like this into an airport, they scan for spelled items—probably even more thoroughly, now that they know the Rod has been stolen. This plan is so dangerous, so reckless, really, that I can’t in good conscience let a young man like you have any part in it.”
David started in indignation. Hadn’t he proven himself? Hadn’t he proven that he was worthy of being treated like an adult, more so than the pompous windbags who’d been talking down to him his whole life? But before he could protest, Cordley cut him off.
“You will have absolutely nothing to do with Plan A. What you can do, if you’re up to it, is become my Plan B.”




Chapter Seven

Before first period had even started on Thursday, Cassie was already sick of her new notoriety. People she’d never met kept trying to high-five her in the hallway, and she’d already heard “Is that the girl from the video?” or some variation thereof, at least thirty times. Most of the attention was at least friendly, but Miri was getting twitchy; the vampire did not like it when lots of new people were suddenly paying attention to her charge.
Sitting at her desk in Mr. Golding’s class before the bell, she tried to put it all out of her mind and focus on her plans. If all went well, Sam would be back from his trip on time, and then her parents were going to find out what was really going on in her life. Whether they accepted it or not, she was going to start getting ready to move out, because it wasn’t fair to Hunter that her status as a witch was wrecking his childhood. She had to start packing up all her clothes.
One day soon, I’m going to have to sit down and look at those apartment listings seriously….
“Hey ,Tremblay, I hear an elephant ran over to you because he recognized you from his Ginormous Fatass Club.”
There were snickers from the back of the room. Not long ago, that kind of an insult would have made her cheeks flush with anger and embarrassment, but now it only registered as a mild annoyance; she’d been through too much in the past year for quips about her weight to have quite the same zing.
“Classy, Brett. Real classy,” she said without turning around.
“Nah, man, he recognized you from your I Still Drink My Momma’s Breast Milk Club,” Mike said casually, not even looking up from his tablet. “Does your Mommy still pack you a tuna fish sandwich and cookies for lunch every day, like you’re in first grade?”
Miri whistled appreciatively at Mike’s put-down, but the rest of the room was silent; Mike didn’t usually talk to Brett at all. The two of them fighting was exciting, by Silver Crown Academy standards. No one wanted to miss what happened next.
Cassie couldn’t help turning around, and saw that Brett was embarrassed that Mike had brought up his overbearing mother. He recovered quickly though, and directed the attention back to Cassie.
“What, are you her knight in shining armor now, Trepkowski? If you wanna defend her, you should take a look at some of the comments on her video. Why don’t I read some aloud for the class?” he said, reaching into his bag for his phone.
After he had turned it on, but before he started reading, Miri grabbed the device.
“Hey! Give it back!”
Miri waved her hand at him dismissively and scrolled through the comments. “Let’s see, how about this one: ‘Damn, that girl is a hottie. Teddy has the right idea LOL.’ Hmmph. Looks like random internet trolls are smarter than you,” she said, throwing his phone back at him. He fumbled it and it dropped to the floor.
“Okay, some of the commenters are horny and saying they’d like to do her, because duh, it’s the internet, but a lot of them are--”
“Oh God, shut up,” Mike said, this time looking up from his tablet.
The bell rang, as though punctuating Mike’s annoyance; Mr. Golding wasn’t up in front by the blackboard, so the talk continued unabated.
“What’s your problem, Trepkowski?” Brett asked, sounding menacing. “And what is up with the Cassie Tremblay Defense Force over here? Is she putting out or something?”
Mike’s eyes narrowed, and he looked like he was about to take Brett’s head off with a snappy comeback, only Cassie cut him off before he could.
“Why are you so obsessed with me, Brett? Want me to do you?”
Taken aback, Brett was left without many options. “No!” he yelled.
“Too bad, that was a one-time offer. Now you’ll just have to die a virgin.”
Cassie turned back around before she could see Brett’s reaction, but she could tell from his friends’ laughter that her comment had the desired effect.
“Who wants you, you fat bitch!” Brett yelled, but it was too late; the momentum had shifted.
“Don’t worry, sweetie. If you’re really desperate, I’ll do you, but only with Madison’s vagina,” said Miri sweetly.
“Hey! What’d I do?” said Madison through a mouthful of gum.
The conversation in the back of the room shifted away from Cassie, and she exhaled. After a moment, Mike tapped her on the shoulder.
“Hey. You know he’s just an idiot, right?”
“Yeah, he’s not even what’s bothering me. I haven’t been sleeping well…having dreams every night lately.”
Mike straightened up at that. “Like, regular dreams? Or those dreams?”
She hadn’t told Mike and Jay everything about the Watchers—in fact, she wasn’t sure she could explain if she wanted to—but she’d given them both the gist of it.
“Those dreams,” she said softly looking down.
Cassie nearly gasped when she heard Mr. Golding’s deep voice emanate from right behind her.
“Everyone, read sections four and five of the packet and write a two-paragraph response. When I come back, we’ll share our responses.”
How long has he been in this room? Was he here the whole time, and no one even noticed?
Golding moved forward so Cassie could see his back, then glanced at her over her shoulder. “If I could speak to you outside for just a moment, Miss Tremblay?”
She crossed her arms and sank down into her chair. “No.”
There was a pause. Several of the kids laughed nervously.
“Umm, Mr. Golding? Which packet? We have, like, three packets.”
“Just pick one, Miss Clarke!” Golding growled, then grabbed Cassie’s arm and began pulling her out of the room. As soon as they were outside the classroom, he let Cassie pull her arm back.
“Hey, watch it, John!” she said, emphasizing his first name like it was a curse. “We like to keep the entourage thing kind of low profile, you know?”
Golding was searching the hall for other people with his eyes, but it was empty. The bell had rung, and everyone was in class. Any students cutting, or teachers idling, were far enough away to be out of earshot.
“Tell me about these dreams.”
“What?”
“You were talking to Mike about dreams. I’m guessing these are magical dreams.”
“Why’s it your business?” said Cassie, crossing her arms again. For some reason, even though they were technically allies, being around him made her defensive lately.
He pointed at her, face slightly flushed. “I’m part of this team now, just like you,” he murmured. “And my specialty is magical texts. If you’re having magical dreams, I want to know what they are so I can help interpret them.”
Cassie wasn’t sure quite what to make of that.
We’re a team? Like a superhero team?
“Well,” she said, looking down at her feet as she shifted awkwardly from leg to leg. Her boots were getting worn; she was going to need a new pair soon. “Um, in my dreams, I get visited by my ancestors. At least I’m pretty sure they’re my ancestors.”
John moved closer to her, so close that the minty smell of his aftershave was almost overwhelming.
“Continue.”
“And, um, well...they’re called the Watchers. They said—”
John’s eyes opened so wide, it looked like they were about to pop out of his head.
“Wait, you mean...the Watchers from The Book of Enoch? They visit you in your dreams?”
“Yeah. At first I didn’t know who they were, but then Helen—you know, Sam’s mom—she said they’d been locked up in Tartarus for millennia. So I looked up what Tartarus was, and found out about the Watchers.”
“So The Book of Enoch is true,” said John, his eyes still painfully wide. “What have they been saying to you in your dreams? Tell me!”
Cassie took a step back from him. “Calm down, okay? I don’t really know...a lot of what they say doesn’t make sense. They want me to do something for them, but I don’t know what...and now they’re saying they want me to ‘flower,’ and they don’t mean my period.”
“This is...” Golding trailed off, his eyes moving back and forth to follow something only he could see. “This is phenomenal. I have to reread Enoch immediately and cross-reference it with some of my new acquisitions.”
“Acquisitions?” Cassie echoed. Something about the way he said that bothered her.
“I’m going to start researching this right now. Tell the kids they have a free period,” he said, turning to leave.
Cassie opened her mouth in disbelief. “You can’t just leave during school!”
“Don’t you remember? One of the conditions for my joining the entourage was that I cannot get fired from this job.” With that, he flashed her a slightly sheepish smile, and began heading off at a quick pace.
“I can’t believe you!” Cassie called after him, scandalized. “This is exactly why people don’t trust teachers with tenure, you know!”
After he had disappeared around a corner, she sighed and opened the door to the classroom.
“Golding said he ate a bad shrimp and he’s going home sick, so now we have a free.”
“He’s not sending in a super-sub?” asked Madison.
“What part of ‘free period’ do you not understand?” asked her friend next to her, her desk making a groaning noise as she quickly stood up and nearly knocked it over. “Let’s all leave before the office finds out and decides to get a sub in here.”
In a flash, the kids were all filing out of the room, save Cassie, Mike, and Miri. Brett gave Cassie a dirty look before he left.
“Who the hell eats shrimp for breakfast?” one of the kids wondered aloud on the way out.
When everyone else was gone, Cassie turned to the redheaded vampire, who had started doing her nails at her desk. “Good job, stopping him from yanking me out of class like that.”
Miri shrugged. “Golding isn’t going to hurt you, because if he does Sam will kill him and he knows it. I wasn’t going to blow my cover in front of the kids for no reason.”
“You are just the worst bodyguard,” Cassie murmured, collapsing back into her chair. The constant dreams really were making her tired, and she was seriously considering spending the free period by taking a nap; granted, she might sleep too long and miss her next class. But did she care?
“Yes or no: Are you alive?”
“Of course I’m alive!”
“Then clearly, I’m not the world’s worst bodyguard!” said Miri cheerfully. Cassie put her head back down on her desk as Miri began to apply her second layer of pink polish to her thumbnail.




Chapter Eight

When Sam stepped off the plane and into the terminal at Sterling International Airport, he expected to spend a while at baggage claim, then take the bus back to his apartment. He did a double-take when one of the chauffeurs holding up a sign at the gate turned out to be Dmitri.
The Russian vampire was well-dressed, wearing a black suit and tie and dark glasses. The small sign he was holding up said “Master Guardian” in neat handwriting.
“Cute,” said Sam, acknowledging the sign. “But I didn’t ask to be picked up at the airport.”
“You forget to ask for a lot of things,” said Dmitri, putting down the sign.
Sam began making his way to baggage claim, with Dmitri falling into step beside him.
“No, really. I was perfectly happy to take the bus.”
Dmitri sighed and took off his glasses, then patted Sam on the shoulder. “Can I just say, you are a true lord, and if I were to die on your orders, I would accept it. It is an honor to serve at you pleasure.”
Sam felt heat rush to his face in embarrassment and stepped back. “Uh…what?”
“All of this is true. Yet, can I just say, it is adorable that you still think you should take the bus.”
“Shut up.”
“It is adorable. You are adorable. Like a little baby.”
“Shut up, Dmitri.”
A half an hour later, they were pulling out of the airport parking lot and onto the highway in a large black sedan. Sam tried to relax in the back seat, stretching out his legs, but he still felt tightly wound from his trip.
“I know what you are thinking,” said Dmitri from behind the wheel.
“Do you?” Sam muttered, mildly annoyed.
“This is not one of those limos that has the little mini-bar in it. There is no pineapple juice for you.”
“I was not looking for a mini-bar, I was just stretching,” Sam snapped, then stiffened at his own reaction. He really was too on edge from his experiences in D.C.; if even Dmitri’s typical silliness was getting to him this much, he’d better calm down before he dealt with anyone else.
Especially Cassie.
He let a few moments pass in silence, taking in the sounds of the highway. There was traffic, but it was quieter here, less overwhelming than it had been in D.C. One of the things he liked about Sterling was that it wasn’t a major city; life moved slower here. The place still had the feel of a large city, but it was a little softer, a little easier to catch your breath.
That’s going to change though. More businesses are moving in, because there’s an entourage here now. How long will it feel like this, before we all destroy it?
“So, what did I miss while I was gone? Anything good?” Sam asked, trying to affect a nonchalance he didn’t really feel.
“A baby elephant from the zoo has fallen in love with your witch, it seems. He broke out of the zoo to find her, whole world losing their shit. Good times.”
There was a pause.
“Dmitri, can you please be straight with me for a moment here? I’m really tired and I’m not in the mood for your shtick.”
“I love when demons use Yiddish! But alas, not shtick. All true.”
Sam was silent in contemplation for a moment, then took out his cell phone. Miri picked up on the first ring.
“Back in town, handsome?”
“Dmitri is telling me some nonsense about Cassie and a baby elephant. Did this really happen or should I hurt him? Because I’m running out of patience.”
“Uh, yeah, that was a thing that happened.”
“What.” There was no question mark; it was more of a statement than an interrogative.
“The baby elephant from the zoo seems to be like your bat, it’s attracted to magic. So it got obsessed with Cassie at the zoo, then broke out of the zoo to try to find her. It’s all over the internet.”
It took a few moments for Sam to process this.
“Why did no one think to pick up a phone and tell me this was happening?”
“Well, uh…I guess we kind of assumed you already knew? Since it’s all over the internet?”
“Don’t ever assume I know anything that happens on the internet! I hate the internet!”
“Look, don’t shoot the messenger, okay? I’m just telling you.”
After he had hung up with Miri, Sam was about to call Cassie, then paused. He could reach out to her with his mind, which would give him a much better sense of what was going on than trying to discern it through conversation, but he usually refrained from doing that sort of thing. But her mind had been out of his reach for a week, the physical distance between them making mental communication more difficult, and he didn’t realize how much he had missed her until now. He wanted to talk to her, mind-to-mind, but he wanted it for the wrong reasons; less for any information he might glean, but rather to enjoy that special kind of intimacy their bond made possible.
Idly, he reached out to Vladmira, something far easier and habitual. She was sleeping, tucked cozily beneath a ledge, but at his gentle pull she awoke and flapped her little wings, ecstatic at his return. He could feel the chill of the wind high above the city streets as she stirred, and even in the climate-controlled car, a breeze ruffled through his pale hair. Through her, he felt the general contentment of the thousands of other bats in the city, all of whom followed her orders like good little soldiers. He had never quite been able to discern what the bats thought of him, or if they even understood him as anything other than an abstract concept, but they served Vladmira with absolute loyalty, and her happiness was their happiness. It wasn’t the same kind of contact that he had with Cassie, but well…it was nice to feel wanted sometimes, even by a bunch of bats.
He sighed; if only things with his little witch could be half so simple….
Do not think of that ugly harlot! It is I who am your QUEEN!
His eyes snapped open, and he gasped, feeling like someone had punched him in the stomach.
Was that voice…Vladmira’s? Did she just talk to me in words? She’s never done that before!
“Are you alright back there?” asked Dmitri, noticing Sam’s startle. All traces of banter gone, he was all business, his thick Russian accent abandoned.
“Yes…I…I’m fine. It’s hard to explain,” said Sam, pulling his bangs back from his face.
As he calmed down, he realized the car was slowing. Soon, Dmitri had pulled to a complete stop.
“What’s going on?”
“I don’t know,” said Dmitri. He took out his phone.
“You know, you could turn on the radio. For the traffic report,” said Sam.
“Faster this way. Hmm, looks like there’s a big accident up ahead, that’s a shame. Thought I heard a crash before, but I hear so much, I don’t always focus.”
“How big an accident?”
“Big, multi-car pileup. We may be here for a while.”
Sam looked out the passenger-side window, but couldn’t see anything beyond the solid wall of stopped traffic that now occupied the highway. Later, he wouldn’t be able to say what had compelled him to do it, but he got out of the car and began walking forward, next to the concrete divider. Dmitri didn’t miss a beat, following a step behind him.
After a few minutes of walking, they were in sight of the crash. It looked like a red SUV had collided with the back of a produce truck and flipped over, causing a chain reaction that involved five other cars. Police had blocked off the area with cones, but couldn’t do anything to stop bored drivers from getting out of their vehicles to gawk at the accident, taking pictures with their phones. A woman was being loaded into an ambulance, looking shaken up but otherwise okay. Another ambulance took off, sirens screeching, leading Sam to believe that most of the victims had already been removed from the wreckage.
Dmitri shrugged. “A shame, but it happens every day. Maybe they will be lucky, and all will survive.”
“No,” said Sam, squinting. “Someone died here. Someone….”
Close to Sam and Dmitri there was a flipped-over blue car. Sam knelt, peered through the backseat window and flinched; there was an infant seat in the car.
I sensed it the moment we…baby, eleven months…the car seat worked, it was installed properly, but the car flipped over several times, so much force…so much.
He put his hands over his eyes and shuddered. There was a part of him that was invigorated by death, drew strength from it, but even that part of him could take no joy in this. He felt sick to his stomach. He tried to stand back up from his kneeling position, but found he was dizzy.
There were other injuries, one man lost an arm and one hit his head, probably in a coma now, but the only death was…only the baby was….
Dmitri steadied him, solid as a rock. “Every day, this happens. I know you don’t want to hear, but it is normal to die. It is the most normal.”
“Dmitri….”
“It is normal. It is sad, but part of life. You cannot interfere.”
A sudden flash of anger seemed to clear Sam’s thoughts. He snapped his head in the vampire’s direction.
“You’re giving me orders now?”
Dmitri’s expression didn’t change.
“You know that I am not.”
“What was all that before, about you being honored to serve? What happened to that?”
“I am serving right now. I’m reminding you of what you already know,” the dark-haired vampire said quietly. “You have been warned against doing this. You cannot.”
It was true; he had already meddled with time far too much, and he had promised (both Court, and his father) that he would stop—or, at least that he wouldn’t meddle without a very good reason. Getting involved in a car accident that had nothing do with him didn’t count as a good reason.
But it would be so easy. Looking with his inner eye, a kind of violet second sight that was usually dormant, he could see how simple it would be to reverse this one little moment in time. The crash stood out in bold relief, a clear, strong thread in the endless tapestry that surrounded him. All it would take is a little yank, a little pulling here and there and they would all be back before the SUV had slammed into the truck. The vehicle would swerve the other way at the last minute, there would be no collision, no chain reaction, no death.
Dmitri sighed. “You did not have a very good time on this trip, I see.”
Sam reached out a hand, feeling if the soft fibers of causality that were visible to him felt as pliable as he imagined; they were. It felt soothing, the silkiness of the invisible threads between his index and middle finger. As he gestured, the threads seemed to warm to the touch. It was simultaneously comforting and stimulating, like running his fingertips along Cassie’s pale skin.
“No, I didn’t.”
Before Dmitri could say anything more, Sam had already begun to reposition the threads. For just a moment, time flowed backwards, people being loaded out of ambulances and back into prone vehicles, cars flying about as though they were children’s toys, until the accident was unmade, and traffic resumed as usual. In the space of one breath, Sam and Dmitri were standing on the side of the road while the normal midday traffic zoomed by loudly in the three lanes before them. As time resettled into its new form, Sam jumped at the sound of a loud crash from somewhere behind him.
Dmitri sighed. He had to yell to be heard over the sound of traffic. “Our car was still parked. Someone just rear-ended us.”
“Oh. Whoops.” Sam looked back to where the minor accident was, trying to sense what had happened; there was no death, only annoyance.
“Small price to pay.”
“You say that, but…” Dmitri started with his typical insouciance, then his eyes seemed to bulge out of his head. “What have you done?”
“What?” Sam asked, whipping his head around to look where Dmitri was looking. Then he went cold.
A wave of rot was spreading, corrupting everything in its path. Where the accident had once been, cars stopped with a screech, their frames quickly bending into rusted metal skeletons, while the people inside shuddered and retched. There was a hiss, the sound of dozens of rubber tires melting and bubbling on the too-hot pavement, a sound that grew louder and louder as the noxious wave grew. By the time Sam noticed it, the wave was already spreading to the cars behind him, picking up speed the more fodder it enveloped.
“It’s the taint,” Sam said, his throat tight. “But I’ve never seen it like this.”
“What is happening to the people in the cars?” Dmitri asked. His tone was flat, devoid of emotion.
They’ll die…no. Some will die, but others will…change. Change into what? You know what…zombies, mindless walking corpses. So many bodies…
Sam’s vision shook, and it was a moment before he realized Dmitri had grabbed his collar and was shaking him.
It would be convenient to have an army of these things. Cassie won’t like it, but she’s always difficult. Bossy little witch, soft and so helpless…they’re all just so…helpless…like they were made for nothing more than….
“Stop this! Stop this before--”
Grimacing, Sam pushed Dmitri away and began to do something he’d never attempted before; he reversed his own reversal. With a few flicks of his fingers, the smokiness of the taint retreated, traffic resumed as normal, only for the red SUV to hit the produce truck once again. The SUV flipped, end over end, and slammed into a black compact car, which careened into a turquoise sports car, which slammed into the grey sedan in front of it, which slammed into….
The next thing Sam knew, he was lying on the ground, with Dmitri standing over him. He could hear the sirens from the ambulance that had just left; it sounded like screaming. When the noise of the sirens receded, he heard a man’s voice; someone was talking to Dmitri above him.
“…all the time, somebody comes to rubberneck at the accident, faints, and ends up leaving in an ambulance themselves. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”
“Keep your hands off him,” said Dmitri, and Sam realized that Dmitri must be arguing with an EMT.
He sat up and looked around him, wincing; he felt sore all over, like he’d been beaten. The original accident had been repeated, in its entirety. There was no sign of the noxious taint of black magic, but that wasn’t much comfort at the moment.
The baby…was it a girl or a boy? Why don’t I know?
“Look, I think your friend here needs some medical—”
“Leave him alone, I won’t ask you again.”
“Let them take me,” Sam said, collapsing back to the pavement.
Dmitri looked at him, eyes wide.
“If you are hurt, Eugene will see to it. You will see our doctor.”
The EMT moved toward Sam, only for Dmitri to grab him by the shoulder. The EMT looked confused, wondering how this not particularly large man was strong enough to render him completely immobile with just one hand.
“Let them take me,” Sam whispered, not certain he was talking to the vampire anymore. “Let them take me. Let them take me.”
“I cannot—”
Sam murmured a word of command and shut the vampire down; even in his weakened state, he was so closely bound to all the Buckley vampires that it didn’t take much effort to influence them. Dmitri fell unconscious to the floor, and the EMT he’d been holding back jumped.
“Christ…I need some help! Two gurneys over here, I don’t know what the hell’s going on.”




Chapter Nine

Cassie wasn’t sure where to look in the emergency room; everywhere she looked, there were people on gurneys, some sleeping, some awake. Fortunately, no one seemed to have a critical injury at the moment, because no one she could see was hooked up to much equipment. The most severely injured person in sight was a teen boy with a broken leg in a fresh cast. Finally, Dmitri poked his head out from behind a pale violet curtain, and she and Miri hurried over to the far corner of the ER.
As soon as Miri was in reach of Dmitri, she bonked him lightly on the head. “I can’t believe you let them take him,” she whispered.
“I was not given much of a choice. It was all I could do to keep myself from getting admitted as a patient.”
Sam was asleep on a gurney. He was still wearing his street clothes, but there was an IV in one arm. Miri walked over to him, touched his arm where the IV was inserted, and shot Dmitri a look of disbelief. The other vampire sighed.
“Listen, Gingercakes, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but mind-turning isn’t working right now. I wasn’t going to fight off the nurse to stop her taking blood from him.”
“Maybe you should have…waitaminute, we’ve lost hypnosis?” Miri whispered.
Dmitri gestured to Sam with his head. “I think he may be so out of it, our bond is compromised.”
Miri took a step back and exhaled. “Dmitri, what the hell?”
“I don’t know myself. This magic…it is too big. That’s all I know.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Cassie took a few steps closer to Sam as the vampires bickered. He looked so boyish in his sleep, with his tousled blond hair, that she couldn’t help but smile faintly. With his eyes closed, he could pass for many years younger; something about his eyes aged him.
In fact, she’d never really thought about it before, but most of the time, he looked older than he actually was….
“What did you do? What did you almost do?” Cassie whispered.
She reached out with her mind, tentatively, a little afraid of what she might find. She needn’t have worried; he was closed off to her. A voice that wasn’t really a voice snarled in her head. She shivered suddenly, and realized his mind was effectively booby-trapped. She had a feeling that the more she tried to push, the more uncomfortable she’d feel, until she was at the point of throwing her guts up.
That was enough probing; she didn’t need to be told to stay out more than once.
“We have to get him out of here,” Cassie said.
“Duh. Let’s just pick him up and—"
“Hey, girl?”
Cassie turned around; there was a man in the next bed who was staring right at her.
“What?”
“Ain’t you the girl from that elephant video?”
“Nah, I’m much prettier than her.” Cassie found the curtain between the two beds and pulled, hard, isolating their small corner of the ER from the rest of the room.
“Should we wake him up?”
“I wouldn’t,” Dmitri murmured softly.
Just then, a doctor entered their little curtained-off sanctuary. Balding and thin, he looked like someone whose pale complexion had just turned several shades paler, to the point where he was white as a sheet.
“Hello. I see Mr. Andrews has visitors, how nice,” said the doctor pleasantly, but something was off. The hand holding his clipboard was quivering faintly.
“Um, hi,” said Cassie. Miri fixed the doctor with a suspicious look.
Slowly, and not without difficulty, the doctor raised his clipboard to eye level so he could look at the results. He was still shaking.
“Ah, I have to ask: is your friend taking part in any kind of, ah…drug tests? Perhaps some particularly aggressive, illegal drug tests?”
“Nope. This guy doesn’t take anything harder than Tylenol,” said Miri.
The doctor let out a nervous giggle; it was probably involuntary. “Are you sure? Because these test results indicate, uh…well, they…they, uh…” he trailed off. He looked at the chart in front of him, but his eyes were glazed like he was no longer really seeing it.
Sam stirred; the sound of the conversation had apparently woken him up. Still half-asleep, he turned over onto his side. “Grrrrgllllm,” he grunted softly. Before she even realized she was doing it, Cassie was gently stroking his hair.
“If your results are that wrong, perhaps it is your equipment that is at fault? These things happen, yes?” said Dmitri, taking a step closer to the doctor. “Maybe your machine just needs rebooting.”
Apparently that was the last straw, because the doctor slammed his clipboard down onto his thigh and began speaking through gritted teeth. “Look, this isn’t even blood, okay? This is nothing like blood! N-no one has PLATINUM in their blood! What in God’s name—”
Dmitri spun the doctor around and put him into a submission hold, all in one smooth motion. He began to choke the man into unconsciousness. Cassie winced.
“Isn’t there a less painful way to do that?”
“Not really. Everybody thinks hitting people on the head is the best way to get people unconscious, but you could give them a concussion, or worse. If we can’t hypnotize him, this is the safest way,” said Miri. She turned to Sam and began shaking him lightly on the shoulder. “C’mon Sam, we can’t Krav Maga the whole hospital. Time to go.”
Having successfully knocked out the doctor, Dmitri gently lowered him to the floor and put his body between the curtain and the wall; you would have to know he was there to be able to see him.
“No,” Sam said quietly. Cassie still wasn’t sure how awake he was. “Leave me.” Cassie stopped stroking his hair and took a step back; something in his voice, even his quiet, half-asleep voice, sounded threatening.
“We can’t, handsome. If we don’t get going soon, they’ll be telling the press that they’ve found an alien life form before sundown.”
“Maybe it’s better that way.”
Miri began pulling on him more aggressively. “I need you to wake up for real now, honey. C’mon, there’s espresso and a cinnamon roll back at the Daily Grind with your name on ’em, okay?”
“I said GO!” Sam said, and Miri shrank back as though in pain. Now fully awake, Sam sat up, rubbing his temples.
“I’m sorry, but I can’t do this anymore. I’ve tried, and I can’t. I want them to commit me…put me in an institution somewhere, and keep me so medicated so I can’t hurt anyone. That’s what’s best for everybody.”
There was a pause as everyone processed that.
“What happened today?” asked Cassie quietly.
He winced slightly, like it hurt to hear her voice. He kept his eyes on the bed in front of him, not making eye contact with her. “It doesn’t matter what happened today. What matters is what’s going to happen, someday. Maybe it’ll be a year from now, I don’t know, but someday, I won’t be able to fight anymore. And I need to be locked up somewhere safe, before that happens.”
“You won’t be able to fight what?” asked Miri.
“The thoughts,” Sam said. His voice had gone flat, neutral.
There was an awkward silence. Cassie thought of saying, “Oh, I’m sure they aren’t THAT bad,” but she knew him better than that, so she said nothing for a moment.
But then, she found herself starting to get angry, without being entirely sure why.
“Do you remember what you said to me in Las Vegas? How you weren’t going to run away anymore?”
He exhaled slowly. “This isn’t me running away, this is me protecting everyone. There’s a difference.”
“You want to go to a mental hospital and be high on drugs all day, that sure sounds like running away to me,” said Cassie sharply.
“Cassie,” Miri said in a warning tone. Dmitri just looked at her with an inscrutable expression.
Sam did look at her then, but after looking her in the eye for a moment, his gaze traveled down her body. “You, of all people, should know better than to resist me on this.”
Cassie felt a strong urge to put her hands over her chest to protect herself from his view, which was absurd because she was already wearing several layers of clothing. Instead, she tightened her arms around her midsection.
“Stop trying to scare me, and be reasonable. You can’t just—”
He laughed then, a laugh filled with as much anger as mirth. “You think I’m trying to scare you?”
“Sam, don’t,” said Miri quietly. The pleading tone in her voice bothered Cassie; she never wanted to hear Miri sound like that.
Sam lay back in bed then, still leering at her openly. “If you knew what I think about doing to you every day, Cassie, you would be running to get me put away somewhere. I could do whatever I wanted to you, then I’d do a reversal so it never happened, and do it again. Thinking about that is all that keeps me going sometimes, during long shifts.”
“You would never do that,” she said softly.
He stopped eyeing her chest long enough to meet her eyes.
“For all you know, I already have.”
Miri’s voice was quavering, like she was fighting back tears. “Please, don’t. Don’t be like this.”
“Like what? Like myself?” Sam snapped at her, turning to face her with a glare. “And you’re the one who really should know better. Why don’t you tell Cassie about some of the things we do together? Let her know what’s in store for her.”
Miri put a hand over her mouth and began to cry. Somehow, that was even more shocking to Cassie than everything Sam had said.
Dmitri just shook his head sadly, still wearing that same inscrutable expression. He was not surprised.
Cassie looked down, feeling numb. She knew she should be feeling a lot of things, fear and disgust primarily, but somehow, that wasn’t how she felt. Mostly, she just felt tired. After a moment, she took a deep breath and looked up to meet Sam’s gaze. He smirked at her, but the expression didn’t quite match his eyes.
“Well, now that everything’s out in the open, are you ready to have me locked up yet? Get rid of me while you still can, little witch. You won’t get this opportunity--”
“You’re invited over for dinner tonight, at my house,” Cassie said quietly, but firmly.
It took a moment for Sam’s grin to falter. “Wh…what?”
“We need to talk to my parents already, tell them the truth. It’s not fair to keep them living in a daze, like freakin’ pod-people, and I don’t have time for this. I don’t have time for you to go full-evil, I just don’t. If you want to rape me or whatever, then fine, do it, but wait until after tonight after we sort this thing out with my parents and my brother.”
Sam just looked at her in frozen disbelief. Since he was useless at the moment, Cassie turned to the vampire.
“Dmitri, get him home. Get him showered and dressed, then stop off at the bakery on 6th and pick up something for dessert. They have a cinnamon coffee cake my mom likes, but if they’re out of that, apple pie is fine. You have to bring dessert, okay? Otherwise I’ll never hear the end of it from Mom. Miri, let’s go.”
And with that, she turned on her heel and walked away. Miri took a moment to collect herself, shot Sam a hurt look through tear-stained eyes, and followed her. Sam was left sitting on the bed, looking like he’d definitely missed something.
“What just happened?”
Dmitri cleared his throat. “As they say, I believe you just ‘got told.’”




Chapter 10

“I take 242 points of damage; I’m dead,” said Jay. He frowned and looked at the cards remaining in his deck. “I thought I might have had you that time.”
“You almost did,” said Ethan, scooping up his own cards. “When you pulled the Zombie Army I thought I was dead. I only came back because I got lucky and drew a Manticore on the next turn.”
Jay began shuffling his deck for the next game, smiling faintly. “When you always draw the right card just when you need it, I don’t know if you can say that’s luck.”
Ethan seemed to take offense at that. “It was luck! I could have drawn a Mystic Mountain or something, then I would have been dead ten turns ago!”
Khalil watched the kids playing Sorcery while he rang up a distracted customer that had ordered black coffee. He had only played Sorcery a few times, but knew the game well enough to follow what they were talking about. Mostly.
Is it my imagination, or is Jay getting better? Ethan’s like a Sorcery genius, and Jay ALMOST beat him? Maybe Ethan’s lying? Nah, that kid’s a terrible liar….
“One medium light-roast, half-decaf half-regular. Have a nice day.”
“Thanks,” said the woman, not even looking up from her phone. As she took her coffee and left, Khalil heard the door behind him open. It was Dwight, carrying the supplies for cleaning the blenders.
“You know who really runs the world? Not politicians, not demons[GW2]—it’s whoever prints those damned cards,” said Dwight, motioning to the table where Jay and Ethan were sitting. “Have you ever seen how much money those things cost at the store?”
“No, I don’t want to know. I just use some of Ethan’s when he’s bored and desperate to play, even someone who sucks.”
Dwight began cleaning the equipment, whistling softly; clearly, he was in a good mood. “I see you’re asking for time off at the end of the month? Is it surfing?”
“No,” said Khalil. He looked around the shop to see if a customer would come to save him from this conversation, but it was one of those times during the afternoon where they usually had a lull in activity: no such luck.
“Oh. Where are you going then? Back to Philly to see the parents?”
Khalil closed his cash drawer, where he’d been sorting his change, and sighed. “I’m not asking for time off. I’m leaving.”
Dwight turned around and lowered his shades.
“Consider this my two weeks’ notice.”
“Khalil, you can’t,” Dwight said quietly.
Khalil turned around, leaned against his register, and crossed his arms. “Nothing keeping me here; this job’s nice, but no offense, I can make coffee anywhere. And it shouldn’t be hard for you to replace me.”
Dwight took off his glasses. “That’s not what I mean. You, uh….” He scanned the shop to make sure no customers were in earshot. “….you have another position here that’s not related to selling drinks.”
“You think it’s a ‘he knows too much to be allowed to leave’ situation? I think the Buckleys can do the whole Men in Black, ‘we let you remember only what we want you to remember,’ thing, and I’m fine with that. I’ll be happy to let them do it, honestly.”
Dwight exhaled slowly. “That’s one way to get over a bad breakup.”
“This isn’t just about Miri,” Khalil said, shooting Dwight an irritated look. He went to the pastry case and took out a cinnamon roll to eat; technically, taking food without paying was against store policy, but they always ended up with extra cinnamon rolls at the end of the night anyway, so he doubted that Dwight cared.
Besides, what’s he gonna do, fire me? Too late for that.
“I want out of this horror movie,” he said between bites. “I admit, some parts of it have been pretty sweet, but I’m over it. Too much excitement, and not the good kind.”
“I don’t think you can opt-out that easily,” said Dwight, then he turned his head at the sound of the door opening.
A striking woman entered the shop. With dark, mahogany-colored skin and light eyes, she looked a bit like Nyesha, except the vampire was built like a tall model; this woman was quite petite. She looked barely five feet tall, if that. Dressed impeccably in a dark purple suit, she stood in front of the shop, looking around. It was as though she had never been in a coffee shop before and was taking it all in.
Khalil popped the remains of his cinnamon roll in his mouth, then licked his fingers.
“Speaking of which, how much do you want to bet that pretty lady is not here for coffee?” he whispered.
After a few moments, the woman stopped examining the shop and approached the front counter. As she got closer, Khalil found it hard to breathe; her eyes were a sparkling pale green, like young grass, and seemed to give off a bit of their own light. The contrast between her dark, smooth skin and luminous eyes had literally taken his breath away.
Yeah, definitely not here for a café mocha.
She walked past the table where Ethan and Jay were playing Sorcery, but they were too involved in the next game and didn’t look up. She reached the counter and stood formally, hands folded in front of her.
“Can I help you, ma’am?” Dwight asked.
Instead of answering his question, the small woman looked around the room some more, taking a few deep breaths. After another moment, she finally addressed Dwight.
“I must admit, this place smells better than any Necromancer’s Lair I’ve ever been in.”
“It’s all the hazelnut. Covers everything,” said Khalil.
Dwight leaned over the counter so he could get closer to her and lower his voice. “If you’re here on Entourage business, that’s fine, but we’re not authorized to make any decisions. If it’s urgent, I can make some calls.”
“Hmm,” she said, putting a finger to her lips. “My life is not likely to be in danger for another four days, six hours, so I suppose it is not terribly urgent.”
Dwight and Khalil shared a glance. “Do you need to speak to Sam?”
“Yes, I believe that is his name.”
“Well, he’s on shift tomorrow morning, if you want to drop by then.”
The woman looked perplexed. She tilted her head sideways. “On shift? You mean he…works at this establishment?”
“Yes.”
She looked around at the shop again, as though she might have missed something. “And what does he do here, exactly?”
“Mostly cleans things. You have never someone clean dishes the way this guy does it, I’m telling you,” said Khalil.
“Ah!” Her eyes lit up with a spark of familiarity. “The creatures with the darkest stains on their souls, sometimes they clean things incessantly to try to make the feeling of filth go away; I have seen this several times before.”
“Really?” Khalil said, perplexed. “All this time, we thought it was just OCD.”
Just then a pair of normal customers came in, and the dark-skinned woman smoothly moved to the side and let Khalil take their orders. After Khalil had made the women two iced coffees, and the pair had taken a table in the corner, she continued in a soft voice.
“Listen, I see you are busy, so I will not take up more of your time. My name is Dorothy, but you can call me Dot, if you like. I will stop by tomorrow morning to see this…Sam, this Necromancer. If you see him before then, tell him that someone has come to ask for asylum. Good day.”
And with that she turned to leave, high heels clicking on the tiled floor. When she was gone, Dwight turned to Khalil with a frown.
“Why did she keep saying ‘Necromancer’? Usually they just say ‘demon.’”
Khalil shrugged. “I don’t know, that’s a new one on me.”
Ethan came up to the counter. “More hot chocolate, please.”
“Isn’t this like, your fifth? Dwight, we should cut him off.”
“I only had one!” Ethan exclaimed, then colored when he realized that Khalil was messing with him. When he got his drink, he took a quick sip and then fixed the two men with a serious expression.
“Listen, you’d better warn Sam that there’s a fairy coming to see him. Fairies are tricky.”
The two men exchanged glances, again. “How do you know she’s a fairy?” asked Khalil.
Ethan smiled the smug smile of someone older than his eleven years, then went back to his table, picked up a card, and held it up. Khalil leaned forward, squinted, and read “Forest Fairy.”
The clothing was different, but the woman featured in the illustration was clearly Dorothy.




Chapter 11

Standing by the front door of Cassie’s house, holding a prettily-wrapped pastry box in his arms, Sam had a sensation of mental whiplash. Earlier, he had been prepared for Cassie to slap him, call him a monster (which would not only be fair, but accurate), and refuse to see him ever again. What he had not expected was for her to brush his shameful declarations aside and invite him over for dinner. It felt incredibly wrong to be standing here, after the things he’d done, the things he’d said, yet here he was.
He could have refused, holed himself up in his apartment for as long as he needed to until he felt human again, but the truth was, he still wanted to see Cassie. He wanted to look at her, hear her voice, sense the subtle, intangible presence of her that their bond made possible. If he had to leave everyone behind, and it was looking more and more likely that he would, he wanted the image of her burned into his brain first.
When he rang the bell, Hunter answered the door. He was dressed nicely, in a pale blue button-down shirt under a striped sweater. Apparently, Cassie’s family had dressed for company.
“Are you going to get my parents to stop acting like Twilight Zone people?”
Isn’t he ten years old or something? How does he know from The
Twilight Zone?
“That’s the idea,” said Sam, stepping over the threshold.
“Finally,” said Hunter, closing the door behind Sam a little harder than was strictly necessary.
Cassie’s mother was in the kitchen, cooking something on the stove. Sam poked his head in awkwardly.
“Hello, Annette. Good to see you again.”
“Hello, Sam. Dinner will be ready soon.” She gave him an entirely blank look and then went back to focusing on the contents of her frying pan.
Sam took a step back, disturbed. His few interactions with Cassie’s mother usually involved her screaming at him, so hearing her sound so disinterested was downright strange.
I thought she was exaggerating, but it’s as bad as Cassie said. Instead of making them stop worrying about their daughter, that ‘calm the hell down’ charm I crafted just made them near-catatonic. Wow, one of my spells wasn’t delicate enough, who could have POSSIBLY seen this coming….
“You see?”
He turned around at the sound of Cassie’s voice, and felt his throat tighten at the sight of her. She was wearing a velvety-black dress he’d never seen before, with white stockings. With her pale skin and dark hair, she looked like a life-sized China doll, albeit a slightly plump one. She also looked young, even younger than usual, and he felt sick inside for the way he’d leered at her earlier, like some lecherous thug.
Cassie turned toward Annette in the kitchen; it took a conscious effort for him to pay attention to what she was saying and not just admire her in that dress.
“It was bad enough when Miri was hypnotizing her every day, but when you made the charm, it got worse. At least my mom still talks, my dad barely says anything at all.”
“Alright, I can see it’s bad,” he said, putting the cinnamon cake box down on a nearby table. “But remember, we did this for a reason. We were trying to keep them safe.”
“I know. But I shouldn’t have listened to you, and Miri. I knew it was wrong.”
“Cassie….”
She snapped her head around to look at him.
“Oh, you’re in “nice Sam” mode now, so you’re going to tell me it’s not my fault and everything’s okay? Or are you going to talk about all the terrible things you want to do to me some more?”
Sam grimaced; the words stung almost like she’d physically hit him. He had been hoping they were going to pretend that the events of this afternoon had never happened—at least for the time being— but he should have known better.
“Please, don’t. I was trying to make a point, and you know it.”
“So, were you lying?” she asked, looking up at him through dark lashes. “You were lying about…about wanting to do all that?”
“I was making a point,” he said quietly, then made his way to the mantelpiece on the other side of the room. Surrounded by pictures of Cassie and Hunter as adorable, raven-haired children, there was a decorative purple candle with a curious blue flame. The candle itself was normal, but it had been infused with magic, the magic that was keeping Annette and her husband from noticing anything unusual was afoot. Sam reached out a hand until the soft blue flame was nestled between the tip of his thumb and index finger.
“Now, are you absolutely sure?”
“Break that thing!” said Hunter, suddenly reappearing from behind the stairs. “I hate it.”
I spent two hours standing over a hot cauldron to make this stupid thing, and this is the thanks I get? If anyone else wants a custom spell from now on, they can make it themselves.
In an instant, he’d snuffed out the candle. It took only a second for the effects to be felt, or rather, heard.
“Huuuuunter!” yelled Annette from the kitchen. “Where is your President Report? You told me you were going to finish your President report!”
Hunter beamed; it was probably the happiest any kid had ever been at hearing his mother start nagging him. He practically sprinted toward the kitchen. “Ma, we did the President report already. Now we’re doing the Country report!”
“What’s this about a Country Report? What ever happened to the other report?”
As Hunter and Annette continued to discuss school assignments, at unnecessarily loud volume, Sam sighed and looked at Cassie. “Look, this is still an issue. We can’t have your mother trying to show up in Court and give them all a piece of her mind.”
Cassie knelt and picked up the dessert box he’d put down a moment ago. “I know. We’ll explain to them what’s going on, then I’m moving out ASAP. They’ll be a lot safer without me around.” Then she went toward the kitchen. “Look, Ma, Sam brought the cinnamon cake you like! He said it was the last one too.”
Sam bit his lip and put his hand down on the back of an easy chair beside him. Cassie was being optimistic about it, but the situation with her parents might not be so easily resolved. If they refused to accept reality, refused to let her go, he might be forced to take some drastic measures…and Cassie and her brother would not be happy.
After some more bickering with Hunter about various papers, Annette exited the kitchen, and smiled a fabulously fake smile at Sam. Her lips were turned upwards, but her eyes were looking at him like he was some kind of vermin she planned to kill with a shoe. That, combined with the ostentatiously loud tennis dress that she was wearing, made him wish he could avert his gaze.
“Thank you for bringing that lovely cake for dessert. I see your mother raised you right.”
“Thanks,” Sam mumbled, genuinely taken aback. It was perhaps the first time anyone had ever complimented Helen’s parenting within his hearing.
Annette put a hand on her hip, still eyeing him like a disgusting insect that had somehow wormed its way into her living room. “Cassie, why don’t you show your boyfriend into the dining room? Now if only my husband would come out of his office, we could all sit down to dinner.” With that, she turned around.
“JON! We’ve got company!” she bellowed down the hall.
“What? When will they be here!” Jon yelled back.
“He’s here now!”
“What? I didn’t know we were having any—”
“Just get out here!” she yelled back then turned to her son. “Hunter, be a good boy and take the peas and corn into the dining room, alright?”
“Yeah, Ma!” said Hunter, still beaming.
Cassie was looking at her mother with a blank expression. As everyone made their way into the dining room, where the table was set with fine china, Sam bent down and whispered in Cassie’s ear. He half-expected her to recoil from him, but she didn’t.
“Is it possible that it’s been so long, you forgot what your mother was like?”
“Shut up!” she said and grabbed the bowl of corn out of Hunter’s hands before he dropped it. Sam was still grinning when he sat down at the table.
“Hello, hello,” said Jon Tremblay, adjusting his glasses. “Oh. Cassie’s boyfriend. I see. I…see.” He scowled at his wife. “It would have been nice if you’d told me who we were expecting, Annie.”
“Well it would be nice if you wouldn’t spend twenty-four hours a day in your office building model rockets, but we can’t have that either. Honey, get the dinner rolls.”
Other than Annette’s barbs, the dinner started off innocuously enough. Jon started a conversation about the local sports teams, and even though Sam didn’t really follow sports, he’d heard enough about the subject from Dwight and Khalil that he knew what to say at the appropriate moments.
“Sure, getting to the post-season is a nice thought, but the Silverhawks don’t even know what defense is.”
“Exactly! This is what I’ve been saying!” said Jon, talking with about half a roll in his mouth.
Defense, defense, defense. It’s always something about not having enough defense. Ain’t that the truth.
Jon swallowed then continued. “You see Sam, I’m a fan of football, since I’m a little kid. And I’m a loyal fan, not just the type who only roots for their team when they’re on a hot streak. The problem is, what we have with the SIlverhawks isn’t really football, it’s—”
“A Greek tragedy!” Hunter finished.
Jon nodded proudly, like his son had just said an incredibly sage thing. Annette sighed and put down her napkin.
“Excuse me, honey, but I’d like to take this opportunity to actually talk to our guest.”
“We are talking to him,” Hunter pointed out.
“Eat your peas, baby. Now, Sam,” she began, and flashed a smile.
Oh God, that smile again. That smile like she wants to eat my organs one at a time.
She picked up a glass of red wine and swirled it around a bit. “Now, I understand you work at the coffee shop with Cassie. Is that correct?”
“Yes ma’am.”
“Right. Now, are you working there part-time while you pursue a degree at the University?”
“No ma’am, I’m not a student.”
Annette took a sizable sip of her wine, then put the glass down. “I see. Are you working there to pay the bills while you apply for a better job?”
“Uh, no ma’am, I’m not currently applying for anything.”
Her eyes narrowed further. “And, excuse me for asking, but how old are you again? Thirty?”
“I’m twenty-nine.” He actually was twenty-nine, but even to his own ears, it sounded like a lie.
Jon swallowed a mouthful of peas and looked to his wife.
“Annie, c’mon, this isn’t an enhanced interrogation. Give the fellow a chance to eat his dinner!”
Annette ignored her husband like he wasn’t even in the room. “So, since you clearly have no money and no prospects, what business do you think you have dating my daughter, exactly?”
There was a pause. Sam decided that the time had come to reveal the evening’s true purpose.
“Your daughter’s a witch,” he said.
“Sam!” Cassie exclaimed.
But it was too late; Annette had been about to launch into a tirade, and she hadn’t even heard what Sam had said.
“You see, young man, I don’t know if you’re aware of this, but our Cassie has a very bright future ahead of her. She’s going to go to an Ivy League University and study to be a lawyer. She needs to associate with people of her own…class.”
Sam was rendered speechless by that, but Cassie wasn’t.
“Mom, I don’t want to be a lawyer anymore, I want to be a doctor.”
Annette looked at Cassie, confused. “What? A doctor? Oh honey, you are not cut out to be a doctor.”
“Yes I am!” said Cassie, putting her fork down. She sounded incredibly childlike.
“No, you aren’t. My daughter, covered in blood and guts all day? Please, a lawyer is a much better fit for you. You’re a big fish in a small pond at that private school, but once you see how much work there is in medical school, you’d change your tune fast, trust me on that.”
Jon coughed.
“Annie, if Cassie wants to go into medicine, I don’t see any reason why we shouldn’t—”
“Oh, says the man who failed out of engineering school, twice? Trust me, Jon, I know my daughter and what she can handle. She’d be in waaaaaay over her head in medical school.”
Cassie stabbed her untouched dinner roll with a fork and looked at Sam.
“Let’s end this,” she said.
“Thank God. Mr. and Mrs. Tremblay, Cassie and I have something important to tell you.”
“If you tell me she’s already pregnant, I swear I will kill you with my bare—”
“Your daughter IS A WITCH. She formed a demonic pact with me, and together, we rule this city. This whole thing about me being her boyfriend was just a cover story. In reality, I’m a demon.”
Annette and Jon just looked at him, stone-faced. Feeling a need fill the silence, Sam continued.
“I know you might find this difficult to believe, but what I’m telling you is true. I can do things like this.”
He pointed to the bowl of corn, mouthed a word, and instantaneously, where there was once a mound of kernels, there was a thick stalk of a plant that reached nearly to the ceiling.
“Wow, that’s cool,” said Hunter, as the cornstalk continued to grow and wrap itself around the chandelier.
“Thanks. I was going to do that with the lamb, but that might have been kind of gruesome.”
Unfortunately, this was one of those times when the taint of black magic decided to make its presence known. The cornstalk began to blacken and flake apart.
“Ah, sorry, sometimes that just happens. Let me get rid of it.” He mouthed a word.
In a moment the rapidly degrading cornstalk was on fire. The room filled with the acrid smell of smoke.
Is the taint coming out more often lately? And if it is, what the hell do I do about it? I can’t just burn everything.
Hunter pulled on Annette’s sleeve. “Mom, can I get the marshmallows? I want to roast a marshmallow over the—”
“No, you may not, Hunter!” Annette shrieked. She was pale, but otherwise seemed calmer than Sam would have expected. She scowled and turned to her husband.
“This is all YOUR fault.”
“WHAT?” Sam and Cassie blurted out simultaneously.
Annette pointed a finger at Jon and continued. “You were the one who wanted the house on Meredith Street. You were the one who insisted we take that loan.”
“Oh please, I was the one? You were the one who said you would die if you had to live in that ‘rat trap’ on Hazelwood!”
“Yes, but then I changed my mind, remember?”
“So what? It was too late by then! I’d already taken his money!”
Sam looked down at Cassie. “I’m not following this,” he murmured.
Cassie cleared her throat. “Wait, Mom, Dad…you already know about demons?”
“Yes of course, dear, how do you think we paid for our first house?”
Annette shook her head angrily. “I knew it, I knew we couldn’t trust him. He said he would accept money, but what he really wanted was our first-born child. This is on you, Jon.”
Jon stood up, livid. “You really think I would have agreed to the deal if I knew the price would be my own daughter’s soul? Annie—”
“Uh, Mr. and Mrs. Tremblay,” Sam interjected, standing up himself. “I’m actually glad you already know about demons, because that makes life easier, but I assure you: whatever deal you two made in the past, it had nothing to do with Cassie and me. You didn’t make any deals for your daughter’s soul.”
“You would say that, wouldn’t you?” said Annette.
Jon picked up a carving knife. “Can I duel you? Is that allowed?”
“…what?”
“A duel, for my daughter’s freedom. If I win, you leave Cassie alone. If you win, you can…you can have my soul.”
“A duel, a duel!” yelled Hunter. “Kill ’em Dad!”
“Who wants your soul?” Sam exclaimed, getting annoyed. “And I thought you liked me!” he said to Hunter.
Cassie’s brother just shrugged, like what do you want from me? I just live here. The cornstalk was still burning.
Just then the doorbell rang. Everyone looked out to the living room in surprise. Annette recovered first.
“One of your friends? Satan, perhaps?”
“I don’t know Satan personally,” Sam muttered, then made his way toward the living room. “I’ll get this. If it’s anything dangerous, they’ll have to deal with me[GW3].”
As Sam excused himself, Annette turned to her daughter.
“A demon, hmm? You couldn’t just be having a fling with an older man, like a normal, stupid teenaged girl?”
“It wasn’t on purpose, Mom! It just kind of happened.”
“I’ll bet he’s a really pathetic demon too, one of the ones who doesn’t even get invited to those parties they have in Vegas all the time.”
“No, Mom, actually it’s the opposite. He’s one of the most important demons in the world.”
There was a significant pause.
“Wait, what? Start from the beginning. Tell me everything.”
Sam smirked as he looked through the peephole.
Oh, so now everything’s okay with her, huh?
“Serenus!” he exclaimed and threw open the front door. He grabbed the older man in a bear hug.
“Where have you been? I’ve been trying to call you for a month, I keep getting your voicemail.”
“Ser!” yelled Cassie, running out of the dining room. She stood up on tiptoe and kissed him on the cheek.
The professor looked slightly sheepish. “Sorry, I’ve been a little busy.”
“What brings you here?” Sam asked.
It would be one thing for him to show up suddenly at my apartment…but Cassie’s house? Why?
Ser turned to the side and gestured behind him, where a large vehicle was parked by the curb. The van was emblazoned with the Sterling Zoo’s logo.
“Uh-oh…” said Cassie, taking a step back.
“As you may have already surmised, I am here to deliver an elephant.”




Chapter 12

After greeting Serenus, Cassie noticed a distinguished-looking man with hints of gray at his temples standing a few yards behind the professor. Cassie was sure she recognized him, but wasn’t sure from where. Somehow, Serenus had already launched into a lecture.
“—doesn’t confirm my theory about Sympathetic Field Conversion, but it’s certainly compelling evidence. See, animals always give us such disappointing results when we test for magic, most have simply given up on it. But I’ve been saying for a long time that it’s possible that animals have dormant magic, and need to be exposed to a magical field on the same wavelength—for lack of better terminology—before their magic activates. I believe that’s what happened with you and that bat, and now apparently this creature has responded to Cassie, and—”
“How do you even know about this?” Sam asked. “You’ve been out of contact.”
The professor rolled his eyes. “Even I have been known to go on the internet from time to time, Sam.”
“You saw those videos?” Cassie said. It was a pointless question, since he obviously had, but she didn’t know how else to enter the conversation.
“Cassie, it’s marvelous!” said the professor, his eyes practically glowing with excitement. “Do you know how rare cases of magic use by non-human creatures are? Do you have any idea?”
“Is Teddy okay?” asked Cassie, feeling a strange pull on her stomach. She looked past Serenus out the open door, toward the van.
“We brought him with us,” said the other man.
Cassie squinted at the man, then remembered watching the news report with Mike and Jay at the cafe. “You were on the news. You’re from the zoo.”
Cassie heard footsteps as her parents, and Hunter, came to stand behind her. The zoo executive cleared his throat.
“Darrell Moore, Zoo Operations. Look, I don’t know how much of this story I’m willing to believe,” he said, with a dark glance at Serenus, “but I don’t know what else to do. At this rate, this animal won’t last the week. Either he’ll starve to death, or the other elephants will kill him.”
“Kill him?” said Cassie, suddenly feeling like the food she had just ate was about to come back up. “Why?”
“No one knows. But his herd—the other elephants in the enclosure—they’ve rejected him. He won’t eat, won’t sleep, and his own mother tried to step on him. We had to remove him for his own safety.”
“Step on him?” Cassie parroted again, feeling bile build in the back of her throat. It’s bad enough that all this stupid magic has to screw up my family; now it’s destroying the families of other species too?
“I was preparing to have him sent to the sanctuary for injured elephants in Tennessee,” said Moore. “But then Professor Zeitbloom here dropped in with all these documents about his magical theory, and—it made sense. God help me, but after what I’ve seen with Teddy, it makes sense to me.” He shook his head, as though he himself couldn’t quite believe what he was saying. “In any case, if the professor is right, then sending him to the sanctuary won’t do any good. He needs you.”
Cassie pushed past Serenus and Moore; no one stopped her. She ran down the driveway, feeling as though her heart had leapt into her mouth. When she reached the van, with the zoo’s logo proudly emblazoned on its side, she put a hand on the door.
If only I wasn’t at the zoo yesterday, this never would have happened. It’s not my fault, I didn’t MEAN to do it, but if I had just been sick that day....
“Hang on, you still need me to open it for you,” Moore said in a gruff voice, coming up behind her. He jangled his keys and unlocked the door, and Cassie jumped into the van as soon as he was out of the way.
The back of the van was padded and largely empty save for its occupant, clearly meant for transporting animals to and from the zoo. Teddy lunged for her as soon as she entered—he had clearly sensed her coming before the van was open—but there was a sharp sound of metal-hitting-metal, and he stopped with a tripping motion, a few feet from her. Too weak to trumpet at her arrival, he still lifted his trunk skyward, as though celebrating.
Cassie glared at the zoo director over her shoulder. “You put him in restraints?!”
“He’s been acting erratically, it’s standard for any large animal,” said Moore with a barely-there shrug. “Go to him and see if you can get him to eat any of the greens next to him. I want to see how he reacts.”
Cassie hesitated for only a moment, then closed the distance between herself and the elephant. Slowly, she knelt down next to him, and gasped when he immediately collapsed to the floor and put his head on her lap. His trunk moved all over her, smelling and touching, as though assuring himself that she was really there. For a few moments, she just stroked his head, marveling at the strange combination of roughness and softness that defined his thick skin. Once he seemed to have calmed down a bit, Cassie picked up one of the green plants on the floor and gently steered it toward his mouth. He chewed it quickly (or at least it seemed quickly to Cassie; she wasn’t sure how fast elephants usually ate), then tugged on the fabric of her dress with his trunk.
“I think he’s asking for more food,” said Cassie, and Moore nodded, watching his animal carefully. Cassie picked up another green and fed it to the ravenous youngster, then another.
Sam entered the van behind Moore, who moved to make room for him. “Serenus is helping your parents understand the situation right now.”
Cassie nodded as she fed Teddy. Thank goodness something is going right.
Moore sighed. “That settles it, I have to leave him with you, or else he’ll probably starve himself to death. But how are you going to keep him? I can tell you how to take care of him, but keeping a grown elephant in your house—it’s just not possible.”
“Well, I guess we could curse him so that he doesn’t grow past the size he is now,” said Sam, stroking his chin. Cassie shot him an angry look.
“What, you think I want to? How else are you going to keep an elephant as a pet?”
Moore pulled on his collar, loosening his tie. “Curses, hmm. So that’s all real, is it? Never mind, I don’t think I want to know. After tonight, I’m going to drink a lot of Scotch and try to forget this all happened.”
“I recommend that,” said Sam.
There was silence in the van, except for the sound of Teddy chewing all the greens Cassie could stuff in his mouth. As he regained his strength, he began making soft noises; Cassie didn’t speak Elephant, but she was pretty sure the sounds he made indicated contentment. After all the greens on the floor were gone, Cassie returned to petting him gently, then sighed as he appeared to fall asleep with his large head still on her lap.
“Great, now I can only look at apartments that allow pets,” she mused.
“I think an apartment is out of the question now,” said Sam.
“I know that. I was kidding.”
“Elephants sleep communally; he probably won’t get to sleep without you,” Moore warned.
Cassie ran her finger along the outside of one of Teddy’s ears, which seemed to tickle him a little. “I guess we could sleep in the backyard tonight. That way he won’t break any furniture.”
“You’re going to sleep outside?” asked Sam.
Cassie shrugged. “I have a sleeping bag, left over from Girl Scouts. It’s warm enough tonight.”
“Camping!” exclaimed Hunter, suddenly jumping into the van. “I’m camping too.”
“Well, good for you, young man,” said Darrell Moore. He was starting to sound very tired.
Cassie turned back to look at her brother. “How are Mom and Dad taking all this?”
“They’re really confused, but the professor is helping a lot. Mom’s calming down.”
That won’t last.
“Listen, Hunter, tell Dad to bring the camping stuff out into the backyard, okay? I’ll be there in a few minutes.”
Hunter didn’t seem to be listening to her. “Are you going to name him?”
“Huh? He already has a name. It’s Teddy.”
Hunter made a pouting expression that made him look about five years younger than he was.
“We don’t get to name the little elephant?”
“Hunter, go help Dad put up the tent!” Cassie snapped, and her brother took off.
Sam knelt down and talked to her quietly. She was still on edge around him, but that didn’t matter: she was used to her feelings toward him being mixed. They still had a level of intimacy that she had with no one else; they had been through too much together.
“Are you sure this is alright? He’s heavy. What if he rolls over on you?”
Cassie shrugged. “He’s an animal familiar, right? Would Vladmira ever hurt you?”
“No,” he admitted.
“I don’t want to wake him now that he’s sleeping, but we have to if we’re going to move him to the backyard.”
“How ARE we going to move him?” asked Sam.
Moore chuckled dryly. “That’s easy, nudge him to wake him up, then have the girl go around back. He’ll follow her. Trust me on this.”




Chapter 13

It was a while before Corianne found the realm with the icy castle again, though not for lack of trying. For some reason, she kept ending up in summer realms, where the sand burned her toes and millions of hermit crabs scampered about. What was cool about the beach realms was that, sometimes, they had little shops that sold iced drinks made from fruit that didn’t exist on Earth. She could taste them in her dreams, but when she woke up, she could never quite remember the flavor. Sometimes the sea itself was drinkable, like a blue cream soda, and the sand smelled strongly of cinnamon and sugar, but those realms were so far out that she started getting nervous that she was traveling too far, even for her. She was relieved when she found herself in Aeka’s realm again, because that meant she was going in the right direction: back to her own room.
She ran along the top of the castle wall, shattered ice crystals surrounding her with blue powder, looking for her aunt. However, something was different from last time; Aeka was nowhere to be found along the wall. Corianne could have tried to enter the castle itself, but she sensed there was nothing there…that if she tried to walk too far into the castle, it would all just evaporate, and she’d be back in one of the sandy realms where the sun hurt her eyes. The castle’s façade was like a set in an elaborate play; only the wall mattered, so only the wall was there.
She exhaled and watched her breath crystalize into pretty azure waves, then looked down from the castle and to the snow below. There was a few hundred feet of empty land, filled with waist-deep snow, surrounded by an abundance of icicle-laden evergreen trees. There seemed to be nothing there except heavy snow and quiet forest, but she thought she could hear something from further away, so she resumed balancing on the castle wall, carefully making her way forward. As she drew closer to the sound of the conflict, the wall was fortified with spikes—icicles, really—which she jumped over with great care. At home, it would take a lot of magic for her to be able to jump over an eight-foot spike, but here, it was as simple as pushing off with one foot; gravity here was a bit floaty, and her skirt puffed up on the way down, slowing her descent.
When she finally reached the source of the sounds she was hearing, she almost wished she’d ditched this realm for an empty one of sand and surf. It was Aeka, fighting in the field below. Her opponents were large, cadaverous, shuddering things; they were vaguely humanoid, but none of their parts seemed to be in the right places—the one that Aeka was current impaling with her spear had its pelvis where its heart should be. All of them were long-limbed, but those limbs were only partially covered with skin, exposing bones and naked muscle, which shimmered in the freezing air. Corianne squinted to try to get a better look at the creatures, but it was to no avail; they seemed to be vibrating every which way at once. Trying to focus on any one of them did nothing but give her a headache.
Somehow, Aeka could see them fine, since she was hacking them up with ease. Using both her lance and her sword, she hacked off limbs and bulbous protrusions that might be heads, smearing the snow with rivers of reddish-purple blood. In her silver armor, still untouched by gore, she was making movements more swift and precise than any dance, her grace standing out all the more against the hideousness of the creatures that surrounded her. There was nothing ostentatious about her movements; she wanted to kill these things, and every move was clean and efficient.
Still, as fast as Aeka was moving, with two blades at once, she was badly outnumbered. Corianne gasped as a creature that seemed to be all exposed ribs and distended abdomen crept up behind her, while Aeka was severing the arms of another opponent. Pointing her fingers like a gun, Cor made a popping sound with her lips and hurled a curse at the monster, whatever it was. The curse seemed to confuse the creature, making it pause, still shuddering, and giving Aeka enough time to whirl around and sever its spine in two places at once.
Corianne bit her lip in frustration; a lot of things were easier here, like jumping high in the air, but some things were harder. At home, one of her curses would have blown anything to bits, whereas here, curses were weak little things; the barest suggestion of what they could be. Of course, if she were in her own realm, she’d never see creatures like this; at least, she hoped not.
As deadly as Aeka was, creatures were emerging from the forest faster than she could kill them. Corianne did her best to help, hurling curses with two fingers at once, like she was dual-wielding revolvers, but the best she could do was stun the creatures temporarily; sometimes the curse just passed right through them, having no effect at all.
Finally, Aeka had her back to the wrong creature at the wrong moment, and an arm that ended in a foot-long claw pierced her abdomen, nearly splitting her in half. She still fought for a few moments, throwing her lance with great force to impale a particularly large creature that had just emerged from the trees, but soon succumbed. As she collapsed, red blood poured from her midsection, mixing with the blue-purple blood of the creatures that had already stained half the snowy field. Several of the creatures converged on her prone form, ready to dismember her.
“No no no!” Corianne yelled, then with a grunt, she pulled an icicle off of the castle wall and threw it. There was a satisfying explosion of blue-purple blood and viscera when she got one of them in the face (or whatever it had that looked like a face). Energized, she picked up as many nearby icicles as she could sense with her mind, and hurled them all through the air, impaling all of the monsters in several places. After a moment of shuddering, they too fell to the ground.
Corianne jumped off the wall, cursing as her skirt ballooned around her waist; she wanted to hurry up, not float to the ground like a feather. When she landed she began to sink into the snow, only to pull herself up and begin running a few inches over the surface, planting her feet on tiny platforms of ice that dissolved as soon as she was done with them. She reached Aeka and pushed one of the corpses off of her, glad that things in this realm didn’t have proper weight like they would elsewhere; otherwise, she’d never be able to lift the stupid, gross thing.
“Aeka?” she asked with a quaver of fear. The girl was shuddering, almost like one of the walking cadavers, sinking into the snow as her blood continued to flow out from her stomach. Corianne was at a loss for what to do; in theory, she could use her magic to heal, but she had no idea how to do it…it was something her father couldn’t help her with. She put her hands over Aeka’s soiled armor clumsily, hoping she could somehow heal her aunt through dumb luck.
A low, groaning sound made her look up. More creatures were coming out of the forest, emboldened by their victory. Corianne reached out with her mind for more icicles, but she’d already used up all the good ones that were close by; at this point, it would be easier to conjure new icicles out of the moisture in the air, but that would take more time. More irritated than afraid, she snarled at the approaching Angels, her eyes glowing crimson.
“You all get out of here right now, or else…or else I’ll summon my brother. My BIG brother. I’ll really do it!” she shouted, her glowing eyes growing obscenely large in her little girl’s face. “I’ll summon him, and he won’t kill you, he’ll EAT you, over and over again. It’ll hurt a million times more than getting killed!”
The creatures paused, and seemed to blink in and out of existence at different intervals; it seemed as though they were communicating. After a few moments, they all turned and headed back toward the forest.
“Yeah, that’s right! Get out of here!” Corianne yelled, then looked back down at what remained of her aunt. Hot tears welled up in her eyes, only to freeze immediately to her lashes; she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, breaking up the crystals.
I can’t believe she’s dead. But…wait, how can she be dead? This isn’t a real place, nothing’s really alive here in the first place. Nothing except me.
Corianne stood up, still balancing on her little platforms of ice, then took a deep breath. Exhaling, she fell backwards into the snow, stained as it was with blood of different colors. She allowed herself to sink in, just a few inches, and began moving her arms and legs. When she was finished, she stood up and took a look at the snow angel she had made. Snow began to fall once again, and the blood-covered snow was covered with a fresh sheet of ice crystals; the angel seemed to give off a faint pink glow, but that could have just been the effect of the blood being partially visible through the freshly fallen snow.
For a long time, nothing happened. Then something beneath the pink snow began to move, and a blade pierced through the center of the snow angel. Pushing the snow aside with powerful sweeps, a new armored form climbed out, her armor impeccable silver-white. Behind Corianne, the corpse of the previous Aeka sank into the snow further; it was already becoming hazy, indistinct.
Soon, the new Aeka was standing in the center of the snow angel, brushing stray ice crystals off of the cream-colored fabric that adorned her armor at her waist and thighs.
“Thank you. They were trying to trick me, make me think I was dead. It might have worked, if you weren’t here.”
“That’s what I thought. Are you okay?”
“The same as ever. And ever,” said Aeka, wiping a streak of blood off her lance with a gloved hand. “Did you find your mother?”
“Not lately.”
With one swift movement, Aeka turned and jumped back to the top of the castle wall. Corianne followed behind, starting to feel tired for the first time since she’d gotten here. She almost slipped as her dress shoes landed on the iced-over stone, but Aeka steadied her.
“Do you want me to sing to you?” Aeka asked gently.
“Thanks, but I’m sleepy…really sleepy. I think I’m going to go to sleep, for real.”
“I see.”
“If I come back again tomorrow night, will you still be here?”
“Of course,” said Aeka, gently stroking Corianne’s dark hair with her metal-encased fingers.
“But what if they try to trick you again? What if they kill you again?”
“I’ll be here,” said Aeka casually, like it was all of very little account.
Cor wanted to argue, but she really was very tired, and soon retreated to a dark, empty room, the place she went when her mind was tired of exploring for that night. When her father came upstairs to wake her the next morning, her eyelashes were covered with a thin layer of frost.




Chapter 14

“Ta-dah! You have a house!” said Miri, pointing her phone in Cassie’s direction. “And you have more grass in your hair,” she said, pulling the offending plant off of Cassie’s head.
“Thanks. I thought I got them all,” Cassie said, running her hands through her short hair. “What’s this about a house?”
It was first period English. Cassie had slept surprisingly well, considering she was in the backyard with an elephant’s trunk wrapped around her waist, but she still felt slightly out of it. It felt like things had started happening really fast again, and she didn’t feel ready. With all the fussing over feeding Teddy in the morning, she’d only had a quick shower, and clearly hadn’t been thorough enough.
“Eugene bought it for him and Ethan to live in, but he kinda wanted to hold out for one with a pool, so whatever. You need it more now anyway.” She swiped the screen to show more pictures of the house. “See, the backyard’s huge, so it’ll be great for Teddy.”
“Shhh!” Cassie scolded. “Let’s keep that on the down-low, shall we?”
Miri continued to scroll through the pictures, smiling. “We are TOTALLY throwing you a housewarming party.”
Cassie groaned and rested her chin on top of her clasped hands. This kind of irrepressible cheerfulness from Miri was annoying normally, but it was particularly bothersome now, because she knew that her favorite vampire was not okay. What Sam said yesterday had upset Miri deeply, and she was being twice as bubbly as usual to try to hide it. Cassie had been meaning to talk to her about it ever since they left the hospital, but it was an awkward subject to broach.
Mike arrived then, gently lowering his book bag to the floor. “Did you guys see the news yet?”
“Which news?” Cassie asked, then Mike took out his tablet and showed her.
Tuesday, May 13—Officials at the Sterling Municipal Zoo stated this morning that Teddy, the zoo’s only baby elephant, is in the process of being transferred to an elephant sanctuary in Tennessee.
“It breaks our hearts to lose him, but unfortunately, Teddy just wasn’t adapting well to life in captivity,” said Darrell Moore, Head of Zoo Operations. “Some animals just need to live somewhere that’s closer to their natural habitat, and while we know that many visitors are bound to be disappointed that they can’t watch him grow up, ultimately Teddy’s own needs have to come first.”
When asked what problems the elephant was encountering at the zoo that led to his removal, Moore said that Teddy was having trouble “eating, sleeping, and just generally living, really.”
While Moore confirmed that the zoo has no plans of obtaining a similar animal in the future (barring another natural birth by the elephants currently living in the zoo), he did point out that the popular videos of Teddy will stay on the zoo’s website in perpetuity.
“At least in one small way, Teddy will be with us—and the children of Sterling—forever,” Moore concluded.
The Elephant Sanctuary, located in Hohenwald, Tennessee, founded in 1995, is the nation’s largest natural habitat refuge developed specifically for African and Asian elephants. As a true sanctuary, the area where the elephants live is not open to the public.
“Nice press release,” Cassie noted.
“I wonder who else at the zoo knows the truth,” Mike wondered, taking back the tablet.
Disturbing thought. Leave it to Mike to think of that.
The bell rang, and there was still no sign of Mr. Golding. When he finally arrived, it was ten minutes into the period, and he looked unkempt. Cassie noticed that he seemed to be wearing the same clothes as the previous day, and his chin was dotted with stubble.
He stumbled to his desk, looked through some papers, then seemed to give up on whatever he had been planning to do. “Class, your assignment for today is to go to the library, read a book, and write me a short report. You can read anything you want, but if you try to give me Stephen King, I will fail you. Class dismissed.”
The students just looked at him in disbelief. Golding pounded his hand on the desk, making Cassie jump in her seat.
“Well, what are you waiting for? Get going!”
The students filed out the room, trying to figure out what had just happened. Cassie, Mike, and Miri didn’t bother to get up. When it was down to the three of them alone in the room with Mr. Golding, Miri made an annoyed sound.
“Look, I know that part of your deal is that we have to save you from getting fired, but can you at least put a little effort into your job? I don’t want to have to mind-screw the entire school board.”
Golding ignored Miri like she hadn’t even spoken. He began pacing at the front of the room. “I’ve been up all night, researching.”
“You don’t say,” said Mike, getting out of his chair to perch on the top of one of the desks.
“It’s clear the Watchers want to come here,” Golding said looking at the floor as he paced. “But if that’s the case, why haven’t they done it already? What are they waiting for?”
“They can’t come here. They’ve been locked up,” said Cassie. Golding spared her a glance at his shoulder as he paced.
“Yes, all of the Rebel Angels are supposed to be imprisoned, but technically you are a Rebel Angel, and you’re here. That’s their angle; that’s their way in.”
“Oh no,” said Cassie, following his logic. “Please don’t tell me the Watchers are going to try to use me as some kind of magic “Gotcha!” to get to the real world; I don’t think I can handle that right now.”
“I think that’s exactly what they’re planning to do, but they need something from you that you haven’t given them yet. That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out this whole time.” He stopped pacing, turned, and faced the group. “I think we should call a full meeting of the entourage to discuss this. Stopping these things from getting here should be our top priority.”
“Are we sure about that?” Mike asked, looking out the window. “I mean…they’re angels. Aren’t angels good?”
“Not these angels,” said Cassie. “Trust me. I’ve met them.”
“What do they even want?”
At first, Cassie was going to say that she had no idea, then an idea occurred to her from somewhere. “They don’t like the way the world is now. It’s too…complicated. Cluttered with stone and metal. They want to turn things back to the way they were, before the Flood. Before the humans had…multiplied so….”
Miri shook Cassie’s shoulder. “Hey, are you okay? Please don’t be possessed, I can’t do anything if you get possessed.”
Cassie shook her head firmly. “No, I’m not possessed, I just…I just know what they want.”
“It didn’t sound like you,” Miri said gently.
“Maybe you weren’t possessed, but that was still messed up. I think Mr. Golding’s right, we should all get together and compare notes, make sure we’re not missing anything. Eugene might know something,” said Mike, standing up.
“I agree! Housewarming party plus full meeting of entourage, tonight. Who’s bringing the snacks?” chirped Miri.
“Oh, c’mon, we shouldn’t have a party. That’s like an open invitation for some demon or something to come and crash it,” said Mike.
“Normally I would say that’s superstitious balderdash, but in this case, I agree,” Golding concurred, holding out a hand in warning. “Best not to tempt fate.”
Miri stood up and fixed them both with a glare.
“Look, it’s been a long week. It’s Friday. We. Are. Having. A. Party. And if a hostile demon is stupid enough to show up, we will rip his head off and use his bones to make yummy demon soup. Understand?”




Chapter 15

“So I hear you’re leaving,” Sam said, taking a sip of his espresso. The typical weekday morning rush had just ended, and now they could expect a few hours of relatively light traffic at the coffee shop. “Are you sure that’s really what you want to do?”
Khalil was wiping down the counter in front of the registers without much enthusiasm. “It’s more like, nothing’s keeping me here.”
Sam downed the rest of his drink and tossed the cup. I guess there’s no reason why he can’t leave. No matter where he goes, he can still have a protection amulet, just in case. Have a local vampire keep an eye on him from time to time. So why does it feel so wrong?
“Are you going back to medical school?”
Khalil froze. “What gave you that stupid idea?”
“Because the whole reason you’re working here in the first place is just to piss off your parents for a while, until you agree to go back to med school. That’s what Dwight always says.”
Khalil threw the rag he was using back behind the counter. “I am NOT working here just to piss off my parents. Our pastries are delicious, do you understand me? Delicious.”
Sam drew closer to Khalil as the other man came back behind the counter, dreading what he was going to have to ask.
“Khalil, is this about Miri?’ Sam asked quietly.
Khalil shot him a dark look, but just then, a few customers in suits came in and monopolized his attention for a while. It was a few minutes later that he finally answered.
“You’ve got some nerve, you know that?”
“Khalil, I—”
Khalil opened a register drawer with a jerk, and began counting out his till.
“If you’re going to offer some half-assed, ‘sorry I stole your girlfriend,’ apology, save it. I don’t want to hear it.”
Wait, that’s what he thinks? He thinks I “stole” her? How well does he really know Miri?
“Look, I didn’t know, okay? Miri made it seem like me you two were…were more casual. That everybody was all casual about…about it these days. How was I supposed to know? I don’t have relationships, I don’t keep track of this stuff! She didn’t lie to me outright, but she did everything possible to make it seem like things with you guys were different than they were. And I’m not going to apologize to you, because I’m not the one who needs to!”
Khalil seemed to process that for a moment, then closed his register drawer with a slam.
“Wait a minute, back up. When you say you ‘don’t have relationships,’ do you mean…Miri was your first?”
To Sam, it suddenly seemed very hot in the cafe. “Wh-why, does it matter?”
After a pause, Khalil grinned, a big, toothy grin of the sort Sam hadn’t seen from him for a while. Khalil walked past him and smacked him on the back, hard.
“You poor, sad son of a bitch. We cool. I’m still quitting, though.”
Sam was confused, and before he could think of a reply, a soft voice interrupted his thoughts.
“Necromancer.”
He turned to see the fairy, just like Khalil had described earlier; only today, she was wearing a forest green suit instead of purple.
“Dorothy. Let’s talk in the back, shall we?”
“Of course,” said Dorothy, falling into step behind him, spike-heeled shoes clicking on the tile. She was wearing very high heels, but still didn’t appear very tall.
When they were both seated at the table in the break room, and Dorothy had turned down a drink, Sam took a deep breath.
“Let’s get to the point: what do you want from me?”
“Protection.”
Well, that was certainly to the point.
“Protection from whom? Or what?”
The fairy simply stared straight ahead, like she hadn’t heard the question. Sam sighed.
“If you’re not prepared to answer that question, then there’s nothing I can do for you.”
“Demons.”
“Okay, which demons?”
“The Court,” she said, spreading her hands out on the table. Her nails were long, but not manicured. “They need me, and I want no part in their foolhardy magic. I’m the only one of my kind they know well enough to even find, so it’s only a matter of time before they come for me. Normally I can protect myself, but if they send an army of demons to take me, even I will be overmatched. It is a desperate situation; that is the only reason why I am willing to bargain with a Necromancer.”
There’s that word again. Sam knit his brows.
“Why do you call me a Necromancer?”
“Because you are a Necromancer,” Dorothy said, as though explaining something to a very small child.
Sam grunted in frustration.
“No, I mean, why are you so convinced I’m a Necromancer? I’m a demon; that I’ll admit to. But I’ve never been called—”
“Have you not killed people, or seen them killed, then brought them back to life?”
“Uh…well, yes, but that was time manipulation. Not Necromancy.”
“Do you not possess a strong bond with your vampires, because as undead creatures, they are yours to command?”
“Uh…”
“Are you not the only true scion of Sammael, known for eons as The Angel of Death?”
Dammit.
“Look, all that aside, you’re asking the official Guardian of the Western Court to protect you from…the Western Court. You’re putting me in a bind here.”
“You will help me,” she said, narrowing her bright eyes.
Sam raised an eyebrow. “Oh, I will? Seems like the smartest thing I could do would be to send you on your way, considering what you are. Negotiating with fairies typically doesn’t work out very well for a non-fairy.”
If she was surprised that he knew what she was, she gave no indication of it.
“Not all of us rely on trickery; I can give you information. About what your own people are doing behind your back.”
Sam didn’t respond, surprised. Dorothy continued.
“I will tell you what they are planning, all of their foul designs. In return, I will stay in your territory, and if demons come for me, you will tell them ‘this creature is under my protection.’ That is what you must say.”
“I’ll be taking a huge risk, going against my own people.”
“And if you do not protect me, you take a bigger risk; you let them do as they wish, with all the powers of creation.”
Wait, what?
Sam pushed out his chair and stood up. “Alright. I’m probably going to regret this, but I need to know what the Chairman is hiding from me. If you can tell me that, I’ll do whatever I can to protect you.”
“So you agree to our bargain?” said Dorothy, also standing up.
There it is. There’s the trap.
“I’d prefer not to put it in those terms. Let’s keep things casual.”
She smiled thinly. “Do you really believe all the stories you’ve heard about the fae?”
“Can you blame me for being cautious?”
“No,” she admitted, then came to stand next to him; he was surprised at her sudden proximity, and stepped back unconsciously.
“It is not a proper contract, but it is adequate, I suppose. Now, I will do better than tell you of the demons’ plans, I will show you.”
She grabbed his hand, and the next thing Sam knew, he was somewhere else. When he realized he’d been transported somewhere without permission, his first instinct was to grab the fairy by the throat, but he made the mistake of looking down first and realized where he was.
He was standing on a tree branch, high up in the forest canopy. Feeling vertigo, he crouched and gripped the massive branch below him with two hands. The wood dug into his skin, giving him splinters, but that was better than falling. Dorothy was standing nonchalantly next to him, high heels digging into conveniently positioned knotholes the wood, as though they weren’t suddenly hundreds of feet in the air.
I think I’m just going to hold on for dear life here so I don’t fall and kill myself; I don’t have a hand free for strangling purposes.
“Are you insane? Why would you jump me here without permission?”
“I thought you wanted to get to the point. This is the only place I can show you what you need to see.”
Sam tried to calm down. Being suddenly displaced in space would unnerve most people, even demons, but what was especially disturbing to Sam was how different it felt from his own traveling via Realm. When he traveled, there was a kind of fading in between locations, a kind of grace period while one location faded and the other became clear. When Dorothy had transported him, he hadn’t even had time to blink before everything around him had changed. The lack of a transition felt fundamentally wrong, somehow: like the faerie had scraped a fingernail across a chalkboard, only the chalkboard was somewhere near the base of his skull.
“Where are we?”
“Not far from your shop.”
Sam almost looked down again before he stopped himself.
“That can’t be. There are no trees this tall anywhere near the city.”
“Just because you can’t see them, doesn’t mean they aren’t there. In any case, we are ready to begin.”
“We?” Sam said, but the immediately saw what Dorothy meant.
Across the canopy, the branches were filled with small forest creatures—all manner of birds, foxes, and lizards, in every color imaginable. Whether the animals were truly magical or not, they had at least been touched by magic, because their coloration was like nothing Sam had ever seen. They were also silent; Sam kept expecting to hear a cacophony of tweets and croaks that never came.
All silent, and unnervingly still….
Dorothy spread her hands majestically, like she was about to start conducting an orchestra.
“What I am about to show you is a memory, or series of memories: some are mine, some are from others. But everything I am about to show you occurred at one point in time.”
The animals started to move, climbing the nearby trees and hopping from branch to branch. Sam was confused at first, trying to follow individual animals with his eyes, only to gasp when he looked at the big picture and realized what they were doing. They were projecting images, each animal acting like a pixel on a screen, using their varied colors to create a phantasmagoria of tremendous depth and subtlety. For a moment, Sam was so enraptured by the process of the spell that the substance of the memory was lost on him, but when a giant, glittering red creature took to the center of the display, he began paying attention.
The red creature looked a bit like a pigeon, if pigeons grew to the size of small mountains and glittered in iridescent flames. It took a shuddering breath, flapped its massive wings, and exhaled a jet of fire, incinerating a column of Roman soldiers below. Instantly, the scene changed to a seascape, and a blue giant that reminded Sam of a Leviathan, only so very much bigger, created a massive wave with its tail that destroyed a seaside village. Gargantuan creatures, as gorgeous as they were terrifying, danced across the projection, killing hundreds in their wake as easily as breathing. When a giant spider appeared, smeared with its own webs and other viscous substances Sam dared not identify, and destroyed the tower of a stone castle with one muscular leg, Sam felt something he was unaccustomed to: terror.
He was afraid for Cassie’s safety as often as not, and the others as well, but that was a different kind of fear, a more reasoned, paternal kind of fear. Sometimes it would manifest as a kind of overpowering mania, but it was a feeling that, for better or for worse, he had become accustomed to. This was different: a primal fear for his own life. He was afraid that he would be overpowered and die in agony, and there would be absolutely nothing he could do about it.
“Stop it!” he yelled, and the animals ceased their movements immediately. Faster than a blink, they all returned to their normal colors, mostly dun-colored with a flash of red and green here and there.
They had been normal forest animals all along.
Sam’s breathing had quickened, his grasp on the tree branch supporting him a white-knuckled death grip.
“What are those things?”
“Arcane Phantasms. Phantasms are creatures of pure magic; they have no mass, no weight, no substance, which makes it very difficult to stop them. But as you’ve just seen, they can cause plenty of carnage.”
Sam managed to find the courage to pull himself to his feet, though the world still seemed to be swaying a little bit.
How much magic would it take to create something like that? And then if you did, could you even control it?
“I didn’t think making something like that was even possible.”
“It hasn’t been, for a long time,” said Dorothy, curling a tendril of her hair around her finger. Most of her hair was black, but the ends of her tresses were honey-colored. The gold streaks in her hair glowed in the afternoon sunlight, filtered through the trees. “For a short time, this was how wars were fought. Records of it have largely been destroyed, though the creatures still exist in the world of legend, of course.”
“What happened to them?”
“One of your people, a credit to his race, decided to stop the madness. He created a curse to prevent these…creatures from ever coming into existence again, and used a blood pact to seal it. One member of every race—at the time—gave a part of their essence to reinforce the curse: Faerie, Human, Demon, Vampire, and Werewolf. So that the unearthly creatures of ether and light would never be summoned again by power-hungry fools.”
“Oh, I do not like where this is going at all,” Sam said quietly. Dorothy tossed her hair back and shrugged.
“So, if you would like to create a Phoenix to incinerate a few million of your enemies, you need a representative of every race to undo the curse. But one race recently went extinct, which is very inconvenient.”
“The Court doesn’t want a werewolf at all. The werewolf is just a key that opens a very big lock.”
“Exactly.” Dorothy yawned; it was a strangely musical sound. “Have I earned my keep yet?”




Chapter 16

Cassie took in the sight of the new house with disbelief. A large, updated white colonial on a large, park-like lot, it was at least three times the size of her parents’ townhouse. She was expecting something nice, but the sheer size of the property, and the seemingly endless expanse of manicured green grass in all directions, took her by surprise. It was just as well that the yard didn’t have a lot of plants, barring a few azalea bushes out front; the sight of an elegantly manicured garden would have simply been too much.
I’m seventeen. In a little while, I was supposed to go live in a dorm room the size of a closet, then maybe move into an apartment not much bigger, and that’s if I was lucky. I shouldn’t be living in a place like this.
For a few moments, Cassie and her mother just stood outside their station wagon, looking up at the house in silence. Eventually, Annette made a satisfied noise.
“Hmmph. Well, if they’re going to rip my only daughter away and make her live with inhuman monsters, at least it’s not a dump.”
“Don’t start,” said Cassie, reaching into the car to get a box of stuffed animals. Prioritizing the dolls made her feel even more childish and unworthy of the house, but she wanted to make sure they didn’t get lost in the move. “We’ve been over why this is better for everybody.”
Annette took off her sunglasses and sighed. “You just told me about all of this last night. Not even twenty-four hours ago. And you’re already leaving. You really expect me to be calm about this?”
Actually, she’s being calmer than I would have expected…I almost wish she was screaming at me. I’m used to that.
Cassie struggled to balance the box on her hip. “Well it’s not like I planned to move out this fast. It’s just, now with Teddy around, we needed someplace with privacy and a big yard ASAP. It just kind of happened.”
“It just happened,” Annette mimicked, putting a hand on the hood of a car. “That’s how you got into this situation in the first place, isn’t it? You weren’t supposed to become a witch, you were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
“Yeah, pretty much.” Cassie began heading toward the front door. Without taking any of the boxes, Annette followed her.
“Or so your boyfriend says. You don’t have any proof of that, do you?”
“Huh?” Cassie turned around. “What do you mean?”
Her mother smirked, but there was little mirth in it. “It was a freak accident, he said. There was no choice but to do the whole magical bibitty-bobbity-boop that bonded you two, he said. How do you know he’s telling the truth?” She crossed her arms defiantly. “For all you know, that lying bastard wanted you from the moment he first laid eyes on you, and everything that happened in the fall was a convenient excuse.”
Cassie grunted in frustration. “For the last time, it was an accident, okay, Mom? Sam wouldn’t lie about that.”
“Well, considering you’ve been lying to my face for months now, I guess you are something of an authority on lying, aren’t you now, honey?”
Cassie opened her mouth to snap back at her mother, then thought better of it and turned back toward the house. There was nothing to be gained by fighting; she really couldn’t begrudge her mother the right to at least mouth off a little. That much, she was entitled to.
Miri walked past both of them, holding three cardboard boxes above her head like they weighed nothing. “You two want to go into the house, or just hang out on the lawn all day?”
Annette made an annoyed sound with her tongue. “Don’t you even talk to me, you bony, blood-sucking skank.”
“Love you too, Mama!” said Miri, throwing open the front doors with one hand.
“Don’t blame Miri, Mom, she was just following orders,” said Cassie, walking toward the house.
“‘Just following orders.’ Said by many wonderful people throughout history,” Annette muttered.
The house came pre-furnished, all shiny leather furniture and creamy white surfaces. There was a huge glass coffee table, which Cassie immediately worried about Teddy plowing into, but most of the living room was empty, showing to good effect the wide expanse of polished hardwood floors. Past the living room Cassie could see into the kitchen, one of those spacious affairs with a marble island in the middle, and a breakfast bar over to the side.
Oh wow, I have a bar with high stools on the side of the kitchen. It’s like having a private coffee bar inside the house!
“Attention! Huuuuuuge hot tub in the master bathroom,” Miri called from upstairs.
Cassie sat down in the middle of the floor in the living room, her box of stuffed animals on her lap. Her mother knelt down next to her, looking worried instead of angry for the first time that day.
“Are you alright? Do you feel dizzy?”
Cassie shook her head. “I’m fine, I’m just…a little overwhelmed. I was all ready to start unpacking, but now I feel like I have no idea where to start. This place is just so…yeah.”
Annette cupped Cassie’s face with her hands and spoke in a whisper.
“It’s still not too late, you know.”
“What?”
Cassie didn’t know what she was more surprised by; what her mother was saying, or how softly she was saying it.
“You don’t have to be a witch. Just tell that…that man that you don’t want to do this anymore, and he’ll listen to you. He has to.”
“It’s not that simple, Mom.”
“Yes it is. You’ve got him wrapped around your little finger.”
“No I don’t, Mom.”
“You do. I may not know much, but I know what I know,” Annette said, stroking her daughter’s hair gently. “Unless…this is what you want. You want to leave us all behind.”
Cassie pulled away and stood up, leaving her mother crouching on the floor. “Like I said, it’s not that simple, okay? I can’t just back out, even if I wanted to.”
“So you don’t want to back out,” said Annette, still eerily quiet. “This really is what you want.”
Fortunately, Miri came back downstairs and filled the silence before Cassie had to reply. “We should go check out the backyard. Teddy’s already out there, the zoo people dropped him off like an hour ago.”
“Teddy is? I hope he doesn’t fall in the pool.”
Miri blinked at her, confused. “Huh? There is no pool, I already told you. That’s the reason why Eugene wasn’t happy with this house and was still looking.”
Cassie tugged on her earring, mildly embarrassed. “Oh…okay. I was sure I smelled chlorine for some reason.”
Why do I keep smelling chlorine?
Like everything else related to the house, the backyard was huge. Other than a small, pink-tiled patio and an elegant gazebo in the far corner, it was relatively empty, just a rectangular expanse of neatly mowed grass that went on for hundreds of yards, finally terminating at the edge of the wooded park that bordered the neighborhood. Teddy was resting happily on a giant pile of reeds, a parting gift from the Sterling Zoo. Cassie walked up to him and rubbed the top of his head, and he made a happy-sounding grunt.
Annette came up beside Cassie, slowly taking in the sight of the yard. “Your dad wanted you to take the old camping equipment; he’ll drive that over after work. I’m going to go back, box up some of your clothes, and bring them over,” she said. “Unless you don’t want me involved.”
“No, uh…if you could bring more of my clothes, that would be really helpful. Thanks Mom.”
“There’s nothing I can say to talk you out of this, right? Because I’ve been wracking my brains, let me tell you.”
Cassie extended her fingers along Teddy’s wrinkly skin, as though drawing strength from him. Maybe she was. “This is all bigger than me, Mom, so much bigger. And it’s not like I’m never going to see you again; I’m just doing what I can to keep you guys safe, so Hunter doesn’t grow up with demons barging into his house all the time. This is the way it has to be.”
Annette looked at Cassie for a long while, without saying anything. The silence went on for so long that Cassie almost said something just to dispel the awkwardness, but suddenly Annette spoke.
“I expect you to call at least twice a week, and to see you in person occasionally. We can be protected by forty vampires if that’s what it takes, but I am going to see my little girl from time to time.”
“Okay,” Cassie said. She exhaled, relieved.
Annette smiled a dangerous smile, then pulled in really close. “And if you get pregnant before finishing high school, I will kill that man. I don’t care if he is the most powerful demon on God’s green earth, I will make a deal with the Devil himself if I have to, and pull him apart limb from limb. So just keep that in mind.”
Cassie’s mother then turned on her heel and walked back into the house, leaving Cassie standing there, open-mouthed. Miri moved over to stand next to her, wide-eyed.
“You know what? I believe she could do it. I don’t know how, but I bet your mom really could get in touch with the Devil.”
“I know, right?”




Chapter 17

“And make sure to get high-quality coffee, something expensive grown on a mountain somewhere. Don’t try to save a buck with instant coffee, it will backfire.”
“Yes, I imagine that instant coffee is a pretty ineffective ingredient compared to the real thing,” said Sam, taking notes.
The old woman glared at him over Skype. “What are you, stupid? Instant coffee is excellent in curses; just drinking it normally is practically a curse already. If you use instant coffee in this spell, it will be too powerful, and your animal will go down to the size of a gerbil.”
“Oh,” Sam said sheepishly. He dimly remembered reading about the many powers of freeze-dried coffee in one of the Spellcraft Secrets books, but unlike, say, history, details from those books never seemed to stick in his head. In any case, after screwing up the charm that was supposed to calm Cassie’s parents, he’d decided not to do any further crafting without proper supervision. Fortunately, he still had Georgette’s number.
“Um, what else do I need? Do I need Belladonna? These things seem to always call for Belladonna.”
“No, not this time. Let’s see, I’ve never been asked how to make a charm to stop an elephant from growing before…I did a horse and his jockey once, but that was many years ago…hmm….”
Sam made a pained face. “Are you sure you can figure out how to do this? Because if I do something wrong, and this spell hurts the animal in any way except keeping it small…”
“Your witch will kill you, yes, I am aware. You think I would let any harm come to the charming little baby? Don’t be ridiculous. I just need a moment to think….”
“Necromancer?” called a sing-song voice from the kitchen.
“Please stop calling me that,” Sam called over his shoulder.
“How do you make popcorn?”
“You know what a microwave is, right? Press the ‘popcorn’ button on the microwave!”
Over Skype, Georgette glared at Sam over the tops of her glasses.
“Young man, do you have a fairy in your house?”
“No,” Sam blurted out without thinking.
Georgette crossed her arms. “If you have one of those cursed fairies in your home, I swear I will hang up this call right now.”
Dot poked her head out from the kitchen and looked at the screen. “Good day, I am not a cursed fairy, just a forest fairy. Cursed fairies are not allowed in my forests.”
“Oh,” said Georgette, changing her posture. “Why didn’t you just say so? Forest fairies are perfectly respectable.”
According to whom? How should I know?
Georgette clicked her tongue and looked up, thinking. “Let’s see, in addition to the coffee and all the ingredients for a standard diminishing spell, you’ll definitely need something else…what is it again….”
“Samuel, does the popcorn button on your microwave work?” Dot called again. She sounded like she was enjoying herself.
“Of course it works! My microwave works.”
“No, I mean, does it give the popcorn enough time to finish? Sometimes with the popcorn button on these machines, I have noticed it does not give all the kernels enough time to pop.”
Sam looked from the fairy in his kitchen to the old witch on his computer screen, and shrugged.
“I don’t know if I ever made popcorn with that thing, I don’t remember. You’ll have to try it and report back.”
Georgette chuckled. “Always with the snacks, the fairies. They may look small, but they’ll eat you out of house and home if you let them.”
“For me to eat him out of house and home, he would have to have actual food in his kitchen,” Dot called back in a dry tone.
“Okay, no more cross-conversation between you two,” Sam said, turning his laptop so it was facing away from the kitchen. “Do you have the last ingredient, or do you want to call back later after you’ve thought of it?”
“Yes, yes, I have it, it’s a bonsai tree. That should work beautifully. That was what I used on the horse, back then.”
“Okay…do I just throw the whole tree into the cauldron, or…”
“Yes, of course you do. Don’t worry, your cauldron will be bigger on the inside. They all are.”
“Great, thanks,” said Sam, writing down mini tree in his notes. “I can’t thank you enough for helping me out with this, Georgette. Serenus used to help me with crafts but he’s been…hard to reach lately.”
He put his notepad down on the table and scratched behind his ear, thinking. “Err, have you been in touch with him?”
The old witch shrugged. “Professor Zeitbloom? Somewhat. I think I talked to him for five minutes last week.”
“Do you know what’s going on with him?”
She made a dismissive wave with her hand. “Don’t know, not interested. More important is the issue of my payment.”
Huh?
“You weren’t helping me for free?”
“Of course not, silly boy. No, I need you to make some black curses and mail them to me. Something very dark, that shrivels the hands and makes them unusable…temporarily. Well, preferably temporarily.”
“What do you need something like that for?”
The old woman’s eyes narrowed.
“Some ladies in my bowling club need to be taught a lesson.”
Sam rubbed his forehead with his fingers.
“You want me…to curse…your bowling league…”
“Not the whole league, just the nuns. Whole team of nuns, they’ve taken a vow of humility, but would you ever know it? No, they walk around like they own the place, just because one of them is good at bowling. I’m going to show them what happens when nuns mess with witches.”
“Georgette—”
“Every time one of them gets a strike, they all yell ‘praise the Lord!’, it’s so irritating you could just hurl. I want to see if they blame it on God when their fingers fall off.”
Sam’s cell phone rang. “Listen, I owe you for your help so I guess I’ll have to do…something, but can we discuss this some other time? I have another call.”
“Don’t worry, I will email you a list of all the ingredients,” said Georgette, then she ended the call.
Sam answered his cell with trepidation.
“Sam, you have to do something!”
It was Ethan, sounding panicked. Sam immediately tensed as though for battle.
“What’s going on? Are you okay?”
“It’s Eugene. There’s going to be a big Sorcery tournament soon, and he won’t let me go, even though I always do all my homework and clean up in the living room.”
Sam heard a crunching sound and turned around; Dot was sitting on his couch, munching on popcorn. Apparently the button had worked.
“That’s what you’re calling me about? Listen kiddo, I’m not your mom; don’t call me every time Eugene says no to you about something and try to get me to overrule him. It doesn’t work that way.”
“But you don’t understand,” Ethan continued breathlessly. “The prize for the tournament is a Fantastic Foil, and there’s only like a hundred of those in the whole world, and the tournament is right nearby, but Eugene won’t let me go because—”
“Eugene is your guardian; I stand by his decision, whatever his reasons.”
“But Saaaaaaam---!”
“Goodbye, Ethan,” Sam said, hanging up.
He put his phone down on the table next to his laptop, then collapsed backwards onto the couch. For a while, he just lay there, looking at the ceiling while the forest fairy ate her popcorn.
“For someone who says he never eats popcorn, you had quite the selection.”
“That’s because I didn’t buy it for myself; one of my vampires did.”
There was a thunk as Dot let the bowl of popcorn drop to the floor. Sam groaned.
“Oh come on, Miri just bought the boxes at the supermarket, she didn’t individually open every package and touch it with her little undead fingers.”
“Still, I have eaten food procured by an undead,” Dot said, hugging herself as though she were cold. “If I were home, I would submerse myself in a clear stream for three hours until I felt clean again.”
“Yeah, well, you’re not home. And the vampires seem to like you about as much as you like them, so it looks like you’re stuck with me, lady,” Sam said, standing up. “Now, you may want to leave the room, because I’m about to start crafting and I bet the smell of dark magic makes you break out in hives or something.”
The fairy looked thoughtful. “Crafting. That takes energy; you should not do this on an empty stomach.”
Sam raised an eyebrow.
“Are you saying we should order in dinner?”
For a moment, Dot’s expression reminded Sam of one he’d seen on Ethan many times; the look of a mischievous little imp who’s getting very excited, but trying really hard to hide the fact that they’re getting really excited.
“If we must, shall we get the round food? I can’t remember what it is called, but it is round, comes in a paper box?”
“Do you want pepperoni on it?”
“I want the kind that has all of the things.”




Chapter 18

Sammael was busy playing miniature golf when Azrael disturbed him. Typical; he couldn’t even get a decent game in these days without getting dragged into nonsense that didn’t concern him.
“What do you want?” Sammael asked, still lining up his putt. “I’m having a very good time and I don’t need you ruining it.”
He hit the ball; as he’d planned, the ball ricocheted off the stomach of a prone, bound and gagged businessman, went under the platform with the little waterwheel, and sank into the hole. In the past, he had tried setting it up so that the ball dropped into a prisoner’s open mouth, but while that had merits as a method of torture, it was gross whenever he needed to reclaim the ball. This way was much cleaner.
“We have need of you.”
“As you can see, I’m in the middle of a game of Torture the Unscrupulous Oligarchs. I’m busy.”
Azrael looked at the mini-golf course, filled with the souls of crooked businesspeople trussed up into strange shapes, and sighed. “You know, this isn’t even very effective torture. Even with the spikes, getting hit with the ball doesn’t hurt nearly as much as anything you have in the basement.”
“I like to make it up in volume,” said Sammael, moving to the start of the 59th hole. “See that guy in the fashionable gray suit? This is his fiftieth straight year of being part of my golf course. He’s been here from the moment I took up mini-golf.”
“Always the stupid games with you,” said Azazel, shaking his head. “But maybe that’s why He likes you.”
Sammael froze; there was only one being whose name was pronounced in that tone. “You have got to be kidding me.”
Azrael swallowed nervously. “We need his knowledge. The Watchers are planning something, uncivilized beasts that they are, and he’s the only one who might know what. Go talk to him.”
Sammael threw his golf club in frustration; there was a grunt as the metal rod hit a bound prisoner. “That guy’s crazy! Maybe he does know things, but he talks so much nonsense, it’s impossible to tell. Why did I get picked for this job?”
“Because he’s willing to talk to you.”
“He hates me!”
“Perhaps, but he seems to hate you slightly less than the rest of us.”
Sammael turned to face Azrael, getting genuinely angry. “And what’s in it for me? You expect me to mediate with the Devil just out of the goodness of my heart?”
Azrael’s voice was calm and even. “If the Watchers are planning something, it will affect your offspring as well. And your familiars….”
“Well then, I’ll just have to live with that uncertainty,” said Sammael. He thrust out an arm and created another golf club, then turned to go back to his game.
Azrael swallowed. “Please. It is of the utmost importance.”
Sammael looked over his shoulder. Did Azrael…just say “please” to me? “You’re really scared of what those stretched-out bastards are gonna do, aren’t you?”
“We have intelligence that suggests they are becoming very active; we can’t assume it will all come to naught, as it has in the past.”
Intelligence? How do you get ‘intelligence’ about what a bunch of cursed monsters tied up in an unreachable pocket dimension are doing? But he kept that thought to himself. “Fine. I’ll talk to the Devil. Get my weekend off to a solid start.” He turned around and addressed his golf course full of prisoners. “Hear that, rich people? I’m going to go hang out with the Devil. When I come back, I expect each of you to write me an essay about how grateful you are that I own you, and not him. Two pages, double-spaced,” he said. He pointed to a servant on the side of the course. “Get me a typewriter, one that makes a really nice clink-clink-clink sound. Untie them one at a time and let them write an essay. Anyone who makes a grammatical error gets fifty lashes with the Hot Whip.”
The servant, an elderly woman dressed in her church-going best, nodded her head in assent. “What if they make typographical errors?”
Sammael snorted. “Typos? The Rack. As if it needs to be said, Sylvia!” he exclaimed, then turned to walk with Azrael, who had already started to leave. The golf course shimmered out of existence, to be replaced by a narrow path into the forest.
Normally it wouldn’t take very long to reach anywhere on this plane of existence, since space was malleable in Realm. However, to reach the chamber where He was imprisoned, they had to take a specific route; that meant having to make small talk with Azrael for several minutes. Not good.
“So, who are you rooting for? I think the Red Sox are looking really good this season.”
Azrael made an exasperated sound. “As usual, your obsession with human culture baffles me.”
“Really?” said Sammael, stepping over a rock. The path to Satan was strewn with obsidian rocks: very pretty, but painful if stepped on. “You remember that the Almighty basically abandoned us because he liked them better, right? It never occurred to you to consider why that might be?”
“Only you would talk about him here,” said Azrael, angrily kicking a scrap of obsidian out of his path.”
“Why not? It would only be a problem if I tried to pronounce the Divine Name.”
Azrael’s expression became troubled. “He’s done that, you know.”
“What?”
“The Devil. He said the Divine Name once, and lived. I saw it, I was there.”
“No waaaaaaaay,” said Sammael, running in front of Azazel and turning to face him, walking backwards. “That can’t be right. Doing that would be the end of any of us.”
“He’s not like us,” Azrael said.
Sammael nearly tripped over a large piece of obsidian and turned back around to face the path, perplexed. The next few minutes were spent in (nearly) companionable silence as both demons were lost in thought.
When they reached the mouth of the cave, Azrael stopped as though hitting an invisible barrier. “This is as far as I go.”
“If he eats me, I want you to take over my mini-golf course.”
“That’s not going to happen.”
“Why do you hate fun?” Sammael asked, jumping down into the cave.
In truth, he didn’t feel as jovial as he was pretending. Talking to Lucifer was always unnerving, and he was beginning to wish he’d refused Azrael’s request. As usual though, his curiosity had gotten the better of him.
Before long, the obsidian walls glowed orange and he had reached the fire pit. He’d always been curious about the human propensity to associate the Devil with fire; as usual, they had it partially right, but backwards. Only by bombarding Lucifer with an inferno, where he constantly had to fight to keep from being incinerated, could the other inhabitants of Realm keep him prisoner. He was simply too strong to be restrained any other way.
When Sammael jumped down to the lowest level of the pit, Lucifer had his back to him. He could see that the other demon was sitting cross-legged, but the flames obscured his view any further. Sammael knew that Lucifer managed to keep a few inches of space all around him at a pleasant temperature, at great effort; from the outside, it still looked like the demon was consumed by flames.
Before Sammael could think of what to say, Lucifer addressed him.
“Ah, Grandpa has come to visit me. How nice.”
Sammael barely resisted a shudder. Lucifer’s voice, simultaneously young and old, had always sounded bizarre. “Don’t call me that, I don’t know where you get that from.”
He wasn’t sure, but he got the impression Lucifer was looking at him over his shoulder. “It’s because you are my father’s father. Not everything is complicated, Gramps.”
“No, we’re all the same age, we all came into existence at the same time, I remember it quite well. You were next to me, at the Dawn of Creation,” said Sammael, slipping his hands into his pockets. It felt odd to mention that; he remembered it like it was yesterday, but he hadn’t thought about it in some time.
“And you’re confident that’s the first time I ever existed? What proof do you have of that?” said the Devil, his tone curious.
Sammael rolled his eyes. Is this what Azrael feels like when he talks to me? No wonder he can’t stand me. “Not even you existed before Creation, Lucy-goosey. Not even you are that special of a snowflake.”
“I never claimed to exist before Creation, merely that Creation wasn’t the beginning of my life,” said the Devil patiently. “Sometimes I think there’s hope for you, Gramps, but where time is concerned, you’re as clueless as all the others.”
“See, this is why I didn’t want to talk to you, because it’s always these nonsensical riddles with you that are just annoying,” said Sammael, scratching the back of his head.
Lucifer laughed; it was an odd sound, like two coils of metal being rubbed together. “Riddles, hmm? What if I’ve been telling the plain truth this entire time, and you all simply refuse to listen?”
“Whatever. Listen, I’m here for a reason. What do you know about the Watchers? We know they’re planning something big. I don’t know if you’re pen pals with them or what, but the word is that you know something.”
Lucifer stood up and stretched. The flames surrounding him took on a bluish tinge, but Sammael still couldn’t make out his features. “I forgot to ask. How is your wife doing?”
Sammael froze, feeling suddenly like there was a chill bearing down on him even surrounded by an ocean of fire. “Don’t you bring up my wife. Don’t you talk about her with your filthy mouth.”
Lucifer made a tsk sound, disappointed. “Harsh, Gramps. It’s just, she’s the only one who ever listens to me, so I worry about her.”
Sammael had to fight an urge to hurl a curse into the pit of fire, which would perhaps be the most redundant curse in the history of Creation. Stay calm, he couldn’t have possibly met Helen, he’s been imprisoned here since LONG before she was born. He’s just bringing her up because he knows it’ll get a reaction out of you. Stay on task, don’t let him win.
“The Watchers, Luce,” said Sammael, evenly. “I won’t ask again.”
“What’ll you do if I refuse to answer? Curse me?” said Lucifer in a mocking tone.
“No, I won’t visit you again. I won’t come here, and I’ll see to it that no one else does either. You’ll be completely alone for the next five millennia, minimum.”
Lucifer shook his head; for a moment, a mane of shaggy black hair was visible. “Oh, fine. The Watchers are going to come through a portal and take over the earth. Don’t bother trying to stop them.”
Sammael didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but it hadn’t been that. “So that’s it, then? That’s how it ends? Us, humanity…everything else.”
“Possibly. Maybe not. I’m working on it.”
“How are you working on it when you’re trapped here? Luce, you can barely move in here, barely even think. You’ve been stuck here for thousands of years! Do you mean to tell me you’ve been faking it, and you can actually get out of here?”
“Oh no. I’m quite stuck. You all did a number on me.”
“Then how?”
“There’s another me out there, and he isn’t alone. You have more family than you know. Family is…the most important thing.”
Sammael was overcome with the urge to throw something at Lucifer, except all that was available was chunks of flaming obsidian. He hurled a giant block of the stuff at Lucifer, only for it to shatter into black dust right before reaching him. Still, it was better than nothing; he kept throwing.
“Why! Are! You! Like! This! It’s! So! Annoying!”
He took a moment to catch his breath, then went back to yelling at the Devil. “What good does it do you to hold out on me? If the Watchers get out, eventually they’ll get to you too. Or did you forget that?”
Lucifer shrugged. “You mean, they might put an end to this incredibly pleasant, relaxing existence I have right now? Oh, the horror. So worried.”
There was a pause as Sammael thought about that.
“Well, okay, you don’t exactly have a whole lot of incentive to work with us. I’ll give you that,” said Sammael, regaining his composure somewhat. “Look, can you just tell me one thing? One thing, and I’ll put in a good word for you to get some fire-free time soon, okay? How are they going to get out? The Almighty made that prison, himself, by hand. It’s not like they can break out.”
Lucifer stretched; he had the appearance of being long and lean, like a teenaged boy who hadn’t quite developed his musculature yet. “Obviously, something more powerful than the Almighty is going to have to break them out. Do you really need me to explain such simple logic? Thank heavens I don’t take after you.”




Chapter 19

Before Sam could knock on the door of Cassie’s new house, Nyesha opened it.
“Hello. I assume you’re the new fairy in town?”
Dorothy was standing next to Sam, scowling. “More vampires.”
“I told you they would be here,” Sam muttered, shifting the twelve-packs of soda that he was carrying in his arms. “I forgot to ask what everybody else brought, so I just picked up some drinks. I hope that’s alright.”
Nyesha motioned for them to walk past her. “It’s fine, we’ve got enough food for fifty people, but more drinks won’t hurt.” Sam walked past her, only to turn around and see that Dorothy was staring at the young vampire.
“Dorothy? Are you going to behave, or do we have to go home?”
The fairy was giving the vampire an odd look. “I must say, you are perhaps the least putrid, least disgusting undead creature I have ever seen.”
If Nyesha was taken aback by that, she didn’t show it. “Oh, thank you. That’s nice of you to say.”
“You would have made a good forest nymph. It’s a shame,” said Dorothy, shaking her head. Nyesha gave Sam a quizzical look as the fairy walked past her, and Sam shrugged; he’d stopped trying to make sense of most of what the fairy said.
“Necromancer,” said Dorothy, turning on her heel suddenly. “This house is made of wood. Someone cut up trees to make this dwelling.”
“Is that a problem?”
“It’s not a question of whether it poses a problem or not. I simply must go talk to the wood.” Dorothy disappeared down a flight of stairs, and Sam decided to leave her to it. He found the kitchen and put his three crates of sodas down on a large, mahogany dining table. There was already about ten boxes of pizza, eight kinds of chips, a giant deli hero sandwich cut into about a hundred pieces, cartons of donuts, and several white boxes that he assumed must contain decorative cakes.
Cassie must have let Miri do the shopping for this party. Hasn’t she learned by now?
“Is Khalil coming?” asked Nyesha, standing in the doorway to the kitchen. “I know Miri wants to ask you, but she won’t.”
“Probably not. He’s, uh…he’s been busy lately.”
“Oh,” said Nyesha, looking at the kitchen table overladen with food. “That’s a shame. I was going to say goodbye to him.”
“Goodbye?”
“I’m going to Chicago, to finish medical school. I leave next week.”
“Oh, really?” he said, feeling awkward. Ever since they’d met, he’d only talked to Nyesha a handful of times. “Eugene is all right with that?”
“He helped set it up, of course. He’s friendly with an entourage over there, so they’re going to take me on as a kind of honorary member. Seems like he has friends everywhere.”
“I see.”
There was a pause. Nyesha laughed, throwing her head back.
“Wow, you really don’t care about me at all, do you?”
Before Sam could figure out what to say, she smiled and shook her head. “No, I don’t mean it like it’s a bad thing. It’s just that ever since we met, you’ve never seemed that interested in me, one way or the other. For my whole life, I’m used to people—especially men—paying a lot of attention to me,” she said, looking down at her short-cropped nails. “When we moved here, after what we’d been through in New York, the fact that you weren’t interested…it was such a relief. You can’t even imagine.”
“Oh. Well, glad I could help,” said Sam, feeling even more awkward. I’m definitely being insulted on some level here, but if she’s happy, I guess it’s fine?
Nyesha led him outside to where the rest of the party was. In the large backyard, someone had set up a volleyball net. Miri, Billingsly, Cassie, and Jay were playing, with the vampires evenly distributed on both teams. Teddy was also on Cassie’s side of the net, following her around. Over on the patio, Eugene, Dwight, and John Golding were having some kind of serious conversation; at another table, Dmitri and Liam were playing Sorcery with Ethan. Mike was at the same table, doing something with his computer.
Miri jumped in her high heels and spiked the ball, hitting it so hard that it stuck in the dirt. After the dust cleared, the ball was half-submerged in the ground, still rotating.
“Um,” Cassie said, kneeling down to look at it. Teddy tried to push the ball out with his trunk. “I thought you said you were being gentle?”
“I was!” said Miri, sounding petulant. “I don’t know what happened.”
“That’s our Miri for you. Great restraint when fighting, but give her a ball and she becomes a giant monster trying to destroy Tokyo,” said Billingsly. He picked the ball up out of its crater, and gently set the ball so it bounced harmlessly off of Teddy’s back. Miri responded by kicking him in the shin.
Eugene crossed the yard quickly when he saw Sam; it was still unnerving how fast the old man could move. “Good evening. Did you bring the fairy with you?”
“I did. She’s uh…well, you’ll see.”
“I look forward to it,” said Eugene, smiling broadly.
“I’m hungry!” Miri called, running away from the volleyball net and putting her arms around Ethan’s neck.
“You’re always hungry,” said Ethan, shuffling through the cards in his hand as though the vampire wasn’t there.”
“I mean, it’s time to eat!” said Miri, running her fingers through the boy’s dyed-black hair. “Let’s go inside and have pizza, before I eat you.”
“You would never eat me; you told me my blood smells too much like microwaved chicken fingers, and it’s gross,” said Ethan, looking up from his cards.
“Mine smells like lasagna,” said Jay. He sounded oddly proud.
“The point is, everyone’s here now, so let’s eat. Hi, Sam,” said Miri, running past him into the house. Sam looked after her, concerned. He felt like he needed to talk to her, but wasn’t sure quite what he wanted to say.
“I’m sorry” would be a good start. Maybe go with that?
As the sun set behind the treeline, everyone made their way toward the house. When John got near Sam, he paused next to him for a moment. “Everybody isn’t here,” he whispered. “I know Cassie invited Dr. Zeitbloom to this little gathering, but there’s no sign of him. Is he avoiding us?”
“I think he is,” said Sam, seeing no reason to obfuscate. “He showed up at Cassie’s parents’ last night, but then he dropped off the face of the earth again. He’s not answering anyone’s texts.”
“He may be compromised,” said Golding thoughtfully.
Sam was taken aback at the suggestion. In truth, he’d been wondering the same thing himself, but hearing someone else say it out loud made it seem much more likely. Not sure what to say in response to that, he shook his head and followed everyone else into the house.
In the kitchen, everyone loaded up their paper plates with pizza, giant sandwiches, donuts and chips. Sam had already eaten pizza with Dorothy earlier, so he just took a donut and a soda to be social.
“Can we eat this in the living room?” asked Ethan.
“Let us ask the Lady of the House,” said Miri, gesturing elegantly to Cassie.
“Oh, uh…sure, I guess? Just try really hard not to drop pizza on anything.”
When they were all seated, some on the huge black couch and some on various easy chairs in the well-equipped living room (Mike and Jay were relegated to sitting on the floor, but didn’t care), Miri raised a glass of cola. “Let’s have a toast to the new house, and new beginnings.”
“Hear, hear,” said Eugene.
Everyone clinked their plastic cups with the people next to them, and took a sip.
“Now that that’s done, let’s talk about what’s important,” said Golding, standing up.
Miri face-palmed. “You couldn’t let it be an actual party for like, five minutes?”
As usual, Golding ignored her.
“Between Cassie’s dreams and my…research, it’s becoming clear that the Watchers, or rebel angels, are fighting to break free of their prison. This could be an Apocalypse level-event for us.”
“Ethan, why don’t you go upstairs and play some more of your games?” said Eugene, patting his charge on the shoulder. “I think this meeting is for the adults.”
Ethan slapped Eugene’s hand away, peeved. “I’m not a stupid kid! And I’m part of this entourage too,” he said in a quavering voice.
Eugene sighed. “Very well.”
Golding continued. “I’m pretty sure their plan involves Cassie in some way, she’s their foothold in this world. Killing her would probably take care of the problem, but--”
He jumped back as half a dozen vampires, as well as Sam, jumped out of their seats. “—but obviously, obviously, we’re not going to do that! I’m just saying, that would be the most obvious way of stopping them.”
“Perhaps you could offer an alternative suggestion,” said Eugene through gritted teeth. He sat back down in his chair, but looked ready to lunge for Golding’s throat if necessary. The other vampires followed his lead; Sam remained standing. He looked at Cassie; she looked pale, but not really surprised.
Golding took a deep breath, and continued. “For some reason, Cassie, as she is now, isn’t sufficient to open the door for them. They need her to change in some way. If we can find out what that is, maybe we can stop it from happening. But I’ve reached the limit of what I can learn about Angels through magical texts; most of what’s written about them just isn’t credible.”
“So you are telling us this is a huge problem, but you have no idea what to do about it,” Dmitri summed up. Golding frowned at him.
“Did it occur to you to ask Aeka?” Dwight said, pushing aside his pizza, uneaten. “Everyone forgets. She can talk, you know.”
“Actually, I did,” Golding snapped. “I’m not an idiot. She said she had no idea.”
Why do I doubt that? Sam thought.
“Where is she, anyway?” Sam asked. It wasn’t until Dwight mentioned her name that he thought to wonder where the tiny blond girl was.
Cassie pointed upstairs. “Napping in her new bed. I asked her to come down, but she said she wasn’t hungry. She’s been really sleepy lately.”
“If these…beings do come here, can we kill them? Are they vulnerable?” asked Eugene. He had put his hand on Ethan’s shoulder again, and this time, Ethan didn’t push him away.
Golding bit his lip. “I can’t say for sure, but…I wouldn’t count on it. We’re talking Biblical-scale destruction here.”
“Biblical-scale destruction isn’t as rare as you think,” said Sam. He was thinking of the Arcane Phantasms that Dorothy had shown him, but Golding mistook his meaning.
“Sam, maybe you have a chance against them, but even if you do, you’ll be horribly outnumbered. There’s supposed to be dozens, maybe even hundreds—”
“That’s not what I meant,” said Sam, sitting back down. He hadn’t planned on telling everyone about the Phantasms tonight—why scare them, when he had no idea what to do about them yet?—but now it seemed like it was foolish to hold back about yet another grave threat.
He told everyone what he’d seen, earlier that day, what Dorothy had shown him. Jay stared at him open-mouthed, while Cassie put her hands over her mouth, sickened; she had enough experience with magic that she understood what a giant creature of pure magic could do. Everyone else displayed some mix of shock and terror.
“Can we just, you know, go back to the housewarming party?” asked Miri, after a moment of silence, playing with her drinking straw. “I could handle the housewarming party. I was good with that.”
“The answer is staring us right in the face,” said Mike. His laptop was closed, which just went to show how engaged he was in the subject. “Have the Phantasms fight the Watchers. Divide by zero.”
Eugene was pacing back and forth, in front of Cassie’s brand-new flatscreen television. “If only it were that simple. But they’d destroy God knows what in the process, and we’d still have to deal with the winner.”
“Do we even know which of ’em is worse?” asked Dwight.
Golding was standing in the middle of the room wide-eyed, like he was doing complex calculations in his head that he couldn’t quite keep up with. “This is…I’ve never even read of anything like this. How could there be no records?”
“Those records were obviously destroyed,” said Eugene. “This is all my fault.”
“WHAT?” said about seven people in unison.
Eugene turned toward the rest of the group, hands at his waist. “I have no memory of these creatures, but when I was…young,” he said, “I remember others talking about them. Vampires, older than me. Probably all gone now, but they remembered; they had seen the Phantasms first-hand. And all my life, I dismissed it as a fairy story. If only I’d realized…I could have prepared. All this time, I could have been preparing….”
“Everybody tends to dismiss Fairy stories, don’t they?” said Dot. She had come back upstairs from the basement at some point, and everyone was too involved in the conversation to notice. She bobbed her head toward Cassie. “Lady of the House, you have a beautiful home. The wood here is very happy. I had my doubts, but the trees had a good life before becoming the bones of your dwelling.”
“Oh…thank you,” said Cassie, barely missing a beat. “Um, excuse me, but who are you?”




Chapter 20

Dorothy’s entrance gave the group something to talk about except terrifying, cataclysmic events lingering just around the corner. After everyone had been properly introduced (and the fairy had gone to eat more “round food”), they tried to figure out how to proceed with either the Watchers issue, or the Phantasms issue, but other than Mike’s glib suggestion to have the two take each other out, no one had any ideas. Eugene and John Golding both offered to do more research, in their own unique ways, to see if they could find anything helpful, but neither seemed optimistic.
Eventually, they decided that all they could do was try to stop thinking about it for the time being, if only so everyone could get some sleep. Eugene offered his hand to Dorothy, who was finishing off her fourth slice of pizza.
“Madam, may I just say, though I have met other fae before, I have never seen one quite so beautiful as you.”
Dot swallowed and burped, loudly. “If you’ve met my kind, then you should know I’m not going to shake your hand, undead abomination.”
Instead of being upset, Eugene just laughed. “I know. I thought, there’s always a first time.”
Licking her fingers, Dot did reach out with her other hand and touch Eugene’s palm, but only with the tip of her little finger. “Odd. There’s something about your whole clan, vampire. I noticed it earlier with the dark-skinned girl. You’re not as distasteful as most undead.”
The fairy turned to Miri. “Except for you, you’re awful. I don’t like you at all.”
“Yeah, I get that a lot,” said Miri, lying down on the couch. She yawned and kicked her feet.
Cassie was curled up in a little ball in the corner of the couch, by Miri’s feet. After Mike left with Dwight, Jay came over to Cassie and knelt in front of her.
“Are you okay?”
“Not really. As okay as possible given what’s happening, I guess.”
Jay had a serious expression that she wasn’t used to seeing on him.
“I just hope you know that none of this is your fault.”
“Maybe not, but it’s still my responsibility,” said Cassie. She dropped her voice lower, hoping only Jay and Miri would hear her. “Maybe Mr. Golding wasn’t so wrong to talk about killing me. What if there’s no other way?”
“Cassie,” said Miri in a pleading tone. “Don’t talk like that.”
Jay looked furious, another odd expression on him. “Yeah. Don’t.”
“I’m serious. If the Watchers come, they don’t care about humans…I know they don’t. They could kill so many people, maybe billions of people, and I—”
“No. If the only way to save the world is by sacrificing you, then I don’t want it,” said Jay. “I don’t want a world without you.”
Then he seemed to realize what he said, and his face burned red. “Umm, what I’m trying to say is, we’ll find another way…I’m sure there’s another way.”
Cassie looked up and saw that Sam was standing behind Jay, watching him carefully, like he’d never truly noticed him before. Then he seemed to snap out of it and got Cassie’s attention.
“I know it seems kind of low-priority with everything going on, but I made the charm to keep Teddy fun-sized. Should I put it on him now?”
“Yeah, that’s a good idea. I think he’s gotten bigger just in the last day,” said Cassie, getting up off the couch.
“We’re heading out,” said Eugene, supporting a sleepy Ethan. “Thank you for having us at your party.”
“I wish it was more of a party and less of a group freak-out session, but I’m glad you came,” Cassie said, giving Eugene and Ethan both a quick hug.
Soon, the only people left in the house were Cassie, Sam, Miri, and the sleeping Aeka upstairs. Dot said she’d meet Sam at home, but she had to talk to some more wood first. After she was gone, Cassie gave Sam an amused look.
“So, you and the fairy are bunkmates now?”
“Not really. I think she sleeps in a tree somewhere, but she’s made my apartment her home base, for the time being.”
“I see,” said Cassie, opening the door to the backyard. When she stepped outside, her jaw dropped. Where before the backyard had been a long stretch of patio and empty grass, now there was a giant tree right in the middle of it. A blue-green weeping willow, its massive fronds vibrated in the evening breeze. Teddy was nestled up against the thick trunk of the tree, looking content.
“Where did that come from?”
“It must be a house-warming gift from Dorothy. She did mention she was going to give you something.”
“I guess she’s never heard of a teapot?” Cassie murmured, but she wasn’t really annoyed. It wasn’t like she’d had any plans to develop the backyard anyway.
While Cassie stroked Teddy’s head and soothed him, Sam put the leather strap on Teddy’s leg. After he’d put it on, Cassie checked the elephant for any sign of discomfort.
“It’s not hurting him, is it?”
“I think if he was in pain, you would know.”
“Yeah, probably,” she said, standing up. Surprisingly, Teddy didn’t follow her and stayed nestled between the roots of the big tree.
Sam kept his eyes on Teddy, not making eye contact with her. “I’ll get going now,” he said quietly.
Cassie grabbed his arm. “Don’t go.”
Sam stiffened. “I really didn’t think you’d want me around.”
Still holding Sam’s arm, Cassie walked toward the patio tiles and sat down, pulling him down next to her.
“You think because you told me you have some bad, evil thoughts, I’m scared of you now? I already knew that about you. But I have so many other things to be scared of right now, I just don’t have any scared left over for you, okay? So I’d like it if you’d just sit next to me and hold me for a little while, and maybe I’ll try being scared of you when everything else is a little less messed up.”
“I’ll hold you to that,” he said softly, wrapping his arm around her. “I’m sorry. It was idiotic of me to try to scare you, of all people. I wasn’t thinking straight.”
“Obviously. Do you want to tell me what happened yesterday that made you totally lose it?”
“No,” he said quickly.
At another time, she might have argued, but tonight, she just accepted it. They sat quietly together for a little while, looking at the beautiful, otherworldly tree that had no business whatsoever being in Cassie’s plain yard. At one point, Vladmira flew into the yard and perched on the tip of Teddy’s ear, but the elephant flicked his ear and she disappeared up into the tree.
Cassie moved closer to Sam, inhaling the smell of him. He always smelled so clean, like spring rain and mountain streams. That was probably because he showered a lot and used soap with added scents that were literally called “Spring Rain” and “Mountain Stream,” but it was still nice, even if it wasn’t natural.
“Why won’t Serenus talk to us anymore?”
Sam began stroking her back. “I think he’s protecting us.”
Cassie started at that. “How? By abandoning us when we need him the most?”
“Maybe so, but if he’s being watched by someone—or worse—the only thing he can do is stay away from us so he doesn’t end up spying on us against his will.”
“If that’s what’s going on, he should have told us,” Cassie murmured, feeling childish. “Maybe not out loud, but he could have given some sign….”
Sam stopped rubbing her back for a moment and met her eyes. “The fact that he’s not coming to the shop anymore? That’s the sign. That’s how we know it’s serious.”
Cassie thought about the Professor some more. “I guess that’s true. So what do we do? We can’t just leave him like that.”
“We can and we will.”
Cassie furrowed her brow at him.
“If it was as simple as him being bothered by some upstart demon that we could scare off, don’t you think he’d just tell us that? The fact that he’s severed contact means we probably can’t help him—or we would be risking too much if we tried. I trust him on this.”
“I get that, but like…knowing stuff is kind of his deal. He probably knows stuff about the Watchers and the Phantasms.”
“We can’t expect him to come save us all the time. We’re lucky he helped us out for as long as he did.”
They sat in silence for a few moments, and Sam resumed gently rubbing her back. Cassie felt her whole body begin to tingle, then started to feel an odd, floaty sensation, like she was drunk. She’d never actually been drunk, but she was pretty sure this was what it felt like.
She moved closer and rested her head on his chest, feeling the smooth, cool fabric of his white button-down shirt against her face.
“I’m so tired of being Miss pure Angel girl, it sucks. The Virgin Witch, the last Angel, blah blah blah it’s so annoying. I want to stop being pure. I want to be nasty, so the Angels think I’m all disgusting and gross and leave me the hell alone.”
Sam chuckled quietly. “I don’t think that’s quite how it works.”
Sitting up straight for a moment, Cassie looked up at the sky, then at the man next to her. “I guess what I’m saying is, I want to try being a slut. Activate Skank Powers.”
She maneuvered herself so she was in his lap, facing him, and brought her lips to his startled face before he could react. As she kissed him, she pressed her chest against his, enjoying the sensation of her breasts flattening against his body, and then tried to figure out what to do with her hands. Not sure what she was supposed to do with them, she kept one hand on his chest and moved the other one up to his head, where she began running her fingers through his pale hair. Had she ever touched his hair with her fingers before? It was silky, yet somehow firmer than her own hair.
After only a moment, Sam pushed her away, gently but firmly. “No. We can’t do this now.”
“I think we can!” said Cassie, breathless.
Sam was breathing heavily, like he’d just jogged a few miles, but seemed otherwise calm and collected. “Cassie. Can you hear yourself? Can you hear what’s running through your head right now?”
“Huh?”
“Because as soon as you started kissing me, all I could hear was you screaming inside your mind ‘I want to go home, I want to go home.’”
Cassie’s breath caught in her throat, and it hurt.
I want to go home. I want Daddy to tuck me in, like he did when I was little, and tell me that the monsters are all in my imagination, because I’m a silly little girl. I don’t want to live in this big, empty house on my own, I don’t want to, why do I have to leave when Hunter still gets to stay at home just like a big baby it’s NOT FAIR.
Hot tears began to run down her face; in fact, they felt so hot, she wondered if it was possible for them to burn her skin. She threw herself off his lap as quickly as possible and curled up into a little ball on the patio, hugging her knees tightly to her chest.
“Some evil demon you are! You tell me, *hic* that you’re going to do all these horrible sex things to me, *hic* and then when I want you to, you won’t even do it! Don’t promise what you can’t deliver!”
Sam exhaled, still getting his breath back after her surprise attack. “I’m sorry. I have imagined you coming on to me in total desperation but…not this kind of desperation. A different kind.”
“Oh you are so picky,” she snapped. She lay down on her back on the patio, looking at the sky. They were still too close to the city lights to see many stars, but she could still see some: little pinpricks of light in the purple-gray haze.
After a while, she said “Hey, I want you to put me to sleep.”
Sam crossed his legs and put his elbows on his knees. “Hmm. Well if you want to be bored into unconsciousness, I could tell you all about my boyhood years in North Carolina. One year, the summer when I was eight—”
“No, you know what I mean. Make me sleep. Make me sleep and not have dreams. Can you do that?”
“Are you sure that’s what you—”
“If you second-guess what I want one more time, I swear I’m going to hurt you.”
He laughed softly at that. “Fine. Should we go inside and get you in bed?”
Cassie thought about going into her new house, a strange house where all the shadows were still unfamiliar. She had a weird flashback to the first cold night she’d spent in her grandparents’ cottage when she was five, convinced that there was a monster lurking in every dark corner. It felt like it was only just yesterday.
“No, do it out here and put me in bed…no, on the couch. On the couch in the living room.”
“Now who’s being picky? Come here, then.”
Cassie arranged herself so he was supporting her under her shoulders and her knees, princess-style. Her cheeks flushed; even though she had just kissed him, this felt far more intimate somehow.
Sam gently put a finger on her hot cheek, and smiled.
“‘Activate skank powers,’ huh?”
“Stop embarrassing me and put me to sleep already.”
“Go to sleep, little witch,” he said in that commanding tone she hadn’t heard for months.
Her last thought before falling asleep was I’m not that little, I don’t know why he calls me that.
But I like it.




Chapter 21

When Sam had carefully placed Cassie’s sleeping body on the living room couch, he felt Miri walk up behind him and put her arms around his waist.
“Hey.”
“Hey, you.”
They were whispering, not because they needed to—Cassie wouldn’t wake until morning—but because it would have felt rude not to. Sam turned around to face her, and she let go of him.
“Listen, Miri, I’m sorry—”
“Don’t,” she said, narrowing her eyes.
“But I am sorry,” he continued. “I never should have said any of that, at the hospital…I’d just had a bad shock, but that doesn’t excuse it.”
Miri looked up at him with an expression he couldn’t read.
“Do you even know what you’re apologizing for?”
“Huh?”
“Do you even know why I got so upset?”
“Well…no, honestly,” he admitted. “It’s not like I expected you to be happy, but when you reacted the way you did…crying…it was odd. It seemed so unlike you.”
He moved away from the couch; even though Cassie couldn’t hear what they were saying, he wanted some distance from her. “It made me wonder if you were ashamed of what we—”
Miri put her hand over his mouth, smiling wryly. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. You have no idea.”
He grabbed her wrist and moved her hand away from his mouth. “Then explain it. The world is literally ending any minute now, we don’t have time to be coy with each other.”
She grabbed her hand back, turned around and walked into the kitchen; he followed. When she got to the kitchen, she looked out at the view of the yard from the large window that took up nearly the entire back wall. The weeping willow was still shaking, quivering in the evening breeze. She pulled her red hair back like she was putting it up in a ponytail, then dropped it; she seemed unsure of what to do with her hands.
“That side of you, that selfish, evil-overlord side…I thought that was the side that only I got to see. For you to be like that in front of other people, in front of her, I just couldn’t…I just couldn’t deal with it right then.”
Sam was at a loss for how to respond.
“I love her, you know,” Miri continued, swinging her arms loosely at her sides. “It helps when you care about the person you’re guarding, but I really love her; she’s my best friend. But sometimes, when I think about you two together, I hate her. I don’t want to, I just do.”
They stood in silence for a moment, staring out the window. Miri crossed her arms under her breasts, looking small and frail. In the darkness of the kitchen, her red hair looked gray.
“Do you want to leave?” Sam asked after a moment. “I’m sure you know Nyesha’s leaving. You could go with her.”
Miri shook her head. “You’d need a new bodyguard for Cassie.”
“That’s my problem. We’re talking about you.”
She turned her head to look at him, then sighed. “No, I did this to myself. With Khalil, I did that to myself too.”
“He’s also leaving, you know.”
“What?” she said, turning around quickly? “When? Where is he going?”
Sam put up his arms, palms forward, gesturing that he didn’t know. “No idea. But he’s not happy here, wants a fresh start. I’m not going to try to stop him.”
Miri hugged her middle as if she had a pain in her stomach.
“I don’t want him to go, but I can’t tell him that…I have no right to tell him that, the way I borked everything up.” She leaned forward, supporting her weight on the kitchen table. “I know, I need to apologize, I can’t say anything else to him until I apologize, but I’ve been trying to apologize to him for a month and I just can’t ever seem to do it!”
Sam was tempted to tell her to try harder, but things between her and Khalil weren’t really his business. “I wish there was something I could do for you.”
“Hmm, let’s see,” she said, still looking down at the kitchen table. “Reverse time so that we never met, so that I never fall in love with you. Or him, either. Can you do that for me?”
“I don’t think so.”
She turned around and looked at him; her eyes were shiny, like she was barely holding back tears. “Well then, what good are you?” she said in a curious tone. She stood up on tiptoe to kiss him on the cheek, then went back into the living room to guard Cassie while she slept.




Chapter 22

Serenus didn’t normally stay out late on Friday nights—or at all, really—but he’d had a social function at the university that he couldn’t get out of. One of the disadvantages of getting involved in university life again was that a bunch of people who had pretty much forgotten his existence now felt obligated to invite him to parties. He didn’t mind parties, exactly, but he found the mundane conversation tiresome. It was hard to sustain long conversations with people who knew nothing about magic; it was like half the world was closed off to them.
After putting his briefcase down, he hesitated for a moment, then headed into his small kitchen to make coffee. He should just go to bed, but what would one cup of decaf hurt? Then he froze; someone had already made coffee. A full pot, from the smell of it.
He was surprised, but not shocked, to see that someone was already in his kitchen, sitting at the table. Azazel had a bunch of notes in front of him and seemed to be fully engaged in what he was doing.
“Good, you’re home. Tell me, what’s another word for ‘lugubrious’?”
Deciding against coffee, Serenus moved to pour himself a glass of bourbon. “What do you take me for, an English professor? Not my area.”
“I’m running out of adjectives,” the demon fretted, running a sinewy hand through his golden curls. “I used up too many of the good ones on the last core set.”
Serenus downed the bourbon in one shot, trying to keep his composure. He leaned against his refrigerator, suddenly feeling every inch his age.
“I’m flattered that you’re using the considerable resources it takes to get here from Realm to visit me, but it’s really unnecessary,” he said. “I have nothing new to report.”
Azazel didn’t look up from his writing.
“Well, of course not. You’re keeping yourself so busy with your pointless university work, you have no time for your so-called friends.” The demon looked up and fixed his ice-blue eyes on the professor. “Or did you think I hadn’t noticed?”
Serenus breathed in slowly, thinking about how to respond. It wasn’t that he had truly expected to fool the demon at any point, merely that he hadn’t had a choice. Avoiding Sam and the entourage was the only thing he could do for them, to try to keep them out of whatever Azazel was planning.
“I really have been quite busy,” Serenus said. “One colleague is out on maternity leave, another is dealing with an aging mother. I’m doing their all their work, in addition to my own. I don’t have the time I used to have to hang out at coffee shops all day.”
“Mmm-hmm,” said Azazel, putting down his pen and steepling his fingers. “And did that just happen on its own, or did you write to your department head, asking him if he had any work, any work at all, that you could take on this semester? All so you could complain how conveniently, excessively busy you are, without lying?”
Any answer Serenus gave to that would have been a transparent lie, so he said nothing. The demon stood up from the table, not taking his eyes off of Serenus.
“It’s a shame,” he said. “I thought we might get on well, yet you disrespect me so. It’s as if you don’t know what I can do to you.”
“I do know,” said Serenus, managing to stay calm, somehow. “But the fact remains, I’ve told you all about the only thing of note that has happened with the entourage, the acquisition of the animal familiar. Which is quite fascinating, admittedly. Other than that, it’s been business as usual.”
“As far as you know,” said Azazel, taking a step closer to him. Serenus was already leaning against the refrigerator, so it was impossible for him to back up, though he instinctively wanted to. “Of course, you could have missed something. What, with you being so dreadfully busy and all.”
He closed the distance between them so he was inches away from Serenus, and the smell of coffee predominated. There was something unnerving about that, smelling his own preferred brew of Ethiopian coffee on the demon’s breath; in a way, it would have been better if he’d smelled of fire and brimstone.
“You need to get your priorities in order,” said Azazel. His voice was even, but the threat in his words was readily apparent. “You are an all-but forgotten grandson of Caesthil, who doesn’t care a whit about you. You’re not like Arrigio, or the Son of Sammael, who remain shielded by their fathers’ reputation. Either you start doing as you’re told, or I’ll have to make an example of you.”
Even though he’d been dreading this moment, Serenus found he wasn’t afraid; at least, not as afraid as he should have been. He’d already started to accept the fact that his life was ending. “Do what you want, it doesn’t matter. I don’t betray my friends.”
Azazel smiled, but the mask was starting to slip. Nerves were twitching at the edges of his handsome face. “My good professor, I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that. Because if you had really said that to me, well, I’d have no choice but to rip your heart out of your chest right here.”
He put a hand to Serenus chest, and for a moment, the professor couldn’t breathe. When he removed his hand, Serenus breathed in lungfuls of air, greedily. He tried to slide down to the floor, but the demon had him pinned by the shoulder.
“But no, I’d prefer to handle this differently. You’re a teacher, correct? Well, then let me provide you with some education. On the nature of, oh let’s call it…persuasion. And all the delicious little parts of the human body, and what wonderful shapes we can make with them.”




Chapter 23

Cassie was disoriented when she woke up. At first, she thought it was because she wasn’t used to the new house yet, then realized she was in the wrong house altogether. She was on a different couch, in a different living room, and a whole bunch of kids were staring at her. Cassie buried her face in the cushions.
“I said no dreams! Can’t that guy do anything right!?”
A teenaged girl with long black braids and big, round glasses answered her. “Um, this isn’t a dream. This is a meeting.”
Cassie looked up. In addition to the black-haired girl, there was also a blond teenaged boy who looked close to manhood, a toddler boy sitting on the floor, a slightly chubby girl with a brown bob haircut, a slender teen boy who looked like he’d just stepped out of a Goth club, and a small girl wearing a purple dress. The girl was Corianne, and she lit up when Cassie met her eyes.
“Hey, Mommy!” she yelled, and jumped into Cassie’s lap. Cassie suppressed a sigh and patted the excited child on the head.
“Hey, Cor, long time no see,” she said. She addressed the girl with the black braids, who seemed to be a leader of sorts. “So, how many of you stupid kids do I have in the future? I was just getting used to one.”
“Um,” said the girl, clearly nervous. “You don’t have us all at the same time. We’re from different timelines, see? A-and there’s more of us, a lot more, but we’re the only ones who could make it to the Nexus right now. Not everyone is strong enough to make it to the Nexus.”
“Pathetic,” said the goth boy quietly. The girl with the braids shot him a dirty look before looking back at Cassie.
“Anyway, I’m Grace, you know Cor already, the tall guy is Cole, the little boy is Luke, Stupid Face there is Devon, and that’s Rina. Rina’s my actual sister, we’re from the same timeline.”
“I’m sure Mother appreciates that fascinating little insight into your life,” said Devon, his tone dripping with derision.
Cassie looked at Devon and suppressed a shiver. He looked fifteen, maybe sixteen, but something about his face didn’t seem to match the rest of him. In fact, something about him just seemed wrong, period. Naturally, seeing your future children years before you could have possibly given birth to them was inherently wrong, but Devon was like a special kind of wrong all by himself.
Those bumps on his head…are those horns?
Or is he wearing some kind of clips in his hair that make it stand up in front like that?
Little Luke seemed to wake up at the sound of his name and waddled over to her, his floppy blond hair nearly blocking his vision. “Mama? Pick up? Pick up, Mama?”
Cassie stared at the little boy; she imagined that this was exactly what Sam had looked like as a toddler. He was so cute, she was almost distracted from how creepy all of this was. Almost.
“Okay, so what’s the emergency?” said Cassie, gently putting Corianne down on the couch next to her. “I doubt you guys would have all pulled me into…wherever this is…if it wasn’t important.”
Grace opened her mouth, but Cole, the oldest, interjected before she could say anything. “We need to warn you about something really important. We wanted to warn you earlier, but this was the earliest we could pull you into the Nexus.”
“Yeah, if we tried to pull you in before you were a real witch, your brain would have gone all ‘poof,’” said Corianne, helpfully. She wiggled her fingers aggressively, demonstrating what would have happened to Cassie’s brain, presumably.
Slowly getting her bearings, Cassie realized that the living room was the same one she had visited a month or two ago when Corianne had pulled her into the future. But if she was following what was going on, this wasn’t any physical location at all, but something else entirely.
“What is the Nexus?” Cassie asked.
Grace shrugged. “It’s just a place where different times converge. You don’t need to understand what it is or how it works, but this was the only way we could talk to you. Dwelling on it is a waste of time.”
What a bossy girl. I bet Sam totally spoils her.
Cassie stretched and leaned back on the couch. “Before you go on, can I just ask you all something? Raise your hand if I’m still alive in your timeline.”
No one raised their hand; to be fair, it was possible that Luke hadn’t understood the question. He was trying, and failing, to pull himself up onto the couch.
Cassie groaned. “I knew it! Why am I always, always dead in the future?”
Rina, who had been quiet until now, stepped forward. “I don’t know, Mom…it feels weird calling you Mom, but I guess there’s nothing else to call you? Um, what I was gonna say was, if you listen to our warning, there’s a chance you might live longer. That’s what we’re hoping, anyway.”
The kids all exchanged glances, except for Devon, who kept his dark-lashed, red eyes fixed on Cassie’s face. Unlike the other kids, who wore slightly sad expressions, he was looking at her like a slice of birthday cake he very much wanted to eat. Cassie made a conscious effort not to look at him anymore.
“Okay, so what’s the warning? Lay it on me.”
“Don’t take the SATs,” said Grace, Cole, Rina, and Corianne in unison.
…………………..what?
“Excuse me?” Cassie responded, thunderstruck. She didn’t know what she’d been expecting, but it wasn’t that.
Grace began playing with one of her dark braids. “We can’t tell you exactly what’s going to happen, because it’s different in everyone’s timeline. There are probably thousands of things that could happen, but the point is, every time you go take the SATs, something really bad happens. So don’t go.”
Cassie was still processing this. “But how am I supposed to get into college?”
Grace rolled her eyes and groaned. “Mom, we’re talking about saving your life, priorities PLEASE!”
Okay, she definitely takes after her father, I’m never that snotty. Am I?
Luke finally succeeded in climbing up on the couch, then buried himself face-first in her lap. When he picked his face up again, he murmured, “Mama no take ‘Ts. Mama no ‘Ts.”
Cassie ran her hand through Luke’s hair; it felt just like when she’d touched Sam’s hair, only hours before.
Can I take this one home? Nah, it would probably cause a giant time paradox or something and the world would explode. Not like it matters much, the way things are going.
“Okay, I get it, it’s just…this is a lot to take in. I’ve kind of been preparing for this test for my whole life.”
“Priorities, Mom,” Grace repeated slowly.
“God, you’re annoying,” said Devon, glaring at her. Cassie silently agreed with him, then felt kind of bad about it.
“I’m the only one that seems to be taking this seriously!” Grace responded, her braids flying as she whipped her head around to address Devon.
“We shouldn’t keep her any longer. She knows now,” said Cole, his expression serious.
Rina marched up and looked up at him, her expression hurt. “We finally get to see her again, after all this time, and you’re trying to get rid of her! Not everyone’s an emotionless robot like you.”
“You think I want to? But you know it’s not good for non-time sensitives to be in the Nexus!”
“That’s just a theory, we don’t know that for sure.”
“Uh, guys?” said Cassie, rubbing her temples. “I’m starting to get a migraine, so maybe Cole here is right.”
“Please stay with us, Mommy?” said Corianne, resting her head against Cassie’s shoulder. “Please?”
“Ma stay,” said Luke, starting to cry. “Ma stay!”
“I have to go, sweetie-pie,” she said quietly, and kissed the little boy on the head. He began crying uncontrollably and started hitting her with his little fists; eventually, Cole came and picked him up, soothing the child with practiced grace.
“Listen, um…except for Corianne, who I know a little, I don’t know you guys,” she said, touching Corianne’s back gently. “But I’m sure I love you very much…or, I’m going to love you, someday. You know what I mean.”
Rina burst into tears. “Oh, Mom,” she said, wiping her face on the sleeve of her baggy sweatshirt.
“But please send me home…I have this feeling like if I stay much longer, I’m not going to be able to leave. Please.”
“We’ll send you home right now,” said Grace. A tear was running down her cheek, but she didn’t wipe it away or acknowledge it. “Everybody ready?”
When the others nodded, Grace turned back to Cassie and began to gesture with her fingers. “I love you, Mom,” she said softly.
The room faded away, and Cassie expected to see her brand-new living room fade in. Except the process was truncated, and she had the distinct feeling of being yanked elsewhere. When she could process what she was seeing again, she was sitting on a snowbank, surrounded only by snow and ice. The snow wet through her jeans, and she shivered. She stood up and hugged herself, trying to warm up.
“That’s better,” said Devon, materializing from the aether. “I apologize for my idiot brothers and sisters. Then again, maybe you should be apologizing to me for them.” He laughed, his red eyes glittering through the falling snow.
Cassie tried to think through the cold. This was incredibly bad: she’d only known Devon for about five minutes, but she would have bet money that he was a sociopath. Plus, while he obviously knew that she was technically his mother, he didn’t seem to think of her like a mother at all.
She needed to get out of here.
“Send me back,” she said, trying to sound more authoritative than she felt. “If I get frostbite from this place, I’m getting my tubes tied.”
“Blame Cor. She found this place, I’m just borrowing it,” he said. To her horror, he moved close to her and cupped her face with his hands. “Huh, your eyes really are this color. I always thought that one photo on the wall must have been enhanced.”
He stared at her for a long while, snow settling on his dark lashes. His red eyes were different from Sam’s, a different shade of red with more luminescence. Like glowing blood.
“I don’t know what I would have done if you weren’t beautiful.”
As Cassie feverishly tried to think of what to do, what to say to get out of this, he moved his hand down her body and let it rest on her abdomen. “And inside you, a million tiny possibilities. Another me, just waiting to be born…”
She pushed him away as hard as she could. “First of all, you fail biology forever. Second of all, keep your hands off me.”
“Or what?” he asked, smirking.
“Or else I’ll tell your Grandma Helen how fresh you are,” she said in a mocking tone.
She didn’t even know where she’d gotten the idea to invoke Helen’s name, but it seemed to do the trick; Devon frowned.
“Whatever. I brought you here for a reason.”
“I’m all ears.” Cassie shivered and put her hands under her armpits for warmth. “At least until they freeze off.”
In the next moment, she was wearing earmuffs and a long wool cloak. She hadn’t seen Devon make any kind of gestures that indicated magic, which was odd, but she was too chilled to care. She pulled the woolen cloak around herself and felt relief as her core temperature rose.
Devon put his hands on his narrow hips, assessing her critically. “Did you notice what was missing from that little group?”
“A redheaded step-child?” asked Cassie.
He didn’t dignify that with a response. “There was no one there from a timeline where you didn’t go to the SATs, right? No one to say, ‘yes Mommy, life is so great if you don’t take the test, that’s for sure!’”
“Wait a minute,” said Cassie. She tried to put aside her fear of Devon for long enough to seriously think about what he was saying. “You mean, if I don’t take the SATs, that’s a timeline where I never have any kids?”
“More than that. I’m saying, if you don’t sit for that test next Saturday, there is no future.”
She took a step back. Snow seeped through her pants again, but she barely felt it. “That can’t be true. That’s not possible.”
For once, his expression looked earnest. “It is, I’ve checked. I didn’t share this information with Grace and the Crybabies, because they can’t handle it. But I can see the timelines better than any of them, and I know it’s true. All potential lines where you skip the test, all of them fade out. Not immediately, but eventually. All of them.”
Cassie pulled her cloak tighter around herself, desperately trying to keep up. “But…they said something terrible would happen if I went.”
“Oh, and it will!” He snickered at that. “But it’s still better than the alternative, right?”
Feeling unsteady on her legs, she sat back down in the snow. To her surprise, he mirrored her, though his black jeans stayed perfectly dry.
“Why am I so important?” she asked finally, not sure if she was asking him or any Gods that might be listening. “The world shouldn’t depend on what I do. No one should be that important.”
“Well, you are my mother,” he said, as though the answer was only natural.
“And who the hell are you, exactly?” she said, glaring at him. “Besides my least-favorite kid?”
He grinned broadly at that; to her decided lack of surprise, his canine teeth appeared to be fangs. “Oh come on Mother, you’re not stupid. You must have some idea who I am, by now.”
No. It’s not possible.
“But you can’t be…it doesn’t make any sense….”
“Why, because of the timing? Haven’t you learned to look past that by now?”
“I won’t have you. If I do have you, I’ll strangle you in your crib,” she said, feeling an odd pain in her belly. “I’ll kill myself before I can give birth to you.”
“You’re so cute,” he said, standing up. “I’d love to keep you with me forever, but of course that’s the one thing I can’t do. Even I can’t have what I want.” He sighed. “The grandest irony of them all.”
“Oh, get over yourself,” she snapped. “You know what? The greatest trick Devon ever pulled was convincing the world that anyone gives a damn. You’re boring.”
He let out a low whistle. “That was pretty clever, and under pressure, too. I would be hurt, if I didn’t know for a fact that I’m actually very interesting.”
“Send me home, now,” said Cassie, feeling her fear drift away. The situation had become so bizarre that she didn’t even know what to be scared of anymore. “Find a good shrink to help you get over that Oedipus Complex, and let me go home to take this stupid, god-forsaken test that I hate more than anything in the world.”
“It is about time,” he said, looking up. “I feel like this place won’t allow intruders for much longer anyway.” He knelt down in front of her and looked into her eyes; his red eyes turned the falling snow around him light pink.
“Don’t overthink the analogies part, that’s how they get you. At least that’s what they say, I haven’t even taken the PSATs.”
The next time Cassie woke up, she actually was on the right couch. She immediately jumped up and went to take a shower, but no matter how hot the water was, it was impossible to feel warm, let alone clean.




Chapter 24

Dorothy was happy to hang out at The Daily Grind on Saturday while Sam was working. She stayed in a corner, drinking countless hot chocolates and reading magazines. Near lunchtime, Mike came in with his laptop and sat down at the table across from her; since he wasn’t undead, she didn’t seem to mind. The two of them made an odd pair.
Not long after Mike, John Golding practically sprinted through the front doors. “I have it. I know what we need to do.”
“Hello, kind sir. Would you like a beverage?” said Khalil. “Please keep all occult strategy talk in the back.”
Sam waved Golding back behind the counter, and the two of them went into the break room.
“Oh sure, Sam, I don’t mind covering the front for you for a few minutes,” Khalil called sarcastically over his shoulder.
“What have you got?” Sam asked.
“I was going through my books last night, and I realized that almost all of the most trustworthy texts I have originally belonged to Alfonse Liddell. But he has a lot of texts I never got a chance to look at, and I’m sure he’s read them all; he’s a scholar, not just a collector. If anyone’s going to know anything, about the Phantasms at least, he would.”
Sam grimaced slightly. The prospect of dealing with any vampires that weren’t the Buckleys was unpleasant. Then he thought for a moment about what John had just said. “Wait, your books ‘used to belong to’ Liddell? Does that mean you stole them?”
Golding swallowed and pulled at his wrinkled collar. “I didn’t steal them, not intentionally. But I did borrow a few, and I ended up severing all ties with him before I had a chance to properly return them.”
Just then, the landline rang. Sam picked it up, and to his surprise, it was none other than Donatello Arrigio.
“I’m going to ask you just once: Are you protecting a fairy?”
“Yup.”
“You need to transfer her to our custody. In a matter of hours, I can have—”
“No.”
“Boy, you cannot trust the fae, not a one; even you must know that.”
“Oh, as opposed to you, who’s just so eminently trustworthy,” said Sam, starting to get angry now. “Tell me again, Don; why do you need a werewolf?”
There was a pause as the Chairman rapidly did math in his head to try to figure out how much Sam now knew. “Sam, you have to understand—”
Sam took the phone out of his ear and handed it to Golding. “Here, you talk to him. It’s not like he listens to me anyway.”
Golding just listened for a while; apparently the Chairman hadn’t realized that Sam was no longer on the line. When he got a chance, he interjected.
“Hello, Mr. Chairman? It’s an honor to speak to you like this, sir. You may remember me from Las Vegas, I had to slam into you to stop you from killing Cassie Tremblay, but I hope we can look past that—huh. He hung up.”
Sam began cleaning some dishes. It wasn’t the part of his shift when he normally cleaned, but doing manual labor like this calmed his nerves. “Forget him, it’s not important right now.”
“Are you sure?” asked Golding, cradling the phone in his hand. “What if he sends demons to take Miss Dorothy by force?”
“Not gonna happen, he won’t risk Cassie getting hurt. I’ve got him between a rock and hard place for now; won’t last, but one problem at a time,” Sam said, thinking out loud. “So I have to go pay Mr. Liddell a visit. You’ll direct me to his place?
“Ah, wait,” said Golding, hanging up the phone properly. “For one thing, you shouldn’t be the one to go; it looks weak. You can send me.”
“No, he has the information I want, I’m going to talk to him. I don’t have time to waste on this protocol nonsense.”
Mike walked into the break room. “Khalil sent me back here to tell you that if you’re goofing off for this much time, he wants a full hour for lunch.”
Sam grimaced and turned up the water in the sink. “He’s an assistant manager, he can take as long a break as he wants! Anyway, let’s go as soon as my shift’s over. John, you can direct me there.”
Golding put his hands in his pockets, looking sheepish. “Err, as much as you may not care for protocol, Liddell is an absolute stickler. And you’ll have a much better chance of getting complete information out of him if you provide him with a gift, as is the custom.”
Sam turned off the water and turned around; he had a bad feeling about this. “What sort of ‘gift’?”
Mike looked at Golding expectantly, making no move to leave the break room. No one bothered to shoo him out.
Golding couldn’t quite meet Sam’s eyes. “A delicacy. A human they’ve never tasted before.”
“Are you out of your tiny little rodent-teacher brain?” Sam asked, furious. “You honestly think we’re doing that?!”
Golding made mollifying gestures. “It’s not permanent! A typical gift is you lend them the human for a few days…enough for everyone to get at least a taste. You would only give them the human permanently to seal some sort of deal for territory, or something to that effect.”
This new information did not make Sam feel any better about the subject. “If you think there’s any way in Hell we’re doing that—”
“Make me the gift,” said Mike suddenly.
“What?” said Golding and Sam, turning to the teenager in unison.
Mike straightened his thin-wired glasses. “If I’m there as a gift, no one will think it’s suspicious at all that I’m hanging around the place. All I need is a few minutes near a computer and I’ll have access to everybody’s files, including their email. So anything this guy doesn’t want to tell you, we’ll find out anyway.”
The two men exchanged worried expressions.
“Mike, these are very old vampires. I really doubt they discuss a lot of things by email.”
“Actually, they do,” said Golding. “Liddell doesn’t do most of it himself, but he does have people to operate his computers for him. And the younger vampires of course use modern technology just like everyone else.”
“You really could have kept that information to yourself,” Sam said to Golding through an angry, forced smile. “Mike, you’re not doing this. I’m not throwing a human kid into a nest of vampires. You could be killed.”
Mike looked unimpressed. “In case you guys forgot, the world’s supposed to end any minute now. If this isn’t worth taking a risk for, I don’t know what is.”
“He’s right.”
“No he’s not, and this conversation is over,” said Sam. He stomped out of the break room to ensure they’d all have to stop talking about it.
After Sam had made himself busy on the espresso bar for a little while, Khalil wandered over to the drink station in between customers. “Is this a normal event, like territory negotiation or some shit, or is something big going on? I want to know how scared I should be.”
Sam put a café mocha down on the table so hard that he broke the cup, barely suppressed a curse, and started the drink over again. “If you want out of this life, then get out, alright?”
“Like it’s that easy.”
“I didn’t say it was.”
“Just answer me this: Does it matter where I move? Or am I just equally screwed everywhere, at this point?”
Sam deemed that a reasonable question and gave it some thought.
“I’d aim for somewhere with low population density.”




Chapter 25

Cassie decided to distract herself from cryptic warnings from future offspring by unpacking, which desperately needed to be done anyway. In her old room at home, her books had practically overflowed the small space, but it was beginning to look like all her volumes would only half-fill the giant, floor-to-ceiling bookcase in the living room, if even that. As she sorted books and shelved them, Miri was stretched out on the couch, watching a reality show.
“Ooooh, this is bad, he found a raccoon in the kitchen. They find rats in these restaurant kitchens all the time, but you never see a whole raccoon family in there.”
Cassie rolled her eyes, although considering how many food-related TV shows she watched, she didn’t really have the right to look down on Miri’s choice of programming. “Are you going to stop watching that and help me over here?”
Miri crunched into a potato chip, transfixed by the screen. “No, because I know you. The moment I put a book on the shelf, you’re going to scream that it’s in the wrong place, and then you’re going to explain your whole complicated organizational system to me, and I’ll fall asleep.”
“God, you’re useless,” Cassie murmured, but let it drop, partially because she didn’t really want Miri touching her books anyway.
Teddy was trying to hand her books with his trunk. He kept dropping them, but eventually found a way to nestle them between his trunk and his mouth and place them in her lap. She appreciated the thought, but every book he handed her needed to have the cover wiped down with baby wipes to remove his drool, so he was really just making everything slower.
The front door opened and closed, and Cassie turned to see that Aeka had re-entered the house. Wearing a tent-like t-shirt, baggy sweats, and oversized socks, she looked about as messy as an ethereally beautiful angelic creature could look, which wasn’t very. She was pulling the top off of a container of cherry ices. Another container of ices poked out of her side pocket.
“Ooh, ice cream truck outside?” asked Miri, stretching.
“The truck is there.”
Cassie finished putting her old biology textbooks on the shelf and turned around to look at Aeka. “Hey, after you finish that, do you want to help me put stuff away?”
“No,” said Aeka curtly, heading upstairs with quick, soft steps that barely made a sound on the hardwood floors.
Miri snorted. “Typical.” She turned back to her show.
“That head chef is lying, they do not clean that kitchen twice a week. That stove hasn’t been cleaned since at least the Reagan administration. There is no way they’re going to fix this tapas place in twenty-four hours.”
Cassie sat back on the floor and pulled her knees up to her chest.
“Miri, I have to tell you something.”
Miri directed her eyes to Cassie but didn’t move otherwise.
Cassie sighed. “Something terrible is going to happen next Saturday, when I take the SATs.”
“Oh,” Miri said, sounding relieved. She shoved some more chips into her mouth. “Is that all? Of course it is.”
Cassie sputtered for a moment, not sure how to respond to that. “Miri! This is serious!”
“I know, but the thing is, kiddo, something terrible happens to you like twice a month, minimum. And the SATs are a really likely place for something to happen, with your luck. Eugene’s already on it: he’s called in reinforcements from out of town for next weekend.”
Cassie lay back on the floor, enjoying the scent of the wood varnish that permeated the room. Lately, she found herself lying down a lot; being close to the ground felt safe, somehow.
“So I’ve been beating myself up all morning, wondering if I should tell anybody about this when I don’t even know what’s going to happen, and it turns out everybody already knows.”
“How do you know?” Miri asked, reaching down to get the last crumbs of potato chips out of the bag. “Did that girl from the future show up again?”
Uh…let’s just go with that. “Yeah.”
Miri threw the plastic bag into the garbage can all the way across the room. “Now, Cassie, you can’t just go getting all upset every time your kid comes back in time and tells you something horrifying. Demon kids need boundaries—"
There was a loud crash, and Cassie sat up with a start. Teddy had knocked over a porcelain vase with his behind, and the valuable piece of decor was now sitting in several pieces.
Why do I even have a fancy vase like that? That must have been here before I even moved in.
Teddy made a distressed sound, and Cassie hopped up to rub between his ears. “It’s okay, Ted, it’s okay. That thing shouldn’t have been in here in the first place.”
Miri went to pat Teddy’s back, but he shied away from her; he didn’t seem to want her to touch him. Used to it, Miri shrugged and sat back down on the couch.
After Teddy was quieted, Cassie knelt in front of the broken vase, furrowing her brow. Since it had broken so cleanly, it looked fixable; a bit of superglue ought to do the trick. As she imagined how she would put the pieces back together, she idly reached out a hand and touched the cold, smooth surface of the porcelain. Out of nowhere, she felt an odd swelling sensation in her chest, then the vase quickly put itself back together.
Cassie hopped up and jumped back from the vase, startled. Teddy was frightened and hugged her knees with his trunk.
“What the….” Cassie started, looking down at her hands. Did I just do that?
“You just reversed time,” Miri said slowly, as though she wasn’t sure she believed what she was saying. “Like he does.”
Cassie shook her head. “No, that’s not possible. I can’t do that.”
She turned around and looked at Miri, who was standing at attention, as though analyzing the situation for threats.
“If it wasn’t you, then what just happened?”
Cassie looked down at her hands again, feeling like she had a fever. “I’m a witch, but that’s not the kind of magic witches do. Only demons do that.”
Miri walked closer to the vase, her small face perturbed. “Maybe your pet here—”
“No, it wasn’t him, it was me,” Cassie said quickly. “I felt something. I did something, I just don’t know what. Or how.”
“We have to tell Sam about this,” Miri said softly.
Cassie made a grunt of frustration. “What am I supposed to tell him? That I’m using demon magic now, only I don’t know how? And that something big is going to happen on Saturday, but I have no idea what? I can’t tell him anything, because I don’t know anything! I never know what’s going on until it’s too late!”
“If you don’t tell him, I will,” Miri continued, solemnly. “I have to. It’s my job.”
Cassie just shook her head, unmoved by Miri’s declaration. It wasn’t so much that she didn’t want Sam to find out, but more that she didn’t think that telling him would accomplish anything besides worry him.
When we were together, in that place, Devon[GW4] touched me. He touched my stomach. Could he have done something to me?
“Only the Devil knows,” Cassie said flatly.
Miri looked at Cassie, worried. “Uh, now the Devil’s involved? You’re going to summon the Devil?”
“No,” Cassie said, brushing the dust from her books off of her black skirt. “I’m going to do better than that. I’m going to call the Devil’s Grandma.”




Chapter 26

Sam felt a strange twinge while in the car on the way to the Liddells’ compound. He winced and put a hand on his stomach, surprised.
“Are you alright?” asked John Golding, his eyes flicking from the road to Sam in the passenger seat.
“Yeah. Probably just indigestion,” Sam muttered.
I have a bad feeling that’s not really what it is, but there’s nothing I can do about it now.
Mike was sitting in the backseat, his laptop making constant shrill pinging noises. Sam was starting to get a headache.
“Can you turn that down? What is that, anyway?”
“It’s an old Nintendo game from the ’80s. That’s why the soundtrack is kind of simplistic, because it’s old.”
“Oh,” replied Sam, then thought about it for a moment. “If it’s an old Nintendo game from the ’80s, how are you playing it on your computer?”
Mike was surprised. “You’ve never heard of emulation?”
“What’s that?”
Sam would learn to regret asking that question.
“It’s a way to play old video games on your PC. I have an emulator from practically every system released from the ’70s through 2010 on this computer, so I can pretty much play anything.”
“I see,” said Sam. He didn’t particularly care about video games, but had an odd inkling that this conversation might be significant for some reason. “Is that…is that legal?”
“Weeeeeeeelllllll,” Mike began, making a slightly pained expression. “It’s complicated.”
“So, illegal, then,” Golding said in a flat tone.
Mike resumed playing the game, talking while he typed. “Not really. Every single emulator I have on here is 100 percent legal. There are no laws against having these programs installed, at all.”
“Then why is it complicated?”
“Having the games is illegal.”
Golding and Sam exchanged glances.
“These laws must be made by demons,” Golding mused. He turned on his blinker and prepared to take their exit off the highway.
“See, that’s what I want to tell all my friends online, only I can’t tell them that,” Mike said. “It’s kind of frustrating.”
As Golding slowed down on the off-ramp, Mike seemed to perk up. “Oh, I just thought of something. You could probably make a fortune if you used magic to make a console that could play any game.”
Sam turned around to look at the teenager. “What are you talking about?”
Mike’s eyes flashed with animation as he thought about the scheme in his head, the game in front of him forgotten, temporarily. “Okay so you could take a whole bunch of old game consoles, one of each, and throw them in a cauldron together, right? Then do whatever you need to do to make the magic work, like ‘add Arrowroot for binding’ or whatever, I don’t know how that works, but it’s always something like that, you just need the right plant or rock or whatever. Then you’d have this monster super-console that could play any game ever released. If you made a bunch of those and sold them, you’d be set for life.”
“I’m not sure I understand,” Sam said as Golding turned into a dimly lit parking lot.
Mike was nodding to himself, pleased with his plan.
“Sure, the execs at the big gaming companies wouldn’t like it, but they all probably have demons on their boards of directors anyway, right? And those demons wouldn’t want to get into a fight with one of the big shots from Court. So you’d be fine. In fact, if you don’t do it, it’s like leaving money just sitting there on the table.”
Golding parked and began to get out of the car. He spoke to Sam over his shoulder.
“With all due respect, I think it’s possible that Mr. Trepkowski here would make a better overlord than you.”
“I don’t think there was ever any doubt,” Sam agreed, closing his door. He had an urge to tell Golding not to preface comments to him with niceties like ‘with all due respect,’ but bit his tongue; now wasn’t the time.
Mike had put his laptop in his red backpack, which also had a few changes of clothes and toiletries.
“You know they’re going to go through your bag, and they’ll probably take your laptop,” Golding warned.
Mike shrugged; clearly, his computer wasn’t necessary for what he planned on doing. “Doesn’t matter, as long as they give it back.”
“What if they put some kind of a virus on your computer and start spying on you?” Sam asked, quietly. He wasn’t very knowledgeable about hacking, but he was pretty sure that letting someone else have your computer was a bad idea.
“Oh, I hope they do,” Mike said with a grin. Sam was puzzled, but as they’d reached the door of the building, and Golding was already buzzing in on the PA system, he didn’t have time to inquire.
It was a beige, bland professional building; the kind one expected to be filled with offices for psychologists and insurance agents, and plenty of half-dead potted plants. Golding pressed a button and waited, looking around furtively.
“Nervous?” asked Sam.
“I didn’t exactly leave here under the best of circumstances,” Golding whispered.
Finally, someone answered Golding’s call.
“Yes, who is it?” said a smoky female voice.
“It’s John Golding. And I’ve brought…guests.”
After a few moments, a tall, dark-haired woman threw open the door. She was thin and pale, both wrists covered up to the elbow in thick gauze bandages. She was also furious.
“John, are you out of your mind? Do you know what they’re going to do if they find you here?”
“As I said, I’m not alone,” said Golding. He moved to the side so that the woman could see Sam, standing behind him. Mike gave her a little wave.
Apparently the woman recognized Sam, because she looked like she was about to be sick. She put a hand to her mouth, her already pale skin taking on a sickly hue.
Taking no notice of her reaction, Golding walked past her into the hallway. Feeling awkward, Sam followed, with Mike behind him. Golding walked past the main elevator to a smaller elevator around the corner. He pushed the button and frowned.
“Taryn, could you please unlock the service elevator? We need to get downstairs.”
The woman seemed to gather her composure, but her thin frame was still trembling. “Listen, it’s true that Julius and Ormond feed in the city, everyone tells them not to, but they do. Maybe Alyssa does too, I don’t know her. But Helena never does! Helena obeys the law!” she said, then burst into tears.
At Sam’s confused expression, Golding explained. “She thinks you’re here to punish the vampires who are breaking your rules by feeding on people without permission.”
“Oh,” Sam responded, taken aback. He felt bad that the thin woman was so distraught, but the idea that there were vampires preying on people in his city didn’t sit well with him. “Don’t worry, I’m not here for that. Not tonight, anyway.”
“Can you let us down, Tar?” Golding continued. “I promise you, we’re here to talk. No one gets hurt—unless Liddell wants it, I suppose,” he concluded dryly.
Steeling herself, and drawing herself up to her full height, Taryn walked past Sam and to the control panel. A small key attached to a chain on her wrist unlocked the elevator for them. As the door opened, Golding turned back to her.
“Thank you, Taryn. I wish I’d gotten a chance to say goodbye, before. It’s good to see you again, and looking so healthy.”
Sam had to flick an eyebrow at that.
This is her looking “healthy”? What does she normally look like?
The pale woman just shook her head. “I hate you, John,” she said quietly.
The three men got into the elevator. Golding pushed a long series of buttons, and they were on their way to the basement.
“Is there a massive subterranean lair down here?” Mike asked. He sounded excited; Sam couldn’t help but notice that when his emotions were running high, Mike started to sound a bit like Jay.
Golding made a so-so gesture. “I don’t know about ‘massive,’ but it is a big basement. Normally five vampires live here, sometimes as many as nine.”
When the doors opened, it was like peering into darkness. Only the faintest blue light, coming from special bulbs on the ceiling, illuminated the hallway.
“Why’s it so dark in here?” Mike asked, whispering. There was no real reason to whisper, but the darkness seemed to invite it.
Golding stepped out of the elevator and began walking at a good clip; the other two followed him, their eyes adjusting to the light. Sam dropped his disguise spell, because having a layer of dark color superimposed over his eyes was making it even harder to see.
“Alphonse Liddell has the worst case of sun sickness I’ve ever heard of; even artificial light bothers him. So they keep it as dark as possible,” Golding said, keeping his voice low.
“Is he even older than Eugene?” asked Mike.
Sam was unnerved; the very idea of someone being older than Eugene was disconcerting.
“I don’t know, and certainly don’t ask him,” said Golding, brusquely. “It’s very impolite to ask a vampire about that.”
They passed through a living room, full of antique furniture. It was hard to see much of anything in the dim blue light, but the old furniture made strange, pointy shapes that seemed to echo a different time. The only nod to modernity was a giant big-screen TV along one wall. One figure—it was impossible to tell male or female in the dark—was sitting in an oversized easy chair near the screen. At the sight of them, the vampire made a shocked noise and ran out of the room, almost a blur.
“Well, now Liddell knows we’re here,” Golding mused.
“How could he tell who we—” Sam started, then put a hand in front of his face. The light from his undisguised eyes made the skin of his palm glow a faint pink. “Oh. Right.”
They passed through a narrow hallway with doors on both sides; Sam guessed that the doors led to bedrooms. At the end of the hall was a stately door, with an old-fashioned knocker.
“This is the Throne Room, for lack of a better word,” Golding whispered. “They don’t call it that, but that’s what it is.”
Golding picked up the brass knocker and knocked three times, hard. A tall, sour-faced vampire in a suit opened the door, glaring at Golding like he was a bug that needed squashing.
“John,” he said. Somehow he made the common name sound like a curse. “To think that you would come back.”
“Evening, Julius,” Golding said, respectfully. “Is Mr. Liddell in this evening?”
Julius looked past Golding to Sam, and knitted his brows. Sam wondered if he was trying to figure out if he could get away with ripping Golding’s head off in Sam’s presence.
“Now, please, Julius? As you can imagine, the Master doesn’t have time to waste here.”
Oh yes, the Master has so many important things to do. Mainly ordering more pizza for a ravenously hungry fairy.
With a grimace, Julius fully opened the door and swept his arm forward, beckoning them into the room. Like the living room, Liddell’s room was filled with a mix of furniture of indeterminate vintage, but it seemed like a safe bet that everything was at least 150 years old. At the back of the room was a raised floor, a stage-like area, and positioned on the stage was a large hard-backed chair. Sitting in the chair was the small figure of an old man, with a long gray beard. His bald spot glowed in the blue light, but he nevertheless had long hair; a white ponytail rested on one shoulder. He was wearing a dated outfit, with breeches and a cravat, yet still somehow gave the impression of being current. Whereas Eugene tried to downplay his presence with shabby clothing and a humble façade, Liddell looked every inch the old, powerful vampire.
His deep-set, piercing blue eyes took in Sam for a moment, and despite the fact that Sam knew he outranked the vampire ten times over, it was intimidating.
“Welcome to my home, Master of our fine city,” Liddell began in a gravelly voice. It sounded like every syllable hurt his aged throat to utter. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you, although I do wish you had called first. Then we could have arranged a more…proper…reception.”
Sam’s first instinct was to apologize, but he caught himself in time.
“Are you saying I’m not welcome to go wherever I want in my own city? Whenever I choose?” he said. He hoped he sounded confident without crossing the line into total pomposity.
Liddell held up a hand, consoling.
“Of course not. I merely wish I had advance notice so that I could have accommodated you in the style to which your standing merits, that is all.”
Golding met Sam’s eyes with an approving expression that seemed to say, that was good, keep going like that. Julius came to stand beside his master, still glaring at Golding like he wanted to skin him alive. Sam wondered what had gone on between the two of them between these very walls.
“I’ve no interest in formalities. I need information, and I’ve been told that you—”
Golding cleared his throat.
“Master, please forgive the interruption, but would you not prefer to present the gift before getting down to business?”
“Oh yes, the gift,” Sam said blankly, a little shaken that Golding had interrupted him. It must have been really important to present the gift first.
Sam put a hand on Mike’s shoulder and pushed him forward.
“As a gesture of…friendship, I offer this human from my entourage. He is very young, and his blood has yet to be tasted,” he said, using the phrase Golding had instructed him to say, though the words tasted bitter and gross in his mouth. Sam could tell from the stiffness of Mike’s back that the boy was uncomfortable, but that was hardly a surprise.
Liddell spread his hands out slowly, a small smile playing upon his thin, cracked lips. “As a mere servant, I could not possibly accept such a magnanimous gift. To honor your intentions though, I will entertain the boy for three days, no more, but then I must return him to you.”
As much as the pageantry annoyed Sam, he was relieved to hear Liddell honor his part of the script. “Very well then. I’ll have someone pick him up in three days.”
Liddell put a hand on his hollow cheek and leaned his head sideways slightly, considering. “You bring me a child that smells of plastics,” Liddell said dryly, then narrowed his eyes. “And yet…may I take a closer look at him?”
Sam flicked his eyes to Golding, who gave the subtlest of nods.
“Of course.”
With effort, Liddell rose from his chair. His posture was such that he was practically bent over even while standing. Using an elegant ivory cane, he stepped off the raised platform and walked up to Mike. Mike took an involuntary step back, but then caught himself and ceased moving. The aged vampire walked close to the boy, so he was only inches from his collar, and breathed deeply through his nose.
“Plastics and peanut butter and sugar…but, beneath that…” he put a gentle, mottled hand on Mike’s face; the boy’s effort not to recoil was visible, even from the back. “Beneath that…parchment? Dried in the sun, for hours. Fingers, stained with ink, so stained the nails are always black…”
Sam looked again to Golding, who shrugged; he had no idea what Liddell was talking about.
Suddenly Liddell laughed, and the sound was like giant pieces of sandpaper rubbing together. Mike did recoil then, but Liddell had already removed his hand and began stepping away.
“You don’t know what it is you offer,” he said, smiling. “Boy, what is your surname?”
“Trepkowski.” Despite his obvious discomfort, Mike kept his voice strong and even.
Liddell shrugged slightly, like that was the wrong answer.
“What about your mother? Her maiden name.”
“Cohen,” said Mike, after a pause. Liddell nodded slightly.
“And your grandmother, her family name?”
Mike had to think about that for a moment.
“Uh…Rosentheil, I think.”
Liddell frowned at that, then shook his head. “Oh well, it matters not. The names may not be right, but this is a descendent of the scribes of Old Israel—not just a Levite, but a Kohanim, the priest class. Descended through the patrilineal line, as tradition dictates, but also the product of generations of Bat Kohen, daughters of priests: a thoroughbred. Quite hard to find these days, after that nasty business in Europe a few years ago,” he said, laughing again. With renewed vigor, he climbed back into his chair, then looked at Sam with an amused expression.
“Given your exceptional generosity…perhaps inadvertent generosity, but no matter—I am truly in your debt. Anything you ask, if it’s within my power, I shall provide.”
Sam hadn’t been prepared for Liddell’s reaction to Mike. If the kid was some kind of special commodity to vampires, then leaving him at the Liddell compound for days was even more dangerous than he’d anticipated. But it was too late to do anything about it now.
“I need to know about Arcane Phantasms,” Sam said bluntly, too irritated at this point to feign politeness. “How they’re summoned, how to stop them.”
Liddell’s eyebrows raised at that. “Interesting. It’s been many years since I’ve spoken of them. Is some damned fool trying to summon them again?”
“I’m asking the questions,” Sam said sharply.
Liddell put up his palm again, his default gesture of appeasement. “Of course, forgive me. I was merely curious.” He settled himself in his chair, getting into a more comfortable position, and continued. “I cannot tell you how to stop them; there is no way. However, to summon the magic beasts of yore, you need blood from a member of every race, to undo the pact that was created to prevent them ever coming into the world again. But more than that, you need an object.”
“What is it?” asked Golding breathlessly, then paled, realizing he shouldn’t have said anything. He was supposed to let Sam do all the talking unless spoken to.
If Liddell noticed or cared about Golding’s impudence, he gave no sign. “A tablet, iron. The actual object upon which the pact was sealed. If you put a drop of blood from every race on the tablet, you can summon the Phantasms. Furthermore, if you destroyed it, they could never be summoned again.”
At Sam’s surprised reaction, Liddell quickly corrected himself. “That is to say, they could not be summoned again with that particular spell. The would-be Sorcerer would have to start the process from scratch, and perhaps that knowledge has been lost? You’ll forgive my ignorance on this point; even with all my reading, there are limits to what I understand of magic. I can only conceive of it academically, not practically.”
“I see,” said Sam, finally starting to feel that, perhaps, coming to speak to Liddell had not been an absolutely terrible idea. “So destroying the tablet might not make it technically impossible to summon giant monsters, but it would make it so much more difficult that it may as well be impossible. Hmm.”
He stood for a moment in thought. One nice thing about ostensibly being in charge was that he knew no one was going to rush him to speak. After a moment, he sighed.
“I don’t suppose you can tell me where this tablet is?”
“I wish I could,” said Liddell, his tone conveying genuine regret. “For hundreds of years, it lay at the bottom of the Dead Sea; that much, I know for sure. But it is no longer there, and I do not know where it has been taken.”
“Right,” Sam sighed. “It would be entirely too convenient for me to be able to just find the damned thing and smash it to pieces.”
Liddell blinked slowly. “Smashing it to pieces would not work; it could always be put back together again, after all. No, to destroy it, you’d have to curse it out of existence. Nothing less would suffice.”
Golding leaned over and whispered in Sam’s ear.
“If separating it into pieces doesn’t destroy it, then we have to consider the possibility that it’s hidden in several pieces. Parts of it could be hidden all over the globe, for all we know.”
Sam barely suppressed a groan at that. For one brief moment, it had seemed like a solution was in sight; now they were practically back right where they’d started.
He made a conscious effort not to take out his aggravation on Liddell. No matter what issues he might have with the vampire (and there were quite a few), the missing tablet probably wasn’t his fault.
“I appreciate the information you’ve provided on this matter. If you find out anything that may hint to the whereabouts of the tablet, please contact me as soon as possible. Or rather,” he said, taking a quick glance at the man next to him, “contact John. He will serve as a liaison.”
Sam pulled Mike close, and bent down a little bit so he could look him in the eye. “Have a good couple of days, okay? See you Tuesday.”
He couldn’t warn Mike to be safe without being rude in front of Liddell, so he composed his message mentally. In the past, he’d only been able to communicate mentally with his familiars, but Mike was part of his entourage; he was pretty confident he could make it work.
Listen, regardless of everything else, I need you to take care of yourself first. If you need to make a run for it, then run, and screw hacking their computers or whatever. Contact one of the Buckleys, they’ll be listening for your thoughts. Okay?
Mike’s eyes widened in surprise, then he nodded almost imperceptibly. Sam was prepared to make his leave, only to be stopped by the sound of Liddell’s hacking laughter. Sam turned to the wizened man on the throne, perplexed.
Liddell recovered from his laughter and delicately gestured in the air with his fingers. “I could just let you leave right now, as I have answered your questions. However, in light of your exquisite gift, I feel duty-bound to answer even the questions you didn’t know enough to ask.”
“Excuse me?”
Liddell leaned forward in his chair, supporting himself on his cane. “What I have told you is not the only way to summon the Phantasms. There is also the Rod of Moses.”
“Moses?” Mike exclaimed, surprised. Liddell gave him an indulgent smile.
“Yes, your kinsman. Although you are descended from Aaron, his brother, and not the Prophet himself. Close enough though, for horseshoes and hand grenades,” he said, then laughed his painful chuckle again. “More importantly, just as Moses was by far the greatest of the Prophets, the Rod is the greatest of all magical artifacts. It can act in the place of, or overrule, any other spelled item. It can unravel every protection, dispel every curse.”
“Oh no,” Sam murmured, following the train of Liddell’s logic.
Liddell nodded gravely.
“So if you had the Rod of Moses, you would not need the tablet, or even the covenant of blood; you could summon the Phantasms at any time. And unlike the tablet, I know exactly where it is.”
“Buried deep inside an underwater volcano?” Sam asked with bitter irony. Liddell smiled for a moment and shook his head.
“If only. But no: The Eastern Court has it. They’ve had it for centuries. And they can use it whenever they want[GW5].”




Chapter 27

“Hello, you’ve reached Helen Andrews. Leave your number and a message and I might call you back, but whether or not I elect to do so depends on any number of factors, which I do not have the time or the inclination to explain in this pre-recorded message. Here is the requisite beep.” *beep*
Not seeing any point in leaving a third message on Helen’s voicemail, Cassie hung up the phone. She passed her phone from hand to hand, wondering what to do. If Helen wasn’t answering her phone, for whatever reason, there was another way to get in touch with her…but could she do it?
Miri came out of the kitchen, cradling a giant bowl of caramel popcorn to her chest. She was wearing her pink and black kitten pajamas, the ones Cassie had always been jealous of. Her own pajama pants had pictures of cartoon sharks on them; she had no memory of how she’d ended up with pajama pants featuring sharks, but they were soft and comfy, and she didn’t really care what they looked like.
Adding to the coziness, she was also wearing fuzzy rainbow socks, which were resting on top of Teddy’s back. The elephant seemed to really enjoy being used as a footstool, especially when Cassie wore thick socks and massaged his back with her heels.
Miri placed the bowl of popcorn on the glass table, then went back into the kitchen, quickly returning with Cassie’s hot cocoa. Cassie breathed in the scent of the liquid chocolate and smiled; okay, her life was confusing lately, but it did have perks. After all, not everyone could sip hot chocolate on their brand-new, fine leather couch, all while playing with their pet elephant.
“I’m guessing she’s still not picking up.”
“No,” said Cassie, blowing on her hot cocoa. “She could just be out, or busy. It is Saturday night.”
Miri crunched on her caramel corn, wearing her typical ‘hell yeah!’ expression that she always had on her face when she ate sugar. “But you’re in a hurry.”
“Yeah,” said Cassie, cradling the mug in her hands. There was something intensely comforting about feeling the warmth of the heated ceramic on the tender skin of her palms. “I’m wondering if I could contact her mind-to-mind, witch-to-witch. We’ve done it before, but the last time, she initiated it. I’m not sure if I can do it from my end.”
Miri shuffled her feet, taking them in and out of her cute bunny slippers. “Seems like it’s worth a try. If it doesn’t work, you haven’t lost anything.”
“Yeah,” Cassie said. She took a sip of her drink, and enjoying the feeling of the warmth in her throat, nearly drained the cup. “But I have to wait until I’m almost asleep. We have to meet in a dream.”
“You tired?” Miri asked. “It’s almost eleven.”
“I dunno,” said Cassie. “It’s like, my body feels tired but my brain doesn’t feel tired, you know?”
“C’mon girls, it’s a sleepover! Let’s stay up all night and tell ghost stories!” said Sammael, suddenly next to Cassie on the couch. He kicked his feet excitedly, like a small child.
Cassie jumped up, dropping her mug. It didn’t shatter on the floor, but simply made a loud thunk.
“What are YOU doing here? I didn’t summon you!”
As she was talking, she took in the demon’s appearance. He was indeed dressed for a slumber party, wearing blue and white fuzzy pajamas. Pajamas with feet, like toddlers wore. On top of his head was a conical night cap, complete with a crescent moon decoration hanging off the end of a ribbon at the top. Under other circumstances, she might have laughed at the sight of him in that outfit, but she was too shocked by his sudden appearance to have any sense of humor at the moment.
Miri had frozen on the couch, a hand full of popcorn half-raised to her mouth. At first Cassie thought that Sammael had done something to her, but small tremors in the thin vampire’s hand revealed that she was just waiting, watching.
Sammael stretched out and yawned; Cassie tried very hard not to look at his crotch, which wasn’t very well disguised by his pajama pants. When he was finished stretching, he leaned back on the couch, looking as content as a purring housecat.
“You think I need the likes of you to summon me in order to get anywhere? Pfft, nonsense!” He began picking the inside of his ear with his little finger. “Although, to tell you the truth, traveling to this realm without being summoned is stupid expensive and I hate having to do it, but you’ve made it necessary, my foolish, foolish witch.”
Cassie’s stomach lurched. Of course. Whatever she’d done to the vase this afternoon, he would have felt it. Technically, she was his familiar too; it was strange how easy it was to forget that, whenever he wasn’t around.
In a quick moment, Sammael grabbed the bowl of popcorn from Miri and began shoveling handfuls of it into his mouth. “Of course you would have to be…gnn, munch…the first witch in the history of the world…nom nom nom…to use true black magic. Did you think I wouldn’t notice that?” He licked his fingers. “You pulled magic out of my son, who is probably too dumb to even realize that you did it. But if you can do it to him, that means you can do it to me. And I can’t have that,” he said, putting the popcorn on the table. “I’m taking you home with me.”
In a flash, Miri was on him, trying to twist his head off.
“You’re not taking her any—”
She didn’t have time to finish, since Sammael effortlessly picked her up and threw her into the wall. She hit the bookshelves with the center of her back, hard, knocking several of the empty ones down. The impact would have likely shattered a normal human’s spine, but Miri just looked furious. She crouched on the floor, ready to attack him again. Her fangs, so rarely visible, seemed to be elongating in her open mouth.
“Miri, don’t!” Cassie yelled, afraid for her friend.
“Listen to the child, living dead girl. Don’t you know by now that you’re punching above your weight?” said Sammael. He made a disappointed clicking sound with his tongue, then stood up. “Don’t worry, I can see what a dedicated bodyguard you are. I’ll vouch for you if anyone asks. Five stars out of five, complete lack of any sense of self-preservation, a credit to her profession.”
Cassie turned her head and saw that Aeka had come out of the kitchen. She was holding a plate with a big slice of chocolate cake. She looked utterly unmoved by Sammael’s presence.
“They’re coming soon,” she said softly, addressing the demon. “No one will be able to stop them, not even you.”
With that, she took her cake and headed upstairs. Sammael’s eyes followed her retreating back, then flicked back and forth from Cassie to Miri until the latter disappeared into her room.
“Is it just me, or is she a tiny bit on the creepy side? Geez.”
He stood up, grabbed Cassie around the waist and pulled her close, which made her blurt out a little yip noise in surprise. Sammael grinned and patted her on the head.
“Oh, you’re just so cute and squishy! It’s been what, six months since you contracted with me, and I’ve held back all this time? Frankly, I deserve a medal.”
He stumbled slightly; Teddy was headbutting him in the back of his thighs. Sammael made a slightly pained expression.
“Normally, witches have cats. I’ve seen exceptions, but nine times out of ten, it’s a cat. You just had to be special,” he muttered.
“Don’t hurt him!” Cassie pleaded, suddenly terrified. “You can take me, but leave Teddy alone!”
He looked at her for a moment, like he couldn’t quite believe just how amusing she was. “Oh honey, I would take you either way, but I’m not going to hurt your little baby-animal familiar. What do you think I am, a monster?”
He kissed Cassie’s forehead, and in the next instant, both of them[GW6] were gone.




Chapter 28

Usually, when Khalil was stuck closing up shop at The Daily Grind, he tried to fly through it as fast as possible so he could get out of there. Now that he planned to quit, he found himself lingering over simple tasks. Even something as menial as wiping down the blenders seemed to take on new significance when he knew he wouldn’t be doing it too many more times.
It was for that reason that he was still at the shop around 11:30 p.m. on Saturday night, when Sam and John Golding came in. They were bickering about something, but Sam froze when he saw Khalil.
“What are you doing here?”
“I work here. For now.”
“But you opened with me this morning. You did a full close-open today?”
Khalil looked down at the shiny countertop he was wiping and shrugged. “Since I’m leaving, seemed like the least I could do for Dwight was give him a few more weekend days free. I took his shift so he could go to band practice.”
“Oh….” Sam said. It seemed like he wanted to say more, but wasn’t sure what.
“We have a problem,” Golding said, adjusting his glasses. “Cassie’s been kidnapped…again.”
“‘Kidnapped’ doesn’t quite cover it,” Sam said, collapsing into a nearby chair. “But leave Khalil out of it. He’s leaving, this isn’t his problem.”
Khalil threw the rag he was using down on the floor, irritated. “You don’t think I care that she’s in trouble? She’s my friend too.”
Sam put his face in his hands. When he looked up, he looked calm, but tired. “I’m only trying to help you. It would be nice if you would let me.”
Before Khalil could respond, Miri ran into the shop, in tears. It upset him seeing her so distraught, and he was surprised that she still had that effect on him.
“I’m so sorry!” she said, collapsing to the floor in front of where Sam was sitting. “There was nothing I could do to stop him.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Golding, standing and pacing nearby. “You’re a young vampire. Your job is to protect Cassie from dangerous humans, other vamps. No one expects you to fight off a Lord of Hell single-handedly.”
“Still,” said Miri, her lip trembling. She wiped her eyes, then reached into the pocket of her leather jacket. “He left this note for you; I found it on the couch after they disappeared.”
Sam grabbed the piece of notepaper from her hand, stone-faced; when he had read it, he looked a little relieved.
Khalil approached awkwardly. “Can I see it?”
Sam had either decided to stop trying to “help” him, or was too emotionally drained to even care anymore. “Here. My father thinks he’s funny.”
Khalil looked at the paper. The message was brief:
Hi! Looks like your naughty little witch has been peeing all over the carpet again, so I’m taking her to obedience school. I’ll give her back when she’s properly trained in the use of magic. I think YOU were supposed to do that, but we all know that was never going to happen, right? Because you’re just incompetent. Don’t worry, Mommy and Daddy still love you, even though you’re a failure and no one else likes you.
“What does he mean, ‘peeing all over the carpet’?” Khalil wondered aloud.
“He is comparing Cassie to a puppy. That is the joke,” said Sam in a flat tone.
Khalil sat down at the table across from Sam.
“No, duh. I mean, what did she do that made him do this now? He could have grabbed her anytime he wanted to, right?”
Sam flinched at that.
“He’s right,” said Golding. “She must have done something….”
Miri wiped her nose. “I know what it is,” she said. Regaining her composure, she stood back up, wiping the dust from her short skirt. “Today, Teddy broke a vase, and Cassie fixed it—with magic.”
“Since when can she do that?” Sam said, looking annoyed. “When we’ve practiced magic together, she hasn’t been able to do much of anything.”
“She didn’t just fix it though. She reversed time, so it put itself back together. Like you do.”
It took a while for Sam to grasp the full meaning of what she was saying. He looked up at the ceiling, at a loss.
“How is that possible?”
“Why is that so weird?” Khalil asked. He sat forward and leaned his forearms on the table. “So she can do some of the same magic you can do. So what?”
“You don’t understand, Mr. Latif,” said Golding, still pacing. “When a demon takes a familiar, they can tap into their familiar’s magic. But it’s a one-way street; the familiar, or the witch as in this case, can’t pull her master’s magic through the bond the other way. But in order to do what Cassie did, she must have done that.”
Sam groaned. “I think I felt it when she did it, too,” he said quietly. “I convinced myself it was my stomach acting up.”
Khalil chuckled, unable to help himself. Sam and Golding both glared at him.
“Sorry, but it is funny. Little Cassie’s going all ‘Equal Rights for Witches!’ on them, all by herself, and the demon bros are not happy about it.”
“I’m sure they aren’t,” Golding said, finally sitting down at the table. “But it’s not only that. If she can do this, that means the rules don’t apply to her. It’s impossible to predict what she can do, making her very dangerous. To herself as well as others.”
“So you think my father was right to drag her down into Realm?” Sam asked. His face was blank, but Khalil had a feeling that Golding could be in serious trouble, depending how he answered.
Golding seemed to realize it too, because he paused for a moment before he answered. “It’s not my place to judge your father. I’m saying that his concern is understandable, whether or not his reaction to it was justifiable.”
Sam stood up. “I’m going after her.”
“Don’t be stupid!” Miri yelled. “Azrael has all of Realm booby-trapped for you, you know that! If you pop in there, you’ll just end up chained down in his basement!”
“So what do I do? Stay here and do nothing?”
“It’s what the rest of us usually have to do. Get used to it,” Khalil said.
He didn’t know why he said it; he wasn’t especially angry at Sam, and didn’t want to provoke him. But once the words were out of his mouth, there was no taking them back.
“What is your problem!?” Sam yelled, standing up so fast his chair fell over. “You want to leave, I’m letting you leave, so get on with it!”
“Oh, you’re letting me leave? How generous of you, oh High Lord of Time, Space and Dishwashing. Would you like me to bow for you?” Khalil made an exaggerated little bowing gesture.
“Stop it, both of you,” Miri said, looking from one to the other.
“Yes, we have more than enough problems without—” Golding began.
But Sam was too incensed to stop. “I didn’t ask for any of this!” Sam yelled, truly furious now. “I didn’t ask to be put in charge of this, to be born this way, any of it. You act like I did this on purpose!”
Khalil stood up too, slamming his hands on the table. “What about me? What did I ask for, the day I signed up to work at a random cafe, just for the hell of it, and I ended up in the middle of Demon Monopoly? Where humans are just little plastic tokens?”
Sam didn’t seem to have a response to that, so Khalil continued.
“You’re just mad because your dad is doing to you what you do to everybody else.”
“What, steal their witches?” Sam snapped back.
“No, you make people feel useless. You feel useless right now, because you can’t help Cassie, even though that’s the only thing you want to do. Well that’s how most of us feel, all the
damn time. Did you ever think of that? No, because that would require taking a break from the pity party for yourself you have going on in your head, 24/7.”
Sam’s expression went from heated to total blankness.
“I’m…going to be honest with you. I’m going to leave right now, because if I have to look at you any longer, I’m going to kill you.”
When the door had closed behind Sam, Miri fixed Khalil with an inscrutable look.
“What are you doing?”
Khalil began making his way back to the counter; he still had a few pre-close chores to do.
“Speaking truth to power; I’m a rebel.”
“I’m going home too,” said Golding. “I have work to do, and er…it seems you two have things to discuss.”
“No, we don’t,” said Khalil, pulling the last few treats out of the pastry case. He heard the click as the door closed behind Golding. When he looked up, Miri was staring at him from across the counter.
“Seriously, what are you doing? Are you trying to leave, or are you trying to get yourself killed?”
“I don’t see how it’s your business either way.”
Khalil heard an odd sound, high-pitched sound. When he looked up, tears were streaming down Miri’s face. Khalil was so surprised, he actually dropped a stale croissant.
“Mir?”
“This is my fault. I did this to you,” she said, her voice breaking. “I betrayed you, and now you don’t care about anything.” She hugged herself tightly and looked down, still crying.
Khalil was confused. In the months that he and Miri had been together, she’d told him all about what life in Quentin Rhodes’ entourage had been like; so many horrible things, things he still struggled not to think about when he lied in bed at night. But she had never cried, even when recalling things that made his skin crawl. If anything, she tended to make a joke out of everything. So seeing her cry was just odd, like his Miri was broken and he needed to find a replacement part so that she would work properly again.
He put down the other pastries and put his hands at his waist, feeling like he needed to respond, somehow.
“Look, uh, regardless of what happened with us, I…I’d done a pretty good job screwing up my life before I even met you. A really good job. So that’s not on you.”
He scratched the back of his neck. “Although, I guess you didn’t help.”
She started crying more intensely, and Khalil was at a loss. Part of him wanted to zip around the counter and hug her, part of him was still mad at her and took some sick kind of satisfaction in seeing her so upset. So he just stood there for a few moments, while she calmed herself down.
“I have to close the store, Miri. We both have to go.”
She ran her fingers through her brassy red hair, shaking her head. Her mascara had run, leaving two dark streaks running down her cheeks.
“Before you do, before I go, let me just say this. I’ve practiced it in my head a million times and I’m probably still going to say it wrong, but if I don’t do it now, I’ll never do it. Please.”
“Alright,” said Khalil softly. He didn’t think he had it in him to forgive her, but he would hear her out; it wasn’t too much to ask.
She took a deep breath and then began.
“Nyesha wasn’t the only one who got sick in New York. I was sick too, but I didn’t realize it for a while. All that sadistic stuff Quentin used to do, that stuff I told you about, that became normal for me; I forgot what decent people acted like. And I think I became kind of sick and broken myself, just to survive that. It’s only now, that I’ve been away from it for a while, that I see how messed up everything I was doing was.
“I’m not saying that makes what I did okay, or that you should forgive me. I knew it was wrong, just kind of lying by omission like that, so I could have both of you. I knew what I was doing. But I was still broken, and the only thing that made me a little less broken, was you.”
She was silent for a moment. Khalil didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but he was still surprised.
“Uh…wow. It seems obvious when you put it like that, but I guess I never thought about it before. Quentin messing with your head, I mean.”
She nodded gently, collecting her thoughts for the next thing she wanted to say.
“I love Sam,” she said.
Khalil exhaled sharply and narrowed his eyes. “Man, you couldn’t just quit while you were ahead?”
She ignored him. “I love him, but it’s not the kind of love that humans have, you know? Well, you wouldn’t know, I guess. He owns me, but it’s okay because I want to be owned. But I own him too, in a way. We’re part of a larger system, like this beautiful, complicated machine that makes…I don’t know what it makes,” she said, smiling weakly. “But you, I don’t own. I wanted to own you, but it’s still not quite the same. Mostly I just wanted to spend time with you, because you’re funny, because I was so happy when we were together. It’s not magic, it’s not some metaphysical thing, it’s just, I loved being with you. And even if you hate me now, and I can’t blame you, because I’m selfish and a liar, I’ll always love you, because you’re the one who made me realize I still had that kind of feeling inside me. That I could just love someone for no reason.”
She wiped the mascara off of her face with her fingers, and looked down. “I need to see Eugene. I don’t know what we’re going to do about Cassie, if there’s anything we can do, but Eugene will know something. Anyway, thank you for listening to me. I’m sorry for everything,” she said softly, and turned to walk out.
Khalil just stood at the counter silently for a few minutes after she left, thinking. Eventually, he threw the rag he’d been using to wipe down the counter, hard, knocking over a couple of containers of sugar and cinnamon. Groaning softly, he went to clean up the new mess he’d just made.




Chapter 29

Somehow, while en route to Realm, Sammael ditched his pajamas, because he was wearing his usual black three-piece suit by the time they arrived. When he released Cassie she stumbled, dizzy. He caught her again so she wouldn’t fall.
“There, there. You’ll get used to it eventually.”
Cassie looked around. They were on a brick pathway, surrounded by waist-high hedges. The path led to a huge mansion, bone-white and tiered like a giant wedding cake. It was sunset, but the colors were wrong; a bluish sun touched the horizon, surrounded by a hazy green sky. As she got her bearings, Sammael walked toward the house, taking a key out of his back pocket.
“You lock your house?” Cassie asked incredulously.
“Doesn’t everybody?”
She tried to shake the dizziness out of her head; that wasn’t what mattered right now.
“Listen, you have to take me back. I have to take the SATs soon.”
Sammael opened the door and frowned at her over his shoulder.
“You just got dragged into Hell, and you’re still worried about college admissions? How very on-brand of you.” He stepped into the house.
“No, you don’t understand!” Cassie said, scampering after him. “If I don’t take that test, the world is going to end!”
He turned around and walked backwards, fixing her with an incredulous expression.
“Wow, the Testing Industrial Complex has certainly got its hooks into you, hasn’t it?”
“Please, listen to me, I have to—” Cassie began, then stopped. To explain to Sammael why she had to be on hand to take the SATs, she would have to tell him about seeing her future children. But she knew from experience that he didn’t handle information about time travel well, and her gut was telling her it wasn’t safe. If he knew the extent to which the timeline was being played with, by her family no less, there was no telling what he would do.
Sammael carelessly threw his keys on an ornate side table, the gesture seeming oddly human; perhaps that was the whole point. “Hiding something from me, eh? It’s fine, you’ll tell me when the time comes. If I root around in your confused head trying to find it, I bet I’ll end up humming songs from boy bands for days.”
“I do not listen to boy bands!” she snapped, then noticed where she was. When she had followed him into the house, she’d been too caught up in her own thoughts to notice the room. Now that she could spare a moment to look, she was slightly awed. Everything was huge, and marble; two glistening staircases led to a balcony on the second level, high above the ground floor. Above the balcony, a giant woven tapestry told tales of armored knights and unicorns; the fabric looked hundreds of years old, yet somehow perfectly clean. Only jet-black obsidian end tables and benches marred the white perfection of the hall.
Seeing her gape, Sammael walked up next to her, smiling.
“Admit it; I’m one hell of an interior decorator.”
“It’s beautiful,” Cassie acknowledged.
Sammael looked around at his handiwork, then his smile faltered.
“Can you believe my wife doesn’t like it at all? Helen says it looks ‘sanctimonious.’ How could a room be sanctimonious? That doesn’t make any sense,” Sammael muttered, seemingly more to himself than to her. “Anyway, that’s not important now. I need to get you settled.”
He clapped his hands. “Sylvia! Lisette! Get in here.”
From a side door Cassie hadn’t noticed, two women rushed into the entranceway. One was a pale, thin slip of a girl wearing a high-waisted dress, like she had just stepped out of a Jane Austen novel; the other was a squat elderly lady, dressed elegantly as though for Sunday services. The older woman even had a shiny black hat with a sheet of delicate white lace attached.
The younger one performed a curtsy; with her grace, she looked like she could be a ballerina. “Welcome home, Milord.”
Sammael gently, playfully patted her on the head.
“Oh please, Liz, I haven’t been gone ten minutes. Anyway, this is Cassie, a new witch of mine; you two will attend to her while she is our guest.”
“Yes, Milord,” both women said in unison.
Each woman took one of her arms, and Cassie struggled to be free; unfortunately, both women had a grip like an iron vise. They began to lead her toward one of the staircases.
“What are you going to do with me?” she asked, trying to get a look at him over her shoulder.
“Why, train you of course,” he called after her. “You can’t be running around half-trained when you can use black magic, sweetheart. Have a good night, we have a busy day ahead of us tomorrow.”
She was going to respond, but the one called Lisette yanked her arm so hard that it hurt.
“Ow!”
“I’m sure Milord is quite tired from his trip; do not bother him with your babble,” she said in a tone of naked contempt.
“Does he even get tired?” Cassie wondered aloud. She had stopped fighting and let the two women lead her up the grand staircase.
The older woman laughed, a friendly sound. “Everyone gets tired, child. Even Lords of Hell. Now it is time for you both to rest.”
After walking for a while on the second floor, as grandly adorned as the first, Cassie decided that they must be leading her to some kind of guest bedroom. She was surprised when Sylvia suddenly stopped. The older woman released her arm and stood in front of her, looking at her quizzically. Lisette kept tight hold of her other arm, as though she was really concerned Cassie would try to escape.
“Whatever is that smell?” said Sylvia, wrinkling her nose.
“She smells like a barn,” Lisette said with exaggerated disdain.
Cassie was confused for a moment, then realized what they were smelling. “Oh, that’s Teddy. He’s a baby elephant. I guess you can still smell him on my clothes.”
Sylvia raised an eyebrow, then made eye contact with Lisette. “To the bath with her, then.”
The two women began dragging her in a different direction.
“Can you let go of my arms?” Cassie asked. “It’s not like I’m going to run away. Where am I going to go anyway, outside into Hell?”
Sylvia let go of her. “As long as you behave, child,” she said gravely.
But Lisette held fast. “Milord says she’s a tricky one. That you can’t let this one out of your sight for even a moment!”
Sylvia was unmoved. “Let her go. She’s not stupid, she won’t do anything foolish.”
Lisette released her, but not without giving her a final push forward, and Cassie nearly fell over. She gave the thin woman a confused look.
Holy crap, she hates me. What did I ever do to her? I just met her.
They led her down another hallway to a bathroom, which was smaller and less finely adorned than Cassie would have guessed. An old-fashioned, claw-footed tub took up one corner, next to a mirrored wall; at the other end of the room was a simple white sink and a vanity, and another table housed bottles of soups and oils. While Lisette watched her like a hawk, Sylvia knelt down by the tub and turned on the faucet. The room filled with steam as the hot water accumulated.
Lisette poked her in the shoulder, almost hard enough to bruise.
“Take off your filthy rags,” she commanded.
As Cassie took off her pajamas, she felt a sense of déjà vu and remembered the last time she had been forcibly bathed: by Aeka, at Bennet Marcus’ house.
If I had a dime for every time I was forced to take a bath at a demon’s house…well, I’d have only twenty cents, but still. It’s like a pattern now.
“What are you going to do with my clothes?”
“Burn them.”
“No!” Cassie hugged her pajamas to her chest. “Not the pants. I like my shark pants.”
“Will you stop acting like a spoiled child, Lisette?” said Sylvia, taking a lace glove off her hand and dipping her fingers in the tub so she could test the water temperature. “It’s very unbecoming.”
The wispy girl reddened, and her mouth tightened into a tiny little bow. Cassie almost laughed at her obvious fury.
“You watch your tone! You know full well I’m older than you, you spiteful chit!”
Sylvia looked up, clearly unimpressed. “Yes, and so much maturity to show for it.”
Sylvia beckoned for Cassie to come over to the tub, which Cassie did.
“You’ll have to forgive Liz, my child. She’s just jealous because she’s been in love with Milord for centuries, and can’t abide another woman getting any attention from him.”
Naked, Cassie stepped into the tub, which was the perfect temperature; behind her, she could hear Lisette further losing her composure.
“It is not that! I simply bristle at being asked to wait on a mistress while the Lady of the house is away! The sheer gall of that man.”
Cassie sat down in the tub, feeling the warm water caress her skin. Despite where she was, her general affinity toward water still applied, and just the feeling of being submerged was calming. Despite herself, she was starting to enjoy this.
“There have been no mistresses, not since Lord Sammael wed Lady Helen. Which you, of all people, should know,” Sylvia said. “Hand me the primrose soap.”
Lizette practically stomped over to the table.
“Don’t be blind! You’ve seen the way he looks at this…this buxom harlot!” she said as she handed the other woman a bar of Ivory soap.
“Hey!” Cassie yelped. She was kind of used to being insulted at this point, but being called a harlot was crossing a line. “For your information, I don’t want him! And it’s not my fault I have boobs and you don’t!”
Lisette looked utterly stunned by her rudeness. Before she could respond, Sylvia interjected. “Get out of here, Liz. Before you forget yourself.”
“I don’t take direction from you.”
“Then pull yourself together. You are letting a child who hasn’t even lived for a quarter-century get the better of you.”
Lisette looked incensed for a moment, then took a deep breath and calmed herself.
“Here, you are doing it all wrong,” she said finally, kneeling beside the tub. “You have to scrub hard to get rid of that farm animal odor.”
Cassie moved to the other side of the tub, wary. “If you let her do it, she’s going to rub my skin off.”
“I most certainly will not,” the girl said, sniffing. “Let us get you all clean and fresh so you can get to bed, Miss Cassie. It must be late for you.”
Tentatively, Cassie moved back to the center of the tub and allowed Lisette to touch her. This time, the girl’s touch was firm, but careful. Sylvia applied some shampoo to her hair and began massaging her scalp, and Cassie gave a little involuntary sigh of pleasure.
Okay, if I have to be kidnapped by Sammael, I have to admit, things could be going a lot worse—
Then she glanced at her reflection in the ceiling-high mirror, and screamed for a while. The two women pulled back, letting her recoil from them.
In the mirror, while she herself looked normal, her two attendants looked like corpses in various states of decay. Sylvia’s fine hat rested atop a head that was almost purely a skull, only a few strips of flesh clinging here and there; her body, while still fleshy, was covered with rot wherever her skin was visible. Lisette was nothing more than a discolored skeleton, her delicate white dress suspended over her brittle, broken rib cage. One clavicle was discolored and broken.
After Cassie had ceased screaming and gasped for breath, Lisette sighed.
“I do wish Milord would remove these mirrors,” she said matter-of-factly.
Syliva primly adjusted her hat, like she wasn’t really a stinking cadaver under her fine clothes. “As do I. But I know why he doesn’t; we must always remember our place.”
“As if I could forget,” Lisette said softly.
“Come, child,” said Sylvia, extending a hand to where Cassie was huddled in the far corner of the tub. “Let us finish your bath. You still have soap in your hair.”




Chapter 30

After getting thoroughly chewed out by Khalil, Sam was unsure what to do with himself. After the initial anger faded, he just walked around, heading nowhere in particular. Normally he would have gone home, but he didn’t feel like dealing with the irritating fairy currently making herself comfortable in his apartment. After nearly an hour of walking aimlessly, he realized that there was only one person he wanted to see.
He considered taking the bus, then decided to just continue walking; it was calming him down, helping him process everything that had happened that day. It took another 45 minutes until he made it to Serenus’ building; by that time of night, almost no one was left outside. Downtown, by the clubs, people were probably still packing the streets, but in Dr. Zeitbloom’s residential neighborhood, it was nearly quiet as a crypt; everyone was asleep, or trying to sleep, at least.
When he reached the door to the professor’s apartment, he paused. He could hear odd noises, something that sounded like whimpering, and another voice: a syrupy, excessively pleasant voice. The kind of voice that told you over the phone, in an automated recording, that despite all appearances to the contrary, your call was very important to them. He couldn’t make out individual words through the thick walls, but he had a vague idea what was going on.
Sam banged on the door with his fist, hard.
“Ser! You in there? It’s me.”
There was a pause, then a low murmur that indicated furious whispering.
“Go home, Sam!” Serenus called. “I’m busy and I don’t have time for you now!”
Sam ran his tongue over his teeth, considering. Serenus’ voice sounded hoarse. Like someone who had been screaming for quite a while. Quickly, he reached out with his mind to his familiars; Cassie was out of reach, unsurprisingly, but Ethan was available. Hoping it wouldn’t discomfort the boy too much, he pulled what he needed out of Ethan from afar, and made a barrier around himself. It was nowhere near as strong as the barriers he had made before with Cassie’s magic, but it should do in a pinch.
Then he kicked down the door. Or at least, he intended to kick it down, but instead it went flying off its hinges and shattered into pieces against the opposing wall.
“Busy, hmm?” said Sam, walking into the apartment. He turned a corner so he could see the living room. “Busy getting tortured, I take it.”
Serenus was lying on his back on the coach, shirtless. Strips of flesh were hanging off his sallow chest, and his face was bruised. He fixed Sam with a look of horror.
“Get out of here! Don’t worry about me! Go!”
The man standing above Serenus smiled, rubbing his hands together. The tips of his fingers were covered in the professor’s blood. He was almost obnoxiously handsome, with ice-blue eyes and golden curls, but Sam still found something about his genial expression utterly sickening.
“Well, there go the best laid plans,” he said, chuckling. He wiped his hands on his blue silk shirt and turned to face Sam. “I had an entire elaborate cat-and-mouse scenario set up for us, but it looks like we’re going to have to cut that short. Not much left to do when the mouse simply leaps into the cat’s open maw,” he said.
Sam looked at the other demon through tired eyes.
You’re more right than you know.
“You’ve been using Serenus to spy on me. Why? For what purpose?”
“To manipulate you, obviously,” the other demon said, still wiping the blood off his fingers absentmindedly. “Of course, now that you’re aware, there’s no point. I’ll have to find some other way to accomplish my goals. But there’s always another way.”
He took a sip from a coffee mug on an end table, and for a moment, Sam felt an almost overpowering hatred at the demon for having the nerve to treat himself to any of Serenus’ precious coffee.
“But still, killing you would create all sorts of complications, so we’ll have to resolve this another way. How about this: I’ll undo everything I’ve done to this one,” he motioned to Serenus with his free hand, “and everything I’ve done to your other servants. In return, you don’t breathe a word of this to your father; not that he cares particularly, but he might become suspicious, and I’d prefer to wait a little longer before I have to deal with him. Agreed?”
He took another sip of coffee, then sighed, as though he were really enjoying it.
“What have you done to my friends?” Sam asked flatly. He didn’t even feel anger now; he knew the anger was there, but it was tucked away in a convenient, quiet place. He would have it when he wanted it.
The demon made a small shrug, like it was all of very little account. “Just your basic tracking, Look-and-Listen spells, that sort of thing. Nothing too invasive. Once I realized that this one wasn’t very good at his job, I had to find other ways to keep an eye on you.”
He patted Serenus on the head, like a favored child. The professor barely seemed to be conscious.
“Azazel, he’s…one of the....” Serenus mumbled. “Azazel!”
Azazel grimaced and yanked what remained of the professor’s hair in a spurt of anger. “Well you just had to go and tell him my name, didn’t you? Nevertheless, I’ll let you go, as promised, because I’m a reasonable fellow.”
He turned back to Sam, that unctuous smile more prominent than ever.
“Take the deal, child. Considering the circumstances, I’m being quite generous.” He put his hands on his hips and glared down his perfectly shaped nose. “Don’t give me cause to kill you both.”
Sam was silent for a moment, then began undoing the cuffs of his shirt.
“Boy?” Azazel asked, sounding uncertain for the first time.
“I’m going to make you wish you were dealing with my father.”
“I beg your pardon?” Azazel said, his smile untouched.
Sam took a deep breath and walked forward, still undoing his cuffs. He began rolling up the sleeves of his shirt to his elbows, freeing his forearms.
“I’ve had a pretty bad day. Been walking around for hours, thinking ‘what now? Is there something productive I can do with all this anger?’ And here you are, torturing my oldest friend,” he said, crossing his now-bare arms.
“Don’t,” Serenus croaked, still barely clinging to consciousness.
It seemed to take Azazel a moment to process what Sam was saying.
“Is this a joke?” he asked, his expression dripping with condescension. “You threaten me? You, a filthy half-breed, and I, who have been alive since the dawn of—”
“Yes, you’re a true-blooded demon, so incredibly powerful, and I’m so pathetic and insignificant. I get that,” Sam said, taking a step closer. “But you weren’t sitting near the head of the table during the council meeting in Realm, the one time I was there; I would’ve remembered you. You’re not that important, are you?” He smiled and tilted his head slowly to one side.
“In all that time you’ve been alive, since the dawn of creation, has anyone ever called your bluff?”
There was a brief moment where the demon’s expression faded from smug to panicked, then he began gesticulating wildly. Sam realized he was about to travel back to Realm. With a burst of strength from his legs, he barreled into Azazel and pinned him to the wall. Before the other demon could recover, Sam put his own wrist to his mouth and pulled a strip of flesh off with his teeth, filling his mouth with his own blood. Then he put his mouth on Azazel’s, forcing the blood into his body. Azazel gagged, struggled, and tried to push him off, but he was too stunned to react fast enough.
As Azazel gasped for breath, wide-eyed and panicked, Sam wiped the blood away from his mouth with the back of his hand. “See, now that you’ve got some of my blood, all those nasty little traps that Azrael and his friends set for me in Realm will catch you, too. You can’t run.”
Azazel belted out a panicked yell and managed to kick Sam in the midsection, knocking him off balance. In the brief moment it took for Sam to recover, Azazel ran to the window and jumped through it, shattering the glass. When Sam reached the window, he saw that Azrael had already taken off at a run on the pavement, far below.
Run, little mouse….
Serenus tried to say something through his damaged throat, but Sam didn’t have time to listen. Bracing himself, he jumped out the window, barely feeling it in his legs when he landed on the sidewalk five stories below; all the energy he’d been suppressing for days was coursing through his body, bolstering him. He took off at a run in the direction he’d seen Azazel go.
“Vladmira, I need it darker!” he yelled. Regardless of how deserted the streets were, all it would take was one person taking video to mess up his life.
As he closed the gap between himself and his prey, the night seemed to grow several shades darker. Hearing the hiss of countless flapping wings, he looked up and saw that the bats were doing as directed; tens of thousands of them, blackening the sky, keeping out the light of the moon. He doubted the lack of light would have any effect on Azazel (besides possibly unnerving him), but it would make it a lot harder for someone to get a clear video of either of them.
When Sam had nearly caught up, Azazel suddenly spun around gracefully and aimed a curse at him, using both his hands. It was absorbed by Sam’s barrier, but it still produced a little jolt that made Sam slow down for a moment. Grunting in frustration, Azazel took off down a side street.
That was a death curse, naturally. I can’t expect this barrier to absorb too many more of those. Need to finish him, quick.
To his surprise, Dot was suddenly running next to him, her high-heeled shoes making rhythmic clicks on the pavement.
“Why do you block out the Moon, Necromancer? What has the Moon ever done to you?” she asked in a chiding tone.
“Kind of busy now, Dot!” Sam yelled, trying to sprint ahead of her. Despite wearing heels and making no apparent effort, the fairy kept up with him effortlessly.
“What are you doing?”
“Killing a demon.”
“Which one?” she asked, then got a better look at Azazel as he turned another corner.
“Oh, good! I know that one!”
“You want to help me kill him?” Sam asked incredulously.
“Try to steer him toward the park, the one near your shop,” the fairy said casually. “If you can get him there, I will help you.”
Then she was gone. Sam rolled his eyes to the back of his head, but only very briefly, since he was running very fast and couldn’t afford to trip.
They actually weren’t far from the park; due to random luck, the direction Azazel had chosen was leading them both closer to The Daily Grind. As Azazel ran past some scaffolding at a construction site, Sam hexed it from afar, nearly bringing the whole thing down on the other demon’s head. Azazel managed to escape, but changed direction to avoid the wreckage. Sam grinned; herding him toward the park might not be all that difficult.
Sam got another lucky break when an oil truck slammed into Azazel’s side while he was crossing the street. An impact that would have killed a human sent him reeling, trying to regain his bearings. He was nearly hit by another car, but the red sports car ended up on the sidewalk instead, crashing into a glass bus shelter; in the limited light, the few drivers on the road at this hour could barely see where they were going, and cars were careening off the road. Sam almost caught up to him right there, but Azazel suddenly regained his senses and jumped, perching on the metal frame of the ruined bus shelter for a fraction of a second and jumping again, taking to the roof above a delicatessen. A woman somewhere screamed, but Sam ignored her. He followed Azazel, only to lose a few seconds when he nearly lost his balance lining up the jump to the roof, but still kept his target in sight.
Be as tricky as you want, asshole. As long as you keep heading toward the park, I don’t care if I have to clear an obstacle course to follow you.
Now that they were above the streets and there was little chance of an innocent bystander getting in the way, Sam did his best to fire off a few curses in Azazel’s direction while he ran. They didn’t hit, but they got Azazel to make a sharp left to avoid them. Which was the point.
For a little while the chase continued over the tops of the buildings, only as they started to approach the downtown area, the buildings started to get too tall, the gaps between them too wide. Azazel jumped down several stories onto a café balcony and then back down to the sidewalk, stumbling slightly. Sam followed, keeping his footing. He was getting used to this.
Suddenly Azazel took off for another side street, and Sam groaned; that was the wrong direction. To his surprise, Azazel had to backtrack when a familiar gray sedan emerged from the darkness, trying to run him down. The car even followed the demon onto the sidewalk, colliding with a mailbox and sending it flying.
Isn’t that…John’s car? What’s he doing here?
If Azazel had time, he could have turned around and hexed the car, changing it into a rusting wreck. But he couldn’t afford to stop with Sam so close behind, so he had no choice but to keep running, otherwise he would be run over. After about two blocks of this, he turned onto a narrow path, bordered by a sturdy, wrought-iron fence, where the car couldn’t follow— the park.
Sam felt like his grin must be a mile wide.
“Stay in the car!” he yelled to Golding as he jumped over the hood of the parked car, following the fleeing demon into the park. As helpful as the teacher’s intervention had been, he didn’t want to risk John taking any curses that were meant for him.
Azazel had barely set foot in the park when a tree branch came out of nowhere and impaled him from the side. Gasping for air, he was doubled over in pain when another large branch rammed through his midsection and pinned him to the large oak tree on the edge of the duck pond. Bleeding profusely from his stomach, the demon tried to pull the branch out of his body, but it refused to budge, manipulated by some unseen force.
Sam leaned over and caught his breath, taking huge gulps of air. Finally, the chase was over.
As soon as he felt like he could breathe again, Sam stood up and took a few strides toward where Azazel was trapped. “Nice job,” he called over his shoulder.
“Thanks,” said Dot, crouching in a nearby tree. “You didn’t keep me waiting for long.”
At the sound of her voice, Azazel stopped struggling with the branch and looked up, an expression of utter shock on his face.
“Dorothea?”
Dot didn’t answer, just kept whatever hold she had on the branches that were keeping him impaled to the giant oak. The trapped demon let out a cry of anguish.
“It is you! How could you do this? How could you choose this, this half-human beast over me?”
“You never should have put me on that card, Zazie,” Dot said. “I warned you.”
As much as Sam was consumed with the thought of killing Azazel, Dot’s unexpected statement awakened the calmer, more rational part of his mind.
“Card? You mean that game?”
He looked from Dot to Azazel, who was still struggling, albeit unsuccessfully.
“You’re the one behind that ridiculous card game, aren’t you? Why? What do you get out of it?”
His handsome face distorted by pain, Azazel only laughed through gritted teeth. “As if I’d tell you now, you unnatural pox on this Earth.”
“All part of your master plan, I see,” Sam said, closing the distance between himself and the bound, bleeding creature. He put a hand around Azazel’s throat. “Don’t worry, I happen to know a few expert Sorcery players. I’m sure they can help me figure it all out after you’re dead.”
“Wait!” yelled Azazel, trying to pull his neck out of Sam’s hand. “The tablet! The Tablet of Phantasms! You want it, don’t you?!”
Sam had not been expecting that. “What?”
“I know where it is!” Azazel screeched, then laughed. “If you kill me, you’ll never find it!”
Sam considered that for a moment.
“Oh well,” he said regretfully, and was about to snap the demon’s neck.
But a Lord of Hell, albeit a lesser one, was not so easily killed. Azazel let out a guttural scream and a shockwave emanated from his body, sending Sam flying back. Grimacing with effort, he pulled out the tree branch that had pierced his middle, shattering it in his fist. Making an X with his forearms, he gathered a barrier around himself.
Picking himself up quickly, Sam hurled a curse right at Azazel’s heart, but the new barrier absorbed it harmlessly. Taking his arms out of their cross, Azazel aimed a freezing curse at Sam, who threw himself down and rolled to avoid it, getting fresh-cut grass and wet leaves on his shirt. He took cover behind a thick tree, then followed Dot’s example and hopped up into the canopy above the park. He circled Azazel from above, firing off curses whenever he had a clean angle, while Azazel screamed and tried to follow Sam with his eyes. Azazel threw curses too, but they bounced harmlessly off the trees that Dot was protecting; he clearly wasn’t used to fighting this way, and didn’t know how to hit a moving target he could barely even see. Sam was tempted to taunt him, but held back; the sound of his voice would give him away.
You’d think, in all that time since the beginning of creation, he would have learned how to aim…that’s a thick barrier, though. He must have a dozen familiars. Can I hold out for long enough to wear it down? Do I have a choice?
Fortunately, Dot was still there. She began hurling dozens and dozens of large branches at the screaming demon; whether she was getting them from the floor of the park or conjuring them into existence outright, Sam had no idea. At first they just bounced harmlessly off the barrier, which shimmered dimly from each impact, but as the barrage continued, some began to pierce. Whenever the tip of a branch penetrated, Azazel would expel it before it could touch his flesh, but clearly, the barrier was starting to lose its effectiveness.
Sam tried to aim a curse through one of the spots that Dot had just pierced with one of her branches, only to be interrupted by a blood-curdling scream; it was Azazel, trying to dislodge something by his collar. Sam squinted and realized that the thing causing Azazel’s distress was a tiny rat, biting his neck. With a blur, the rat turned into John Golding, and Azazel fell backward, suddenly compressed by about 220 pounds of man. The shock of the whole thing had wrecked his concentration, causing the barrier to fall.
Sam jumped down from the tree and bolted toward the downed demon, exhilarated. John, naked except for the protection amulet around his neck, rolled sideways off of the stunned Azazel just in time for Sam to pounce on top of him. The demon’s mouth began to form placating words, but Sam could no longer hear; once Azazel was in reach, he took his right hand, put it on the demon’s lower jaw, and pulled as hard as he could. The head came off more easily than he expected, and Sam’s body was sprayed with black blood.
He knelt there for a moment, straddling Azazel’s corpse, just holding the demon’s head in his hand. Soon, he heard some soft noises on the grass as Dot gracefully jumped down from the trees and came up behind him.
“You must kill him,” she said.
Sam turned and looked at her. At first glance she was calm and composed as usual, but the movement of her chest indicated that she was out of breath. “Kill him, or else he’ll come back.”
He shook the severed head slowly back and forth in his hand, raising an eyebrow at her, but she shook her head. “No, you have only destroyed his earthly form. To truly kill him, you must destroy his essence; that is the only way.”
“Do it!” John yelled from about ten feet away. He was on all fours, panting, still recovering from shape-shifting. The protection amulet on his chest was glowing, illuminating the thick sheen of sweat on his naked body. “End him!”
Sam dropped the head onto the grass; it made a muddled thump noise, oddly mundane. He opened and closed his hand, the blood making it sticky.
“But how do I….”
Then he looked more closely at Azazel’s ruined body, and knew. Deep within the torso, he could see a faint blue shape beginning to coagulate. Given enough time, the blue light would reform, regain all its knowledge as bestowed from the Divine, and be able to assume any shape Azazel wished. He didn’t know how long it would take—minutes, days, weeks—but it would happen, as it had happened countless times before. That was the way of things.
Looking at the ruined body, his viscera-stained clothes, and the frozen expression of horror on the severed head next to him, at first all he could feel was an overwhelming sense of disgust. He leaned over and very nearly gagged, repulsed by what he had done.
And yet, as the faint blue light began to glow with more strength, more energy, Sam felt an odd, incongruous feeling that drove the nausea away: hunger. At first it was just a pang, a tingle at the front of the tongue, but in a matter of seconds, Sam felt that he had never been so ravenously hungry in his entire life.
“Go away,” he croaked, having trouble forming words as his mouth filled with saliva. “Don’t watch this.” He wasn’t sure if he was talking to Dot, John Golding, or whatever gods might be watching.
“I must bear witness,” said Dot quietly.
Golding raised himself to his knees, but made no move to leave. If he was embarrassed by his nakedness, he didn’t show it.
“There’s no shame in doing what you were made to do,” Golding said softly.
“Don’t you talk to me about what I’m ‘made’ for,” Sam snapped. But then the hunger became too overwhelming, and he was no longer conscious of what he was doing.




Chapter 31

When Cassie awoke, a soft hand was on her shoulder, shaking her gently.
“Miss Cassie. It is time for breakfast.”
Through half-opened eyes, Cassie saw the blurry figure of Lisette sitting on the side of her bed. At first she snuggled under the covers, prepared to do her typical “five more minutes,” routine, but then the image of the disintegrating skeleton she had seen in the mirror forced its way violently into her mind’s eye, and she was suddenly fully awake. She sat bolt upright in bed and pulled back from Lisette, feeling an odd prickling sensation on her bare shoulder where the strange creature had touched her.
Lisette pursed her lips, looking somber but not surprised.
“Milady, I know the sight of me must frighten you, but I am what you see, not a pile of bones.” Gently, she held out an arm for Cassie to examine.
Cassie didn’t want to touch her, but her curiosity began to get the better of her. The girl’s arm looked so clean, so healthy, with soft blond down and several copper-colored beauty marks lightly dappling the skin; which was the illusion, the girl, or the skeleton?
Tentatively she touched Lisette’s forearm with her fingertips, realizing quickly that the skin was exactly as soft as it looked. She wrapped her hand gently around the arm, feeling the weight of it, and felt strongly that the girl’s body was as healthy and full of life as her own. Relieved, her fear of Lisette retreated.
Cassie sat forward, stretching. She was wearing an odd muslin nightgown that looked like it was hundreds of years old; strangely, she’d found it oddly comfortable, and had slept well.
“But if you’re not a skeleton, then why did the mirror…where did that come from?”
Lisette stood up off the bed, her long white skirt twirling gracefully with every movement. She looked at her own arms, as though considering them for the first time in a while.
“Here, I keep the shape that I had in your world; for better or for worse. The mirror only shows what I would look like in your world, were I not in the service of Lord Sammael,” Lisette said evenly.
Cassie got out of bed and stretched again, frowning.
What’s the point of having the mirror at all, then? Is it just to remind Sammael’s servants that they can’t ever go back? Seems like a dick move, even for him.
“If you are at ease now, shall we go down to breakfast? Milord wishes you to break your fast.”
Cassie began following Lisette out of the elaborately furnished guest bedroom. When they reached the hallway, Lisette’s slippered feet quickly moved toward a part of the house that Cassie hadn’t seen yet. The two of them went down a staircase, much plainer and narrower than the glittering marble stairs in the main hallway, then ended up coming in through the back door of the kitchen.
Cassie was surprised. Unlike the rest of the house, the kitchen looked positively plain. The gray-tiled floor looked clean, but homely. The walls were taken up by a modern stove, a refrigerator, and other typical appliances, but the only other thing in the room (aside from the many pots and pans that were suspended above the countertops) was a large wooden table. A small vase of fresh, purple flowers adorned the center of the table, but that was the only decoration in the entire room. Sylvia was hard at work in front of one of the stoves, and the familiar smells of sizzling eggs, butter, and bacon filled the air.
Seeing Cassie’s confusion, Lisette explained.
“Milord requested that you take your meals here, instead of the formal dining room. If you find it unsatisfactory, we can bring in more—”
“No, it’s fine,” Cassie said, cutting her off. “I like it just the way it is.”
Lisette gestured to the table, and Cassie sat down. Lisette pushed in the back of Cassie’s chair with a professional air, then left the room. A matter of seconds later, Sylvia had placed a full tray of breakfast in front of her.
Cassie looked at her food quizzically. She had smelled the eggs and bacon, but had wondered if it was really a trick, and the food they served here would actually look like some bizarre monstrosity, with guts and eyeballs hanging out. But no, this looked like a typical breakfast from any halfway decent diner: scrambled eggs, home-fried potatoes, three strips of crispy bacon, and buttered white toast.
Sylvia was still standing nearby, folding her hands primly. “This is the best breakfast you will find in all of Realm,” she said with no small amount of pride. “Milord keeps his own chickens and cows on the grounds, so I can make all the same foods from the human realm, without compromise. No other lord takes such care with his provisions,” she said. She didn’t say so outright, but implied in her tone was the suggestion that all the other lords were clearly inferior for their lack of attention to this most critical matter.
Tentatively, Cassie picked up a piece of bacon and took a bite; it was just as crispy, fatty, and delicious as any bacon she’d ever had. Just like Lisette’s willowy figure, the food was as real as it looked.
“Would you like some coffee?” Sylvia asked. Cassie, her mouth too full of bacon to respond, nodded quickly. In just a moment, the servant woman returned with a silver carafe and a beautiful glass mug, etched with intricate designs. She filled the mug with such a practiced air that Cassie wondered if the woman had been a waitress during her life; she almost asked, but decided against it. At Cassie’s request, Sylvia went to the refrigerator and got a small carton of milk for Cassie to add to her coffee. Cassie didn’t ask, but she had a feeling that if she’d asked for cream, or soy milk, or pretty much anything, the woman would have been able to accommodate her.
“So where is S—I mean, Lord Sammael this morning?” Cassie asked as she stirred a teaspoon of milk into her coffee. She had almost called him by his name without a title, but she was afraid that would scandalize Sylvia.
The servant woman had begun cleaning up her pans in the sink.
“Otherwise engaged.” Her tone made it clear that when her master was not at home, it was not her place to know his business, certainly not to comment upon it.
“Oh,” said Cassie, sheepishly. She was oddly disappointed that the demon wasn’t here to sit down to breakfast with her, and wasn’t sure what to make of that.
Am I insane? Do I actually want to spend time with him? Or is it more like, when in Rome….
There were a few moments of companionable silence while Cassie finished her breakfast and Sylvia cleaned, quietly but efficiently. After Cassie had cleaned her plate and was nursing her coffee, she turned sideways in her chair so she could see her companion.
“Hey, um, do you mind if I ask you a few things?”
Sylvia did not look up from the sink, where she was scrubbing a copper frying pan with great gusto.
“You may ask whatever you like, Miss. I cannot promise good answers, but you won’t upset me by asking.”
Cassie took another sip of coffee. It was strong, astringent, and oddly…familiar?
“I, uh, I don’t know how to say this without being rude, so I’m just going to say it. Are you a dead person? Is this the afterlife for you?”
To Cassie’s relief, Sylvia didn’t look aggravated at the question and instead seemed perfectly calm. “No, young Miss. I sold my soul to Lord Sammael when I was still alive, so in a way, I never died. Lisette is the same. There is no grave with my name on it anywhere in your world.”
Cassie took a moment to process that information.
“So is that what all the people who are here are like? The ones that aren’t demons, I mean,” Cassie clarified.
Sylvia finished her cleaning and turned toward Cassie, a ghost of a smile playing on her lips. “What is it you really wish to ask, Miss?”
“Where are all the dead people? This is where dead people go, isn’t it?”
Sylvia looked at Cassie thoughtfully, like she was taking her measure. “They do,” she allowed, “but you are unlikely to see any nearby. They are kept…elsewhere.”
When Cassie didn’t respond, the woman continued. She clasped her hands in front of her, once again looking like she was about to sit down to church service.
“Those who come while alive, like Lisette and I, we keep our faculties. We are mostly the same as when we lived in your world. The true dead however…they fade. Some more quickly than others, but they all do.” As if remembering something, she suddenly knelt, pulled some cleaning supplies out from under the sink, and began wiping down the stove. “That is why the Lords do not have them serve in their houses. They would soon forget everything, and need to be replaced. Very impractical.”
“I see,” Cassie said, taking another sip of coffee. She wanted to ask Sylvia more questions about how this realm worked, not knowing when she would get another opportunity like this. However, the more of this coffee she drank, the more something was beginning to bother her.
“Does Lord Sammael have his own coffee plantation too?” she asked.
“No, child, though I’ve no doubt he would like it. He gets this supply from your world—from your very shop, I believe.”
Cassie nearly let out a gasp.
THAT’s why the order at Daily Grind is always a few bags of coffee short! I have to tell Dwight!
“Why would he do that?” Cassie wondered aloud. “I mean our coffee is okay and all, but it’s hardly the best coffee ever. He could get the really expensive stuff, if he wanted.”
Sylvia smiled, and her dark eyes twinkled. It was a warm, friendly smile, which made her look more like someone’s grandmother than ever. “He has not shared his reasoning with me. However, I have my suspicions,” she said, her smile growing wider.
Before Cassie could inquire further, a door slammed somewhere, and Cassie nearly jumped out of her chair. She turned around and saw that Sammael had entered the kitchen, wearing his usual suit. He looked irritated, which immediately put her on her guard.
Still, despite the displeasure that was clear from his posture, when he turned to his servant, his face and voice were kindly. “Sylvia, I need your full arsenal today. Garden omelet, bacon, sausages, blueberry pancakes, peach waffles, hash browns, and sour cream blintzes—and not the flimsy ones, your grandmother’s recipe! God bless that crazy woman.”
Sylvia gave a nod of assent and swiftly began preparing his meal.
“It will all be ready shortly, my Lord.”
As Sylvia filled the kitchen with pleasant cooking noises, Sammael sat down at the table, across from Cassie. At first, he slumped back in the chair. Then to her surprise, he leaned forward and put his forehead on the table.
“I think I made a boo-boo,” he said.
“What’s wrong?” asked Cassie. It was odd how domestic it all felt, like she was a rich wife in her mansion and Sammael a husband who had just finished his weekly game of golf.
Sammael turned his head to the side.
“My son, our mutual burden. Borrowing you without asking seems to have done a number on him. I knew it would, but I thought that would end up being someone else’s problem, not mine.”
“What did he do?” Cassie asked, immediately worried. She couldn’t help but imagine Sam storming into Realm, fighting off demons left and right, trying to get her back. She was pretty sure that even he wouldn’t do something that reckless, but still….
Sammael sighed and sat back up in the chair, resting his hands on the table. “He killed and ate another demon last night.”
Cassie’s jaw dropped. She was still stuck on the “killed” part; she filed the “and ate” part away, to worry about later. “A half-demon? Whose son was it? Someone important?”
“That’s just the problem,” Sammael said, shaking his head. “It wasn’t anyone’s son, it was an original, capital-D Demon, Azazel. No one liked the guy, that’s for damn sure, but still, this kind of thing doesn’t happen. I was just at an emergency meeting for three whole hours over it.”
Syliva paused in her cooking and turned to Sammael, putting her hands to her face. “Oh my, Lord Azazel! How can this be? What will they do to the young Lord?”
It took Cassie a moment to realize that the only person ‘young Lord’ could refer to was Sam.
“Don’t burn my eggs, sweets,” Sammael said dismissively, not looking at her. “Anyway, they wanted to throw the boy into the fire pit with Satan—and me too, while they were at it—but even they’re not that stupid. These are difficult times, and now we’re a man down as it is. Punishment will have to wait.” Too impatient to wait for Sylvia, Sammael waved his hand and produced a cup of coffee for himself, in a twin to the mug that Cassie was using.
“Why is it that whenever that boy does anything to make me even a little proud of him, it always involves murdering someone? Why couldn’t he just get a part in a Broadway musical or something?”
Cassie stood up, feeling too nervous to continue sitting. She was trying to file away all the information that Sammael was giving her, but it was a lot to take in.
“Satan is here?”
Sammael made a derisive snort over his coffee cup. “Yes, cupcake, Satan is in hell. Don’t take this personally, but I’m afraid you may not be Ivy League-material if that one is news to you.”
Cassie paused for a moment, not quite sure what she wanted to say. It wasn’t that she didn’t care about Sam’s predicament, but the reminder that Satan was nearby triggered some strange impulse in here.
“Is Satan…alright?” she asked. It sounded lame to her, like the world’s dumbest question, but it was the only way she could think of to verbalize what she was thinking.
Sammael stopped moving for a moment, just looking at her with a blank expression. Then he slowly, deliberately, put his coffee down on the wooden table. Sylvia appeared quickly to slip a coaster under his glass mug.
“No, he’s not. In fact, he’s been throwing himself against the walls of the pit, trying to get out, ever since last night…ever since I brought you here, in fact. That’s another thing we discussed at the meeting.” He continued staring at her for a while, and she couldn’t keep eye contact with him, dropping her eyes to the tiled floor. It felt cowardly, but she couldn’t help it. She couldn’t have a staring contest with him when he had that kind of look in his eyes; something beyond furious. Something cold, because the heat of the anger had burned out millennia ago, yet the rage was still there, contained and perfectly quiet.
“I don’t suppose you know anything about why Satan has been in such a state?” he said finally, his sarcastic tone of voice making it clear that he suspected her of knowing quite a bit. “I don’t suppose you’d like to share with the class?”
To Cassie’s surprise, Sylvia was suddenly standing behind her. She put her aged, blue-veined hands on Cassie’s shoulders.
“She is just a girl, Milord,” Sylvia said quickly. “Whatever has happened is surely beyond her control.”
Sammael looked at his servant and his anger seemed to dissipate, at least somewhat.
“Oh, get off her, Sylvia, it’s not like I’m going to hurt her after going to all that effort to abduct her in the first place. Am I ever that wasteful?”
Cassie couldn’t see Sylvia’s expression, but she got the distinct impression that the servant was refusing to dignify that question with a response. Gently, she let go of Cassie’s shoulders and returned to the stove.
“Behave yourself,” she said finally. “It was many years ago that my grandmother taught me that blintz recipe; who knows, if I’m not careful I might just forget it.”
Sammael laughed softly at that, breaking the tension. “Threats, now. This is what my household is reduced to.”
He kept looking at Cassie, this time not with fury, but as though he was trying to figure out what to make of her. Cassie wasn’t sure what to do; she wanted to leave the room, but she didn’t know where she was supposed to go, and she wasn’t sure she could even find her way back to the guest bedroom where she had slept without help from the servants. So instead she just stood awkwardly, not meeting the demon’s eyes.
After what felt like an eternity, Sammael picked up his coffee and finished it off in one huge gulp, breaking the tension. As Sylvia placed a heavy tray of food in front of him—only the first part of the breakfast he had ordered—he picked up his fork and knife, still keeping his eyes on Cassie.
“I just had to sit through a meeting all about how my son is too dangerous to live and needs to be put down for the sake of the world, you know. And maybe they’re right; maybe he is too dangerous by now.”
He played with his knife, poking his potatoes and eggs, making no move to eat them.
“So then why do I have this nagging feeling, Cassandra Jane Tremblay, that the really dangerous one here is you?”




Chapter 32

Khalil came in for his Monday morning shift at The Daily Grind feeling a weird sense of muted anxiety. He knew things were going on with the entourage, dangerous things—things he should be worried about—but he also felt increasingly disconnected from the whole situation. That was the idea, of course; he should be happy that he was finally separating himself from the bizarre group of demons and vampires. Yet somehow, being separated didn’t feel like a relief; it was just confusing, this feeling of being worried but not sure just how worried he should logically be.
To his surprise, John Golding was sitting at a table near the registers, before the shop was even open. His hair and clothes were rumpled and covered with leaves, and his bloodshot eyes seemed to be gazing at something far away, something only he could see. Khalil stopped and addressed the teacher.
“Shouldn’t you be at home?” Khalil asked him.
Golding continued staring straight ahead, like Khalil hadn’t spoken. Eventually he answered, but without even looking in Khalil’s direction.
“Yes.”
“Are you going home?” Khalil asked, trying to pull the man out of the strange trance he appeared to be in.
For a quick moment, Golding’s hazel eyes flicked to Khalil, but then he went back to his thousand-yard stare. “Probably not.”
Khalil stifled a sigh and headed for the break room. He nodded his head to Dwight, who was opening some cardboard boxes from the morning’s shipment in front of the espresso machines.
“Mornin’,” Dwight said, seeming distracted.
“Morning,” Khali responded, opening the door to the break room. After looking into the room for about five seconds, he closed the door without walking in, then turned to Dwight.
“Explain, please.”
What Khalil had seen was Sam, sleeping on the couch in the break room. Which wouldn’t have been so odd, except his matted clothes were covered with blood, and other substances that Khalil was unwilling to identify. The whole bottom of his face was stained with dried blood so dark it was almost black, and streaks of it discolored his pale hair. In addition, he was also covered with leaves, twigs, and blades of fresh-cut grass. Miri was perched on the arm of the couch, running bloodstained fingers through Sam’s sticky hair. She had looked up when Khalil entered, expressionless, then dropped her gaze back to Sam. Khalil had not put one foot into the room.
Dwight stood up and took off his sunglasses, cleaning them on the bottom of his polo shirt. He looked down at his glasses, not looking at Khalil.
“Sam, uh…he fought a demon last night. One of the bad ones. He had to eat him to kill him.”
There was a pause.
“What?”
Dwight put his sunglasses back on, then looked at Khalil through his opaque lenses.
“That fairy, Dorothy, she was here a little while ago. Helped bring him in. She said he’s ‘assimilating the new consciousness,’ or something. Basically, he has to sleep for a little while, or else the other demon will take over his mind and he’ll go insane.”
“I see,” said Khalil, adjusting his backpack on his shoulder.
“You know, this whole two-weeks notice thing…I respect the concept, really. I think it’s a nice gesture. But I’m thinking I might want to leave a little sooner than that. Say, right this ever-loving second….”
Dwight shrugged and turned away, unmoved.
“If you want to go, go, I won’t hold it against you. I can’t blame you.”
“Why don’t you go?” Khalil said, surprised at his own vehemence. “These people EAT EACH OTHER, Dwight! We need to get out of here.”
Dwight went back to unloading his shipment, slowly and carefully. “I think it’s a little late for that.”
“Late for who?” Khalil asked, dropping his backpack on the floor. “We’re just regular people, okay? We’re not demons, or witches, or…or even whatever the hell he is,” Khalil said, gesturing to Golding. “No offense, man.”
“None taken,” Golding responded, without changing expression.
“Anyway, we’re just regular-ass people. We have no reason to be in the middle of this. Come with me, okay? We can get an apartment somewhere…you can find another band that plays dated ’90s rock. You can be my wingman, or maybe I’ll be your wingman, whatever, I’m flexible. But for God’s sake, don’t stay here!”
Dwight crossed his arms and leaned against the counter, seemingly taking Khalil seriously for the first time. “What about Mike Trepkowski, and Jay? Do they get to be part of this special club? Or are we just going to leave the kids here, to fend for themselves?”
Khalil grunted. He wanted to walk up to Dwight and shake him by the shoulders, but managed to restrain himself. “Look, I feel bad for them, okay? But we can’t just kidnap some teenagers and take off, we’ll get arrested. We can’t save them. But maybe we can still save ourselves.”
“So that’s your answer?” Dwight said, scratching his arm. Scratching seemed to be a gesture of irritation with him. “We just run away from a fight?”
“It’s not our fight!” Khalil yelled, almost embarrassed by how emotional he was. “Even if we wanted to fight, there’s nothing we can do.”
“That’s not true,” Golding said suddenly. He seemed to have snapped out of his trance from before. “Just you being here, your presence, helps. More than you can imagine.”
“What, like the way you ‘help’?” Khalil said, turning away from Dwight to the teacher. “I don’t ever want to become like you. You didn’t just become a rat, you became this weird, I don’t know, this weird zombie-like thing. I’d kill myself if I ever became like you.”
“Khalil!” Dwight shouted hoarsely.
Golding looked unaffected. “You could never be like me; neither one of you. Of that, I’m sure.”
Before Khalil could respond, he heard the sound of the break room door opening, and nearly jumped.
“Do you know, you people are loud enough to wake the dead person in my head?” Sam said. He was rubbing his temple and looking at the floor, like someone with a hangover who was avoiding light. Clearly he’d washed up, because while his clothes were still a mess, at least his face was clean.
“How are you holding up?” Dwight asked.
Sam took a deep breath. “Okay, I think. I can still hear him, but he’s getting quieter. And I can tell the difference between my thoughts and his. I think it’ll be okay.”
Blood dripped off of his shirt and onto the floor, and Sam swallowed. “I’ll clean that up in a minute.”
Khalil turned to look at Sam and was unsure how to feel. Part of him was afraid, always, but there was also the sly, curious part of him that could never quite stop being intrigued by whatever was going on with him at the moment.
“So you’ve got a whole other demon in your head now. Do you know everything he knew?” he asked.
Sam squinted, then began rubbing his forehead gently. He kept his eyes closed. “Not really. Dot said something…something about how if I got everything in his mind, I’d go insane. Most of that information was destroyed the moment I…the moment he ceased to be. But I’m getting bits and pieces….” He shuddered. “Some of them, I could do without, though.”
“Well, good luck with that. I’m gone,” Khalil said, picking up his backpack and throwing it over his shoulder. “I hope you’ll wake up and come with me, someday,” he said to Dwight. He turned to Golding. “And even you, if you can ever shake this weird Stepford Wife thing you’ve got going on.”
“No thank you.”
Khalil didn’t know if Sam was trying to say anything, because he already had his back to him and was heading toward the door. Unfortunately, before he could leave the shop, he was nearly run over by Eugene Buckley.
“I need to speak with you,” he said to Sam, ignoring Khalil completely.
Sam hobbled over to a table and collapsed into a chair, still keeping his eyes closed. “Eugene, this isn’t the best time.”
Khalil should have walked out the door right then and there, but he was curious; Eugene looked pissed. He couldn’t remember ever seeing the vampire patriarch so worked up, and certainly not in front of his master. Meanwhile, Miri had come out of the break room and went to stand behind Sam’s chair. She looked fierce and protective, and Khalil wondered who she was protecting from whom; it was possible that she didn’t know, either.
Eugene folded his hands in front of him, obviously making an effort to maintain composure. “I’m afraid this can’t wait. I understand that, as a familiar, there will come times when Ethan will need to be of service….”
“Oh no,” Sam winced. “I needed to pull through him last night so I could get a barrier. Is he hurt?”
“Not seriously, no,” Eugene continued. “But he was extremely frightened; I would have come sooner, but I was unwilling to leave him for some time.” He turned his gaze to Miri.
“Miri, would you mind going to the apartment and keeping him company? Liam is with him now, but I’m sure he’d feel more comfortable if it were you.”
“Sure,” said Miri, moving to go, but Sam grabbed her arm.
“No…first, go to Serenus. He’s hurt, he’ll need medical attention. Probably food too. After that, you can go be with Ethan.”
“Okay,” said Miri, her eyes flicking from Sam to Eugene. It was the first time the two of them had given her contradictory orders. Eugene gave a barely perceptible nod, and Miri began to walk forward, only Sam kept hold of her arm, pulling her back to him.
“Why do you wait for his approval? Are my commands not sufficient?” he said in a voice thick with thinly-concealed rage.
Miri looked more confused than afraid. “Sam?”
Eugene continued, too consumed with trying to keep his temper under control to immediately notice what was going on. “I need you to promise me, Son of Sammael, that if you are ever to use Ethan again in this fashion, you will do so with more restraint. Surely there was no need to pull so much out of him so fast, to cause him such pain. Should you ever do this to him again—"
Sam stood up and opened his eyes, and everyone assembled gasped; the irises of his eyes appeared to be two different sizes. The smaller one was glowing normally, if such a thing could be said to be normal, but the larger eye was strange: it seemed to be flickering, shockingly neon-bright one moment and no brighter than a firefly’s fading glow the next.
“Have you forgotten yourself, you reeking corpse?” he said, addressing Eugene, “Who are you to tell me what to do with my servants? The boy is my familiar and I
will use him as I see fit!”
Eugene’s anger was replaced by confusion. “What has happened to him?”
Before Khalil even realized what he was doing, he was next to Sam, elbowing him hard in the ribs. Sam grunted in pain and fell forward, supporting himself on the table.
“That’s not you talking, friendly neighborhood hellspawn, that’s the other guy. You kick his ass out.”
Sam took a few slow, deep breaths, then stood back up. He put his left hand over his abnormal eye, so no one could see if it was still glowing strangely.
“Thanks…I let him float to the top for a second there. Shouldn’t have let that happen, I’m just…tired. Won’t happen again.”
“Are you sure?” Dwight asked gently.
“Yes, I’m sure,” Sam said firmly, then he patted Miri’s arm gently, without looking at her.
“Please, go take care of Serenus at his apartment. He was tortured, not sure for how long.”
“On it,” Miri said, and she zoomed at the door so fast she was almost a blur.
Sam took a few more deep breaths, then stretched. “I need a shower, maybe a few showers, and more sleep. When I get back though, I’ll do some dishes; I could use the normalcy right now.”
“Uh, actually,” Dwight began, looking like he’d just remembered something disturbing. “You don’t need to. Guy from corporate finally dropped by with a new sanitizer yesterday.”
Sam just stared at Dwight in disbelief, his mismatched eyes dilating.
“What?”
“They finally replaced our dishwasher! What was I supposed to do, say no?”
Khalil whistled.
“Wow, only took them eight months. Incredible.”
Shakily, Sam got to his feet.
“Dwight…I need to wash things. First myself, then lots of other things. I don’t know what’s going to happen to me if I can’t wash cups and saucers and plates, especially today. Please….” The last word came out as nearly a croak.
Dwight threw up his hands. “Alright, fine! You can wash the dishes, as usual. But we’re going to start using that damn thing someday.”
“Thank you,” Sam said. He then found some paper towels and disinfectant and began cleaning up all the places where blood had dripped off of his clothes and onto the floor.
Eugene was still standing there, as though deep in thought.
“So you’ve done it?” he asked. “You’ve…consumed another demon?”
Sam shrugged as he wiped down the tiled floor. “Seems so.”
Eugene knitted his brows. “I’ve heard of this happening, but only in theory…and never in the human world. What will the Lords of Hell make of this?”
At this point, though he couldn’t have said exactly why, Khalil had given up all hope of ever leaving this place. He dropped his book bag behind the counter, and went to go punch in.
“I think they’d better be real careful, unless they want to be lunch,” said Khalil.




Chapter 33

Sammael ate his sumptuous meal mechanically, with no apparent pleasure, staring at Cassie all the while. After a few minutes the awkwardness got to be too much and Cassie couldn’t take it anymore.
“Look, can I go back to my room now? I’m done with breakfast.”
Sammael slowly finished chewing a mouthful of pancake before answering her.
“The correct way to ask to leave the table is ‘Master, may I be excused?’”
Cassie grit her teeth to stop herself from saying something snarky.
“Master, may I be excused?” she asked, trying to keep her tone meek and respectful.
“No, you may not,” he said, pushing his syrup-covered plate aside. “Sylvia, on the other hand, you may leave. I’ll call for you if I have need of you again.”
“Very well,” she said, straightening her hat with its gigantic lace doily. She shot Cassie a concerned look out of the corner of her eye, but didn’t say anything further, leaving the kitchen in a few smooth strides.
Sammael sat back from the table and loosened his tie, still looking at her with that inscrutable expression. Cassie wanted to glare back at him (and normally, probably would have), but instead, she kept averting her eyes; she had a vague feeling that meeting his eyes was a bad idea.
Finally, he began to speak again.
“I see it as a sign of weakness, you know. Having to reach into someone to get the answers you need. God knows, my wife can’t read minds worth a damn, yet she somehow always knows what everyone’s thinking anyway. If she can do it, so can I. Or so I thought,” he said, removing his tie and loosening his collar. He stood up from the table.
“But I don’t have time for your mysteries anymore, your little secrets. The stakes are too high. If any of the answers can be found in your feverish little brain…then I have no choice.”
Cassie took an automatic step back, then stopped herself. The urge to run away was strong, nearly overwhelming, but she knew it was pointless; she was in his house. She was in Hell, for that matter. Where was there to go?
She kept looking down as he stood and leisurely crossed the distance between them, walking around the table. When he was standing beside her, he put a hand on her arm. His skin felt unnaturally warm through the thin fabric of her dress, almost hot.
“Look at me. Let me see what you see. It’ll be easier that way.”
“Just lie back and let it happen, huh?” Cassie said in a mocking tone, still not looking at him. It was a stupid thing to say, but trying to shame him into backing off was the only plan she could think of at the moment.
He made an irritated noise and pulled her closer, so she was right up against him.
“How did we meet again? Did I prey on you out of the blue like some cunning, evil beast? Oh, that’s right,” he said, scratching his chin like he’d just remembered something. “You summoned me. You made a deal with me. You’ve never been an innocent victim in your life, and you never will be, you bratty witch. Now, cooperate.”
He forced her chin up so she was looking in his eyes, and then he could see into her mind. Unwillingly, she began replaying images she’d seen for the last week or two, but seemingly in random order: Devin, surrounded by purple-blue ice, his uncanny eyes glittering at her as delicate flakes of snow landed on his eyelashes. Miri, bursting into tears at the hospital. Awkwardly throwing herself into Sam’s lap, only to be pushed away. Waking up in the middle of the night, being startled to find Teddy’s head nestled against her stomach, and going back to sleep.
After reliving some moments from The Daily Grind and school, she found herself back on that sundrenched rock in the ocean, where she’d met the Nameless Ones. Except she wasn’t seeing the scene from her own perspective, but from about thirty feet away; she could see her naked body jump off the rock and into the water, outside of herself. When she bobbed to the surface, one of the wretched creatures between Cassie and this second self, this self viewing the dream a second time, turned its misshapen head. It had no eyes, but it was clear it was staring; Cassie felt its lack of eyes looking straight through her, and through Sammael with her.
“What foolishness is this? You are not welcome here, brother,” a thrumming voice undulated, saying the last word as though it were the vilest curse.
To Cassie’s horror, the oddly shaped giant began to advance on them, the foam-flecked water moving in pooling shapes around its nearly fleshless thighs. When it was almost upon her, and she could feel its hot, stinking breath on her face, she felt a painful shove, almost as though someone had kicked her full-force in the chest, and she came to, panting on Sammael’s kitchen floor.
Sammael was sitting in front of her, having been knocked backward. His breathing seemed normal, but he had a blank look on his face that looked like shock. Unsteadily, he got to his feet, while his expression remained stony. Cassie struggled to get to her feet, trying to think of something, anything, to explain what had happened.
“That was, that was a dream I had…only back in the dream, he didn’t move like that…last time, he sensed us, but he didn’t move. This time, it’s like he knew we were there….”
Feeling like she was babbling, she trailed off. The demon was silent for a few more moments, just looking at her blankly. Finally, he flicked her forehead with his index finger, and she winced.
“Rude. Letting me in there when you already had so much company. Good thing I wasn’t in my pajamas,” he said.
His tone sounded calm, but Cassie had the sickening feeling that what he was saying didn’t reflect what he really meant to say at all.
To her surprise, he took her by the shoulders and spun her around. “Go get dressed, we have a lot of work to do today. I didn’t bring you here just so you could eat all of my bacon.”
“Wha-?” Cassie started, but Lisette appeared from seemingly nowhere and took her arm, leading her back toward her room. She turned and tried to look at Sammael, but he already had his back to her, looking out the window behind the kitchen table. There was a stiffness to his back that she didn’t like, as though at any moment he might uncoil all at once and destroy something. But then Lisette pulled her around the corner and into the hallway, and she could no longer see him over her shoulder.
When they returned to the guest room, Lisette took a garment bag out of the closet and put it on the bed.
“Take off your dress, it’s time for training.”
Cassie obeyed, seeing no point in resisting. She looked at the serving girl with a quizzical eye.
Sylvia says Lisette’s in love with him. Sammael. How could you be in love with that? What does she see in him?
She almost asked Lisette out loud, but couldn’t bring herself to do it. As harsh as Lisette had been with her the previous day, she didn’t want to ask a question that would likely cause the girl pain.
When Lisette had the garment bag unzipped and the new outfit laid out on the bed, Cassie frowned; it wasn’t what she’d been expecting at all. The clothing Sammael wanted her to wear for “training,” whatever that was going to be, looked like some kind of black vinyl catsuit. Considering the fact that everyone here was wearing period clothing (albeit, not all the same period), the outfit seemed incredibly out of place.
When Cassie picked it up, she noticed something else. Though the outfit had a high collar, there was a large cut-out area, right over the chest.
“A boob window? Seriously?”




Chapter 34

Eugene took Sam back to his apartment in his car, so Sam wouldn’t have to experiment with taking mass transit while still covered in blood and grass clippings. When he arrived at his apartment, there was no sign of the fairy, so he immediately stripped off all his clothes and threw them in the trash. He rummaged under the sink in the bathroom and sighed in relief when he found a container of a certain kind of body wash, which he hadn’t been positive he’d had on hand. The fluid was bright fluorescent orange, and the intense citrus scent of it tended to overpower the smell of anything else.
When you need to get out the smell of blood, use Blood Orange Bodywash! That would be a terrible commercial, glad I’m not in marketing.
After a long shower, where he used almost the entire bottle of wash on himself, he collapsed into bed. He wanted to go see Serenus, but Miri should be with him by now, and he still desperately needed sleep. Apparently sleep was part of the process of absorbing another being’s essence, or something like that; he hadn’t been fully conscious while Dot was explaining it. In any case, for reasons made clear at The Daily Grind earlier, it was safer to be asleep at the moment.
It’s not that I expect everything to be back to normal once I sleep for a few hours, but at least for now…at least for now, the easiest thing to do is actually the right thing. Why doesn’t this happen more often?
He drifted off to sleep.
His sleep earlier on the couch at the shop had been a leaden, dreamless sleep; whatever was going on in his mind while he was unconscious, he’d had no memory of it when he’d woken up to the sound of Dwight and Khalil arguing. This time, he wasn’t so lucky: he immediately slipped into a vivid dream, a dream re-creating a life he had never lived.
In the dream, he was soaked with rain, his coarse garments weighed down by water. Ahead of him, through the mist, he could see a huge wooden structure—a cathedral, or at least it would be in another fifty years or so. Right now it was like a giant wooden skeleton, spindly brown fingers reaching through the moonless night as though looking for someone to strangle. Dozens of serfs, dressed in the same brown robes he was, ran about the building site, fetching more wood and carts full of stone.
“Why were you here?” Sam asked out loud. “Why would you have ever been in a place like this?”
“The cathedral was my design,” Azazel said, stepping out from behind Sam as though he’d always been there. He was wearing the same robes as everyone else. “Sometimes I was here as an overseer, whipping the slaves who disobeyed; sometimes, I laid the stone myself.”
Sam looked around, trying to get a better sense of where they were, but it was like the area was devoid of habitation; other than the structure itself, they were surrounded by nothing but grass and mud. Presumably there was a town somewhere nearby, but Sam couldn’t see it through the fog.
“When was this? Fourteenth century?”
“Not even close,” said Azazel with a smirk. “It’s hard for your tiny little mortal mind, isn’t it? To truly grapple with the scale of time?”
Sam turned and faced Azazel—or rather, the apparition that had once been Azazel.
“My tiny little mortal mind seems to be up to the task of keeping you shut down.”
The demon smirked at that, then crossed his arms, looking over at the cathedral. His expression was that of a craftsman enjoying his handiwork.
“You think you’ve won, and I’ll admit, you surprised me. Your father and that cursed witch, they created something in you that never should have been allowed, and we all realized too late. But this isn’t the end. I’m still here; It’s only a matter of time before I hollow you out, become you. I’ll never be quite what I was, too many memories are lost…and for that, I’ll make sure you suffer. But I’ll survive.”
He turned to look at Sam again with a grin that showed his teeth.
“You, however…you get to deal with my voice in your head for the rest of your life. Not every day perhaps, not every moment, but whenever you think I’ve gone quiet, whenever you think you’ve escaped, that’s when I’ll whisper to you, put ideas in your head so wonderful and horrible that you’ll convince yourself they must be yours, and that’s how I’ll get you. And I have all the time in the world.”
Somewhere, there was a scream; one of the slaves was being whipped. Azazel laughed, and his laugh melded with the scream, creating an odd sound.
Sam tilted his head. “So that’s your big threat? You’re going to be the evil voice in my head?”
Azazel shrugged.
“Scoff all you want, it’ll make no difference in the end. Maybe you’ll be able to ignore it for a few years, a decade even, but eventually, it will affect you. The way this building was once a sad pile of sticks, but now it towers over even the highest belfry. That will be the way I rebuild myself within your shell.”
Sam was silent for a moment, thinking. He was wet, but it wasn’t cold, and it wasn’t altogether uncomfortable, standing there and watching the Dark Ages play out in front of him.
“Tell me, as a great medieval architect, would you build a cathedral on top of a volcano?
The demon sighed.
“Oh, what are you on about now?”
Sam pointed at Azazel’s chest.
“You want to be the evil voice in my head? Take a goddamned number. I’ve had evil voices in my head since I was three years old, and they’re all louder than you.”
“Oh, I doubt that highly,” said Azazel, still smiling.”
“See, I don’t,” said Sam, turning toward the cathedral. He pointed at it and mouthed a word, and the structure was in flames. Dozens of serfs began screaming, some in pain, most in fear.
Azazel seemed momentarily stunned by the sight of the cathedral in flames, but recovered quickly. “You think that will hurt me, to burn my handiwork? We are only in a dream. Nothing you do here has any consequence.”
“What makes you so sure?” Sam asked thoughtfully. “So far, I’ve never been able to mess with anything that happened before I was around to see it. But that’s changed now, hasn’t it? Through you, I have access to lots of choice moments in time now,” he said. The burning cathedral looked strangely beautiful against the pitch-black sky. “This is a dream, but it doesn’t have to be. At any moment, it could become reality. Your beautiful cathedral, your crowning achievement in this world, not just burned, but unmade. Erased from history before it ever had a chance to exist.”
Azazel seemed to struggle for words for a moment, then his face distorted in disgust.
“Even if you could, you would not do that; it would do irrevocable harm to the timeline. Don’t be absurd.”
Sam brushed some dirt off his robe nonchalantly.
“Oh yes, human history, full of so many wonderful things, like constant plague and wars and raping and pillaging. Would be such a shame if anything were to happen to it.”
Azazel stepped closer so that he was in Sam’s face, their noses nearly touching.
“You wouldn’t dare.”
Sam let out a gentle sigh.
“Are you beginning to see the problem with your grand plan? You can’t be the little devil on my shoulder, Azazel. I come up with more evil all on my own than you can, because that’s the human in me. You’re not going to corrupt me, you’re going to lose whatever’s left of your mind trying to hold me back.”
It seemed like Azazel was having trouble processing this information. He blinked, twice.
“I don’t…I don’t understand this…how can you have no respect for the mortal world? Your own world? You’re just like him…like Satan….”
Sam leaned in as close as possible; a drop of water fell from his bangs onto Azazel’s chin. “And this is just the normal version of me you’re having trouble with; wait until you meet my angry side.”
With that, he pushed Azazel. He couldn’t push him out of his head entirely, but he could push him out of the dream, to somewhere else. A graveyard of half-finished cathedrals, abandoned by plague-stricken peasants, would do as a prison for now. When the demon had been shut away, Sam took a deep breath; somehow, the smell of the burning wood was intoxicating to him.
***
When Sam woke up, he felt incredibly refreshed. He practically jumped out of bed, then his movements slowed as the events of the last twenty-four hours came back to him.
Oh right, Serenus. Now that Azazel is out of the picture for a while, I need to go make sure Ser’s okay. God only knows what that bastard did to him.
He thought of Cassie briefly, then shook his head; there was nothing he could do for her now. He would have to focus on the people he might actually be able to help. Remembering her situation irritated him, though, and he accidentally ripped a T-shirt while he was getting dressed. Dot was still nowhere to be found.
After a quick bus ride, he was bounding the steps in Serenus’ building in his old, scuffed hiking boots. Since he had kicked in the door last night, there was nothing to knock on, so Sam just walked in.
Serenus was on the couch, not unlike where Sam had left him hours ago, only now his chest was bandaged with gauze and he had a patch over his left eye. Before crossing the apartment to the professor, Sam picked up a legal pad sitting on the kitchen counter, filled with a few lines of delicate script.
See if you can get him to eat something. I bandaged him up and gave him some pain meds, but all he wanted to have was coffee. He’s being really stubborn.
--Miri
When Sam looked up, Serenus’ one visible eye narrowed.
“What have you done?”
His expression looked grave. Sam decided to ignore it.
“How are you feeling? I would have been here sooner, but I had to sleep off something I ate.”
With more speed than Sam thought him capable of, the professor picked up an empty coffee mug on the table next to him and threw it at Sam’s head. Sam just barely ducked in time, and the ceramic mug shattered against the wall.
“You think this is funny?” Serenus sputtered, clearly livid with anger. He struggled to get up, then gave up and collapsed back onto the couch. “I told you, months and months ago! I told you that if you started killing your own kind, they would gang up on you and put you down like a rabid dog! Now what have you gone and done?”
“What, so I was just supposed to let him torture you?”
“Yes!” Serenus said, through gritted teeth. This time, he managed to sit up, so he was propped up against an arm of the couch.
“Now it’s only a matter of time before they come to you, and they’ll do to you what you did to Azazel.”
“Let them try,” said Sam evenly. He hadn’t even really thought about it, but he found he wasn’t afraid.
Serenus grunted in aggravation. Sam couldn’t remember ever having seen the man so angry.
“How arrogant can you be?! I know you’re Helen’s son and thinking you’re God’s gift comes with the territory, but think for a moment! Do you really think you can fight off all the Lords of Hell single-handedly? Not even Satan could do that.”
“I don’t think I’ll have to,” Sam said. It was true; it wasn’t that he was so sure he could fight off an army of demons. It was that he honestly didn’t believe it would ever happen. That’s why he wasn’t afraid, even now. “I think they have bigger problems than me right now.”
“When has there ever been a bigger problem than you?” Serenus asked rhetorically.
Sam shook his head. “I’m serious. Whatever they think of me, I’m not planning on destroying the world anytime soon. Which is more than I can say for Cassie’s relatives.”
Serenus was quiet for a moment, his anger starting to dissipate as he processed what Sam was saying. “What have I missed, this past month?”
“It’s uh…it’s going to take a while to explain.”
Serenus gazed at him with a tired look. It was the look of a college professor evaluating a poor student who had failed, yet again, to do his homework. “Then you’d better get started.”
Sam sat down on the couch by Serenus’ feet and began telling his mentor everything: about the Watchers, about Cassie, about the Arcane Phantasms. He didn’t really expect Serenus to be able to come up with a solution for anything, but somehow, just talking to the professor again filled him with an overwhelming sense of relief. Maybe the world wouldn’t end, after all.




Chapter 35

When Lisette escorted Cassie toward the back of the house, the setting had changed. Instead of being a wide expanse of grass and trees, the backyard had become some kind of odd, post-apocalyptic environment, complete with crumbling buildings and rusting vehicles. It looked like something out of a videogame, and that realization filled Cassie with a sinking feeling.
“He’s not going to do what I think he’s going to do, is he?”
“There you are,” Sammael said, walking toward her. He was adjusting some kind of device on his wrist.
Cassie nearly did a double-take when she saw him. To match her black catsuit, he was wearing a skin-tight black outfit that showed off his physique. Parts of the outfit were even semi-transparent, so she could see well-sculpted chest and thigh muscles. She nearly blushed and looked away, then remembered that the demon could change his appearance.
It’s easy to have a perfect body when you can look like whatever you want. I’m not going to give him the satisfaction of being embarrassed.
Sammael seemed to finish adjusting his wrist-mounted device, then looked at her with a disapproving expression. “Took you long enough.”
“I had to figure out how to get this outfit on so my boobs wouldn’t pop out every time I moved even a little.”
“I don’t know why you bothered,” he said, then turned and gestured toward the ruined landscape. “This is our combat environment. I’m going to put you in a situation where you have to fight, so you’ll learn to use black magic consciously instead of just by accident.”
“Are we going to be collecting points or something?” Cassie asked in a resigned tone.
The demon’s smile practically sparkled. “So glad you asked!”
Cassie stiffened as he suddenly spun around so he was behind her, holding her shoulders. Her pulse quickened; she knew his masculine form was an illusion, something he could conjure out of nothing, but it was still hard to think straight when he was prancing around in that outfit.
“Oh stop, if I was going to sexually harass you, do you really think I would have waited this long? I’m setting up your user interface for you.”
“How long have you been waiting to play this game with someone?” Cassie asked. Sammael chose to ignore the question.
After a moment, Sammael tapped her gently on the back of her head. “Okay. Blink for me.”
Cassie did. When she opened her eyes, there were images superimposed over her field of vision. On her left side, there was a sphere of glowing white energy; on her right, there was a clear sphere. There were also various floating pieces of text, the meaning of which she couldn’t parse. One said, “Prehistoric Black Ops Ver. 3.67,” but the rest was incomprehensible to her.
“As you can see, you have a pool of white magic, and a pool of black magic. Or rather, you will, once I give you some.”
Sammael put a hand on the small of her back and Cassie nearly jumped. There was a weird feeling of cold entering her body, and she shivered slightly. On her display, the clear sphere on the left began to fill with an inky black substance. Something was weird about the viscosity; it seemed to be somehow too thick and too thin at the same time. But before Cassie could make any sense of it, the sphere had filled completely and all she could see was a ball of faintly glowing black energy.
Sammael moved so he was back in front of her, gesturing to the items on her display.
“Obviously, you use your white magic for barriers, and you use your black magic to fire off curses. It should be pretty difficult to get those two confused.”
Cassie looked at the sinister ball of black energy in front of her and frowned. “I don’t know if I can use a curse.” It wasn’t just that she’d never done it before; something about the whole idea just seemed fundamentally wrong.
Sammael dismissed that concern with a wave of his hand. “Of course you can, anybody can use a curse. Even humans can use curses, sometimes, if they’re really evil and really worked up. You’ve just never applied yourself.”
“What do I say?”
“You’re not word-locked, so you can say whatever you want. Anything that feels right at the moment.”
Cassie looked down at her hands, already sweating profusely in her uncomfortable vinyl outfit.
So I just point at stuff, yell something, and it dies? That’s what demons seem to do. I’m pretty sure there’s more to it than that….
“Listen, uh…are we going to talk about what just happened before? What you saw in my mind when…when we….”
Sammael was either really impatient to start the game, or had no desire to address the question, because he cut her off.
“Here are the rules: You get 100 points for big dinosaurs, 50 points for medium-sized ones, and 30 points for flyers. If I have to replenish your black magic pool, then we lose 200 points for being wasteful. We need 500 points, collectively, to clear the level.”
Cassie took a moment to process that.
“Why are we fighting dinosaurs?”
“Why not?”
Cassie opened her mouth, but she couldn’t really think of a good response to that, so she said nothing.
“Okay, put a barrier around yourself and then we’ll start.”
“I’ve never done that. I’ve seen Sam make barriers, but I’ve never made one myself.”
Sammael looked annoyed.
“Well, get to it already. You’re a witch, aren’t you? This should be second nature to you.”
Cassie felt hot, and could hear the blood pounding in her ears.
Oh God, this is not going to work at all. I’m going to piss him off. Again.
“Barrier, go!” she yelled, trying to remember what it had felt like when Sam had done it. Nothing.
She shot him an apologetic look, and he motioned for her to try again.
“Protection magic, activate!” she yelled, throwing her arms out theatrically. Nothing.
Sammael facepalmed.
“It’s even worse than I thought,” he muttered. “You really are one of those people who can’t do anything unless it’s an unconscious response. The worst possible personality type for a witch.”
He snapped and Cassie gulped; she felt something fit into place around her, but there was no sound. She felt like her brain was stuck listening for a sound that wasn’t there.
“I gave you a barrier, just because I don’t want to stand out here all day. When you’ve got some T-rexes trying to eat you, hopefully the fear of death will help you focus your mind and you’ll learn to use your magic at will. I think that’s how these things usually go.”
“You think? You’re not sure?”
“Enough chitchat, Game Start! We’ve got incoming!”
Sammael then dove off to the left, did a graceful somersault, and ended up taking cover behind a stack of rusted junk. For a moment Cassie was distracted by the ridiculousness of an immortal demon diving for cover, then she saw what was coming and felt an odd mixture of primal fear and intense confusion.
Running toward her, weaving around the bare metal frames of old skyscrapers and building-high stacks of rusted-out cars, were large creatures that looked highly intimidating, yet also fuzzy. The closest one to Cassie, still so far away that it looked barely any bigger than her thumbnail, seemed to be covered with soft red fur. Wait, that wasn’t fur, it was…feathers?
“Are you sure these are dinosaurs?” she called out to Sammael. “They don’t look like dinosaurs.”
“Are you saying I don’t know what dinosaurs looked like? Typical. Anyway, hurry up and start throwing curses! I’m not carrying you through this whole level.”
Cassie took a deep breath; the dinosaurs (or whatever they were) might have started off far away, but they were moving incredibly fast. At this rate, the red one in front would be on top of her in less than thirty seconds. The sound of the dinosaurs’ feet pounding against the cracked pavement was drowning out the sound of her own frantic heartbeat.
Okay, I’d better learn how to do this really fast. Because even though Sammael probably doesn’t want me to die, it would be stupid to count on him to save me.
She pointed her index finger at the feathery red T-rex, and tried to imagine it falling over, dead.
“Curse you, T-rex! Die!”
Naturally, nothing happened.
C’mon. It’s not enough to just point at it and yell, I’ve got to think about it the right way. Point at it and just try to throw all the hate you’ve ever felt for anything into it. Imagine that dinosaur is Madison Clarke.
Even she was somewhat disturbed to admit to herself how much she disliked Madison Clarke.
“I curse you, evil dinosaur! Feel my wrath!”
Naturally, still nothing.
The T-rex let out a high-pitched, bird-like cry that hurt her ears, then it suddenly stumbled and fell, rolling over a few times from the momentum before it finally slid to a stop. Cassie looked to her left and saw Sammael standing with a hand extended in that direction. Quickly, he directed curses at the other dinosaurs, which similarly fell over dead. The last one collapsed not twenty feet from Cassie.
On Cassie’s display, she saw the following message: +100, +50, +50. Total Score: 200.
He shot her a disgusted look, and she shrugged.
“Look, I tried, okay? You saw!”
“I told you, I’m not carrying our team. Next wave, you’re taking at least one of them out, and I don’t care if it chews your leg off first.”
Cassie groaned and stomped her foot, livid. At least for a moment, she was more angry than frightened.
“Did it ever occur to you that maybe I just can’t do this? That maybe I’m just not—”
“Incoming, three o’clock!”
Sammael did an obnoxiously high backflip and disappeared behind a metal retaining wall: Cassie groaned and turned to face the new wave of dinosaurs.
She started to point at the enemies at first, then felt like the whole thing was hopeless. Instead, she put her arms down and began to run as fast as she could toward one of the precarious piles of rusted-out cars and other junk.
“What are you doing?”
“Using the terrain. I’m not some lazy camper!” Cassie yelled over her shoulder. She clamored on top of a busted SUV, then from the roof of the SUV jumped to the top of a school bus. The bus was split in half, and slanted in a precarious position, but by running up the roof of the bus, she got enough height to jump on top of the next junk pile. She was pretty sure she wouldn’t be able to do this in the real world, but here, gravity was just a little looser; she could jump a little further, a little higher. It was enough of a difference that she intuitively knew that she could do things that would be too physically demanding for her normally.
“It’s cute that you think this is a platform game, but will you get on with it already? Stop stalling and kill a dinosaur!”
The next wave of dinosaurs, three green ones with long necks, were closing in. They were over ten feet tall, but they were what Sammael considered “medium-sized” dinosaurs, thus worth 50 points. Careful to time it right, Cassie jumped off the tower of junk and awkwardly landed on a dinosaur’s back. Once she was straddling it, she began pulling its feathers out, one at a time.
The creature shrieked and began shaking violently, trying to throw her off. Somehow, pressing as hard as she could into the dinosaurs’ ribs with her knees, Cassie managed to stay seated. She kept picking out feathers, one after the other, which seemed to drive the thing nuts.
They went on like that for a while, Cassie clinging for dear life while the dinosaur screamed and flailed. At some point, the creature got too close to one of the piles of junk and rubble, and hit its head on the side of a cement mixer, stunning itself. The pile of junk came loose and began to tumble over, and before Cassie knew what had happened, the dinosaur’s neck had been impaled by a sharp piece of metal.
Feeling the strange being stumbling under her, Cassie took a deep breath and jumped off, trying to avoid both the dinosaur and the falling cars. The fall to the ground likely would have broken her leg, but she had a barrier, and the impact was dulled. Jumping to her feet faster than she ever had before, she sprinted full-out to avoid the falling debris.
After the cacophony of screeching metal stopped and the dust began to clear, a message appeared on Cassie’s display: +50 points. Total Score: 250.
“I got one!” she yelled proudly, only to see Sammael marching up to her with a death glare.
“Do you even understand what the point of this exercise is?” he said, clearly angry.
The other two dinosaurs exploded into bits, loudly. Cassie looked up to see Sylvia dropping bombs on them out of a yellow hot air balloon. She waved at Cassie with one white-gloved hand.
Even she’s getting in on this? What is she dropping on them, nitroglycerin?
Cassie pointed to the points notice on her display, although she wasn’t sure if Sammael could see her interface the same way she could.
“You’re the one who made this a game, don’t blame me for playing it!”
When he reached her, he grabbed her by the arm and pulled her toward him, grabbing her chin with his other hand.
“I’m running out of patience now, so let’s do this the direct way. I’m going to put the knowledge of how to throw curses right into your cute, fuzzy little head; even you can’t screw this up.”
He kissed her forehead and Cassie screamed. When he’d looked into her mind before, that was one thing; that was observation. This time, he was trying to put something in there that shouldn’t be. At that moment, Cassie didn’t understand anything about black magic, about curses, or demons; she just knew that whatever was being pushed into her mind absolutely did not belong.
“Get out get out GET OUT!” she yelled, and she felt Sammael’s body let go of her; it took a moment before she realized why.
At her feet, a jet of freezing water had erupted out of the ground, like a column of cold magma, and forced Sammael away from her. As the demon tried to find his footing, there was a sound like the cap shooting off of a shaken-up soda bottle, and jets of water burst through the ground in three other places. Instead of targeting Sammael, the water aimed straight up, only to fall back to the ground in droplets. In a moment, they were in the middle of a torrential rain.
A feeling of dread enveloped Cassie as she looked at Sammael. He was looking from side-to-side at the jets of water, with a look of utter confusion on his face. Somehow, seeing Sammael at a loss was more frightening than when he looked at her with malice in his red eyes.
“How did you….” he began, then turned as more jets of water emerged behind him. Soon, there were dozens of them, and the water was beginning to accumulate on the ground at an unnaturally fast pace; it was already up to Cassie’s ankles.
Cassie knelt, getting her whole lower body wet in the process.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to! I just wanted you to stop!”
The sound of the water rushing and falling was so loud, she wasn’t sure if he could even hear her. The pins-and-needles sensation in her back, which she sometimes felt whenever strange magic was afoot, was so strong that it actually hurt. She gritted her teeth against the pain.
She heard a scream.
“Milord!”
She turned around; it was Lisette, trying to hold her skirt above water.
“The flood will destroy the house!”
Not just the house; everything. Put an end to this miserable Realm, full of nothing but pathetic traitors and decaying human souls. Drown it all. Drown it all and start anew.
Cassie knew the words in her head weren’t her own, but she still heard them in her own voice. She wondered if Sammael could hear it too. Now, the water level had already risen so much that she was no longer kneeling in the water; she was floating. In a matter of seconds, the water had already reached the second-floor windows of the mansion.
She let herself drift underwater, at a loss for what to do. She knew that she had somehow set off this watery disaster, but she had no idea how to stop it; in fact, she was pretty sure she couldn’t stop it if she wanted to. Being submersed in water had its usual effect, calming her, but even in a more lucid mood, she felt certain she had screwed up irrevocably. The only consolation at the moment was that she was pretty sure it was mostly Sammael’s fault.
She’d lost sight of the demon when she ducked underwater, but suddenly, an explosion of blue-white light in front of her stung her eyes and made her close them. She swum up to the surface, eyes still hurting, and saw a massive figure standing knee-deep in the water. At first she thought it was one of the Watchers, but she realized it was different; where the Watchers were gaunt and grotesque, not unlike large zombies, this creature looked full of vitality. The long, gangly limbs and torso, so ugly on the Watchers, looked elegant and regal on this creature. Where the face should be was a blue-white nimbus of light so strong that it hurt to look at. Emerging from its narrow back were large pillars of light; the light reacted with the swiftly falling rain, surrounding the creature with pale rainbows.
The angel motioned with its long arms, and the water started to pool upward. Soon, a giant whirlwind was directing the water upwards, back into the sky. In a matter of minutes, all of the water had been sucked into a giant whirlpool, hovering hundreds of feet above the wet ground. With a wave of its majestic wings, the angel threw itself forward and took up a position under the whirlpool, then reached up with one glowing white arm. What looked like a bolt of lightning erupted from one long-taloned hand, and nearly instantaneously, the entire whirlpool of water was vaporized. It didn’t disappear, exactly, but it shattered into millions of tiny, translucent polygons that seemed to evaporate of their own volition. The angel, still wrapped in rainbows, made a growling sound that was so deep and resonant, she felt it in her womb.
Sitting on the still-wet ground, Cassie found her vision getting hazy and lay back, afraid she would fall over. She had never seen so many rainbows, could never have imagined that so many slivers of multicolored light could ever exist in one place. The angel lurched toward her, and she felt a spike of fear. Fear, but also, recognition.
How can that be Sammael? He’s a demon, not an angel. Maybe his true form didn’t change…maybe all of the demons, in their heart of hearts, that’s what they really….
One of its large hands nearly encompassed her, but Cassie didn’t get to experience being touched by an angel; she had already passed out.




Chapter 36

Early in the afternoon, Sam walked into The Daily Grind, put on his apron, and began washing dishes in the back like nothing at all had happened. He looked perfectly normal, but Dwight was concerned and decided to check in on him.
Dwight put down his clipboard on the table in the break room and went up to Sam at the sink.
“Hey, uh…you doing okay? That bad voice in your head still causing problems?”
“Not really,” Sam replied, towel-drying a cappuccino mug. “I’ve talked to him and I think we’ve come to an understanding.”
Dwight raised an eyebrow at that, but knew full well he didn’t want to know the details. “Even so, are you sure you’re good here? You can take off today, easy. Khalil and I can hold down the fort.”
“Isn’t Khalil quitting?”
“Who knows? He’s here today, though.”
Sam began scrubbing a pastry plate with great gusto.
“Honestly, there’s nowhere I’d rather be than here right now. Doing stuff like this always seems to straighten my head out.”
“Okay,” said Dwight, watching Sam’s hands in the sink. His hands were moving preternaturally fast, and Dwight wasn’t sure if Sam was even aware of it. He decided not to point it out.
One day, he’s not going to be able to stay here anymore. I don’t know where he’s going to have to go, or why, but someday, playing the part of a minimum-wage slave just isn’t going to cut it anymore. Until that day though, this is probably for the best….
Just when he was about to return to work, someone he didn’t recognize busted into the break room. It was a tall, attractive woman with blond hair, dressed impeccably in a business suit. More importantly, she was cradling a gangly teenager in her arms.
“Mike!” Sam yelled, throwing down the sponge and grabbing the boy from the strange woman’s arms. “What happened?”
The woman, who had been putting on a brave face, seemed to crumble at Sam’s question. “I’m so sorry! I’ve never taken too much from a gift, never, but I don’t know what came over me! I’m afraid it’s too late.”
Her crime confessed, she collapsed to the floor, weeping.
Sam put Mike down on the couch and began examining him. Dwight put his hand on the boy’s forehead; it felt cold.
“If he’s lost a lot of blood, then he needs a transfusion. We need to get him to the hospital right now.”
The woman shook her head, clearly miserable.
“We already tried; we have a doctor on call, just for this kind of emergency. But his body—rejected…” She collapsed again into sobbing.
“Stop crying!” Sam yelled. “After we’ve saved him, then you can cry all you want, but I need information now! Is there anything we can do for him?”
The vampire made an effort to collect herself, wiping her eyes with her sleeve. “He’s fading…I brought him to you as fast as I could so that one of your vampires could change him. That is the only way.”
“No,” Sam said, looking at the pale boy on the couch. “I can’t believe that’s the only thing we can do.”
While Sam had been talking to the vampire, Khalil had come into the break room. He examined Mike, only with more expertise than Sam had done.
“He barely has a pulse, guys,” he said quietly. “You’d better get one of the vamps in here.”
“I’ve already summoned Dmitri!” Sam snapped. “He’s the closest.”
“Alright, excuse me for not being privy to your whole psychic network!” Khalil yelled, but it was clear that wasn’t what he was really upset about.
Dwight hadn’t been appraised of the plan to lend Mike to the Liddells for a few days, but it was easy enough to figure out the gist of what had happened. He was shocked, trying to process the idea of the annoying kid who always hung out at his shop, drinking gallons of hot chocolate and typing away on his computer, becoming a vampire. Then, out of nowhere he remembered something, and pushed past Khalil so fast he almost knocked the other man over.
He began rummaging through drawers in his office, his pulse pounding.
While Dwight was occupied, Dmitri entered the break room. He eyed the unconscious teen on the couch.
“I see I’m just in time. Should I begin?” he asked, looking to Sam.
“You….” Sam began, then trailed off. It was clear that he believed the only hope for Mike at this point was as a vampire, but he couldn’t bring himself to give the order to change him.
“There isn’t much time left,” Dmitri said gently.
Dwight ran back into the room, holding something shiny in his right hand. Sam nearly jumped.
“Is that a healing potion?”
“Yes! Serenus gave it to me two[GW7] months ago, just in case we ever needed it here.” He handed the potion off to Sam as quickly as he could.
“Bless that busybody professor,” Sam muttered, opening the top of the vial. He began to pour it into Mike’s open mouth. Dwight tried not to look at the two painful-looking puncture wounds on Mike’s neck.
“He’s not conscious, though, so he can’t swallow it. Will it still work?”
“I think if some gets down his throat, that should be enough,” said Dmitri quietly. “Not that I am expert, but I have seen these things used before.”
After Sam had emptied a third of the potion into Mike’s mouth, the boy’s body began to jerk violently. He coughed up the potion, then fell back against the couch, shuddering slightly.
Sam cursed. “Dammit, why won’t it work?”
“He is not compatible,” said the blond vampire, who had been all but forgotten halfway across the room. “Those potions are made for demons. They will work on most humans, but…his blood…it is a special blood.”
“DAMMIT!” Sam yelled, throwing the potion vial across the room. It shattered against the employee lockers.
Khalil ran his hands through his black hair nervously.
“Sam, do your reversal thing. Reverse time or whatever so this never happened!”
Sam swallowed.
“I can’t do that.”
“What do you mean, you can’t? I’ve seen you do it!”
Sam grit his teeth in frustration.
“Not now, I can’t.”
“The hell does that mean?”
Sam just shook his head.
Dmitri knelt next to Sam and put an arm on his shoulder.
“Allow me to change him, now. He won’t be alive for much longer.”
Sam exhaled. It sounded painful, like his throat was sore. He put his head in his hands.
“Do it.”




Chapter 37

When Cassie came to, her midsection was hurting her. Sammael, partially back to human form, had her slung over his shoulder, and was walking down a long flight of steps; every step sent his shoulder blade digging into Cassie’s ribs.
“Ow! Put me down, that hurts!” she cried out.
She had a limited view of Sammael, but she could tell he was in a strange state; one minute, she was looking down at his human body, then her vision would shimmer and the odd-shaped limbs and torso of his other form would appear, only under his clothes.
“Put you down, so you can turn all of Realm into a bleepin’ Sea World? I’m never giving you that chance again.”
“I didn’t do it on purpose,” Cassie wheezed. With so much pressure on her chest and stomach, it was hard to talk.
After what seemed like hours, they reached the bottom of the staircase. Cassie tried to squirm around to get a better look at her surroundings, but it was all very dark. She could see torches on the wall, but they didn’t seem to throw much light—probably by design.
“Are we in a dungeon?”
“Damn straight we are. And you’re not leaving for a while. Maybe never. You’re a walking calamity of Biblical proportions, you whiny little brat.”
Cassie heard the sound of a heavy metal door open; it was painful to hear, not unlike nails on a chalkboard. It was like the sound of hundreds of years of rust complaining.
Then she was airborne; Sammael had actually thrown her into a cell of the dungeon. For a fraction of a second, she was terrified that she was going to break her back upon landing and become paralyzed (or worse), but something cushioned her fall; it felt a little bit like landing on an air mattress. She still had the wind knocked out of her, but it didn’t really hurt much.
That must have been my barrier…wait, I don’t have it anymore? I think I lost the barrier when I lost consciousness. So what just broke my fall?
She turned around, but there was nothing behind her; just dirt, dust, and suspiciously shiny rocks. In fact, there seemed to be a huge pile of rocks just few feet behind her, but it was too dark for her to see what exactly what kind they were.
Sammael put his hands in the doorframe and looked down, panting. To Cassie’s surprise, he looked exhausted; this was the first time she’d ever seen him in such a state. After taking a few heavy breaths, he looked up and glared at her. She was pretty used to him fixing her with a mean look, but there was something different this time. His eyes were glowing white-blue instead of red, which was unusual enough, but something more mundane in his face caused her stomach to drop. There was no humor, no droll condescension, in that look. He wasn’t amused, not even a little bit.
“Stay here until I decide what to do with you. Don’t do anything.”
Then he slammed the door and went away. The fact that his last words to her were so straightforward, without the slightest hint of his usual snark, added to the feeling of dread in the pit of her stomach.
For a few moments she just sat there, her eyes adjusting to the darkness. Even when she was acclimated to the level of light in the dungeon, she still couldn’t see much. She could tell there were more cells like the one she was in, and a hallway disappeared into the darkness. Without being able to see more of the hallway, she had no way of knowing how big the dungeon was.
He’s really serious. He might leave me here forever if he decides it’s the safest thing to do. Will he even feed me, or….
She gasped for air, suddenly feeling out of breath. Her pulse hammering in her ears, she tried to take deep breaths, but she couldn’t seem to do it. Instead she took quick, shallow breaths, which only made her feel worse. Soon her chest was burning and her eyes were watering.
To her shock, someone came forward and put a gentle hand on her shoulder.
“Easy now. Physically, you’re fine. You’re just having a panic attack. Just do your best to breathe, and it will go away eventually.”
Cassie wanted to look to her right and see who was there, but she was afraid to move her head; it felt safer just looking at the ground between her feet. With effort, she forced herself to take deep breaths, even though her impulse was to hyperventilate.
Who’s in here with me? I know that voice…but from where?
Cassie didn’t know how long she spent recovering; perhaps five minutes, perhaps half an hour. At some point, the fight-or-flight response wore off, and she felt more or less normal. The air in the dungeon smelled funny, filled with something Cassie couldn’t identify, but it became easier to breathe regardless.
“Good girl. It’s not easy to calm yourself down once that happens. You did very well.”
The voice was deep, with a noticeable British accent. At first Cassie refused to believe who it was, couldn’t believe he would be here, but once she was finally able to look at her companion, there was no doubt.
“Dr. Cordley? What are you doing here?”
The doctor sat back from her and rested one arm on his knee.
“I see you remember me.”
Cassie changed position too, so she was facing him.
“How could I forget? You were the first demon to ever kidnap me. We should have given you an Early Bird Discount or something.”
He laughed at that. His voice sounded hoarse, and Cassie wondered how long he’d been stuck in Sammael’s dungeon.
“Not one of my brighter moments. My niece was dying, or so I thought, and I completely lost my head. She’s in remission now.”
“She is? Congratulations, that’s wonderful!” Cassie said. It was awkward, congratulating him on the health of his family while sitting on the floor of a dungeon, but she felt it was important to say it regardless.
He laughed again, softly.
“You really don’t hold a grudge against me for what I did, do you?”
Cassie had to raise an eyebrow at that.
“Not really. You’re really the only person who ever tried to kidnap me who had a really good reason.”
He laughed again, shaking his head like the whole idea of her repeated kidnappings was amusing. She supposed it was, when viewed from the outside.
She shifted position, getting more comfortable. Even if she was stuck in the dungeon, that was no reason to get a leg cramp.
“Listen, what are you doing here? What do you have to do with Sammael?”
Cordley sniffed and looked off to the side.
“What else? I summoned him, made my demands, and offered my soul as payment. He took me up on it.”
“What?” Cassie exclaimed, mind working feverishly. At first she thought that Cordley must have sold his soul in exchange for his niece’s health, but that wouldn’t work; even powerful demons couldn’t heal people, only curse them. Beyond that, she couldn’t imagine what he would consider worth selling his soul for.
He shrugged noncommittally.
“I’m not the most popular fellow at the Eastern Court these days. I had to get out of there somehow, and they weren’t about to let me get on a plane and fly to Hawaii. If I could get transport for a certain magical artifact, so much the better.”
“What magical artifact?”
Cordley continued like he hadn’t heard the question. “Joke was on me, because my second request was a bust. Sammael couldn’t have transported the Rod of Moses with me even if he wanted to; demons can’t even touch it.” He smiled sheepishly. “He neglected to mention that until after I had already made the deal with him, however.”
“Yeah, that figures,” Cassie mused. “Wait, so…this artifact, the Rod of Moses. Were you trying to smuggle it out of Europe?”
“Basically. The current leadership of the Eastern Court has lost their collective mind; I couldn’t trust them with it anymore.”
“So if it’s still there, isn’t that really bad?”
Cassie had never heard of the Rod of Moses, but just from the name, it was obvious that it was important. You didn’t name something after one of the greatest prophets to have ever lived if it wasn’t powerful.
“It’s not there anymore. I’ve made…other arrangements.”
He chuckled, like he couldn’t help himself.
“What arrangements?”
“Let’s just say your entourage should be receiving a special delivery very soon. Any day now.”
Cassie tried to put her own situation aside and think about the big picture. If Cordley had betrayed the Eastern Court and given away their trump card, that was probably a good thing; there was less of a chance they would attack. Maybe the Rod of Moses would be of some use against the Watchers too, although she doubted that highly.
“I know this may be hard to believe, but we have bigger problems than the Eastern Court,” Cassie began. Maybe it was crazy to confide in Cordley, but she needed to talk to someone, and now, they weren’t just former enemies; they were dungeon-mates. “It’s the Watchers, the Rebel Angels. They want to attack the whole world, and they’re going to use me to do it.”
The doctor took a moment to process that information. He shook his head sadly.
“Idiots, the lot of them. Both courts, plotting against each other for centuries, when they should have been putting up a united front in case something like this ever happened. I should have guessed that now would be the time we needed each other the most, for maximum irony.”
“I don’t know if it matters. I don’t know if you could fight them, even all of you together. They’re…not like us.”
“How are they going to do it? Will they compel you to summon them, somehow?” Cordley asked. Even in the dim light, she could see he looked animated, excited even. He wasn’t happy to hear about the Watchers, but the intellectual in him couldn’t help but be curious. In that moment, he reminded her a lot of Serenus, and remembering the professor made her feel a twinge of homesickness.
“That’s the worst part, I don’t know,” said Cassie, shrugging. She pulled her knees into her chest and hugged her legs. “I know they need me to change, somehow. Like I’m not good enough yet, but when I level up or something, that’s when they can go forward with their plan.”
Cordley was silent for a long moment. His eyes looked over her body, but not in a lecherous way; clearly, he was looking at something else.
“Does it have something to do with the, ah…physical change in you, since I last saw you?”
Cassie had no idea what he was referring to.
“What change?”
Cordley stroked his jaw, slowly.
“My mistake. I assumed you had been like this for a while, but I guess it must have just happened. Now that I think about it, it’s probably why Sammael put you in here…hmm, that stands to reason….”
“Seriously, what are you talking about?”
In the dim light, she saw his expression change to something more detached, professional. She had a feeling that this was the mood he adopted when he had to give one of his patients some bad news.
“Cassandra, please tell me. Can you…feel your back?”




Chapter 38

Khalil knew it was useless to keep checking Mike’s pulse, but he couldn’t help himself.
“He’s dead.”
“For the moment. He will awaken, sooner or later.”
Khalil stood up and looked at the ashen-faced boy lying motionless on the couch. Mike had always been pale, but now his skin was nearly milk-white. It could have been the early effects of vampirism, but his ghostly pallor was probably due to losing so much blood.
Sam was sitting nearby, staring down at the surface of the plastic table in the break room. He kept his eyes trained on the table like he was afraid to move them.
“How long?” Sam asked.
Dmitri made a small shrug.
“It depends. Usually a few hours, but he was so close to death, it may be longer.”
By the door, the blond vampire, Helena, was still sitting on the floor. Her silent sobbing was the only noise in the room.
“How did this happen? What was he doing giving blood to vampires?” Khalil asked.
Before Sam could answer, Dmitri spoke.
“Listen, when he awakes, he will not be the boy you know. Perhaps he will be, eventually, but at first, it is very difficult.”
“He’ll be like a rabid animal,” said Sam. “And there’s no guarantee he’ll ever progress beyond that. Some vampires never do.”
“No,” Dmitri admitted.
“How did he end up like this?” Khalil asked again, turning from Mike to Sam.
“How?”
Sam wouldn’t meet Khalil’s eyes.
“It’s all my fault.”
Khalil walked up to the table and slammed his hands down on it, making the surface vibrate; Sam winced but didn’t look up.
“I know it’s all your fault. Who else’s fault would it be? I’m asking, what happened?”
“Not now. Don’t you two do this now,” said Dwight. The manager had been so quiet, Khalil had almost forgotten he was there.
“Then you tell me!” Khalil said, spinning around to face Dwight. “You were in on whatever was going on here, right? That’s you, the loyal lieutenant. Nothing goes on here that you don’t know about.”
Dwight sighed and stood up, leaning against the employee lockers.
“It was a deal for information, with the Liddell clan—that group of vampires that the teacher used to work for. Mike was supposed to donate a small amount of blood as a gift to them. It was a routine thing, I think. No one thought something like this would happen.”
“A deal,” Khalil repeated, looking from Sam to Dwight with a look of utter disgust.
“Do you hear yourselves? We’re no better than the rest of them now. We’re scum too.”
“We?” Dwight repeated. “You weren’t part of this.”
“Well, obviously I’m one of us, aren’t I? And I can’t ever leave, because who knows what’ll happen if I go? Who will you sell into slavery next? Jay Peglioni?”
“He talked me into it!” Sam said through gritted teeth, finally looking up. “I didn’t want to do it, but we needed the information, and Mike wanted a chance to hack their computers. I must have said no twenty times, but he wore me down.”
“Right, so you’re just the victim here? Interesting how that works out.”
“If you think you can make me feel any worse about this than I already do, you’re wasting your time,” Sam said, leaning back in his chair and rubbing his temples. “The only reason I haven’t reversed all of this is because I can’t right now; the taint is too strong.”
“What the hell does that mean, ‘the taint is too strong’? How come you’re supposed to have this balls-out amazing magic, only it’s completely useless whenever it might actually help someone? Have you noticed that?”
To Khalil’s surprise, Helena spoke up from the floor.
“Please, don’t yell at each other. It was I who did this, I who broke the contract and shamed myself and my clan.”
Sam looked over at Helena like he’d only just remembered that she existed.
“Why are you still here?”
“I am responsible.”
Sam looked puzzled for a moment, then stood up.
“I see. You’re Liddell’s apology; for being careless and mistreating his ‘gift,’ he’s making me a gift of the vampire responsible.”
For the first time, Helena looked up. There was a look of sad resignation on her tear-stained face that evoked Khalil’s sympathy, as much as he wanted to hate her.
“Do whatever you want with me, I deserve it all and more. To desecrate a gift? To harm a child?”
Fresh tears ran down her face, and she shook her head.
“I won’t ask you to give me the final death, because that would be too kind. I don’t deserve that kind of peace.”
Sam and Khalil exchanged glances. Despite their arguing, they still had a kind of mutual understanding that hadn’t dissipated. Both of them could tell that Helena was not the kind of vampire who was likely to lose control of herself and kill a person.
“What happened?” Sam asked, sounding calmer and more rational now that his curiosity was piqued. “You’re not the type of vampire who endangers the people she feeds on. I can tell you’re not.”
She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, trying to collect herself.
“I don’t know if you can understand. But when I was first turned, in a small village in Poland many years ago, the people around me tasted the way that boy tastes. Something I hadn’t tasted in decades. I thought that kind of blood had disappeared from the world. When I drank from him, it was like…going back to that time…I was so young….”
She shook her head hard, like she had to rouse herself from the memory.
“By the time I came back to myself, it was already too late.”
Standing guard over Mike, Dmitri looked at Sam and nodded. Clearly, he thought her explanation was believable, and he was in a position to know.
Looking at Helena’s dejected form, Khalil found that he couldn’t feel any hatred for her at all. He wanted to hate her, wanted to have somewhere to direct all his anger, but he knew better.
“There’s no point in taking it out on her. It was an accident.”
“I know. She never should have been put in that position,” said Sam. He took a deep breath and then exhaled.
“Helena Liddell. Return to your master. Tell him that I don’t hold him responsible for this, so no apology is necessary.”
Helena winced.
“I’m no longer welcome there.”
Before Sam could respond, they were interrupted by a loud banging on the front door of the café. After a few moments of no response, whoever it was banged on the door again.
Khalil turned to Dwight.
“I thought you put the ‘Closed’ sign up.”
“I did. Guess someone really, really wants their iced Americano with caramel.”
The banging continued, even louder. Dwight got up to take care of it, but Khalil stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.
“Don’t, I’ll go.”
Khalil knew it irritated Dwight to deal with demanding, abusive customers, because he was too professional to treat them in the manner they deserved. Khalil had no such limitations.
When Khalil left the break room and entered the shop proper, he was surprised to see who was standing outside the big glass door. He had been expecting one of their regulars, but instead the person banging on the door was a slim youth he didn’t recognize. The boy, probably about Mike’s age, was wearing a fashionable blue suit, though it looked somewhat tattered.
He looks a little young to be addicted to espresso. Who knows, though, at the rate we’re going they’re going to be giving the stuff to kindergartners soon.
“We’re closed, kid,” Khalil said, projecting his voice loud enough to be heard through the door. “Come back tomorrow.”
The kid, painfully thin with a shock of bushy brown hair, reddened considerably.
“I’m not here for a bloody cup of coffee! I have an important delivery for the Son of Sam—”
Khalil opened the door and pulled the kid inside as quickly as possible.
“Hey, watch it! First rule of Demon Club, don’t talk about Demon Club!”
“Don’t you think I know that? But I need to get this to him, as soon as possible!”
The boy opened the jacket of his suit, where an aged wooden rod was partially sewn into the lining. Khalil looked at the object and frowned.
“You need to give Sam a stick of rotten wood?”
The boy’s face went from red to white. He had a lot of teenaged acne, so his overall impression was more of pimply petulance than rage, but it was clear he was pissed.
“It’s the bloody Rod of Moses, you wanker! You think I spent a week covered in fish guts to deliver you a stick of rubbish?”




Chapter 39

Trying to turn around to see your own back is a uniquely frustrating experience.
“I don’t get it! You say they’re really big, but all I can see is a little shimmer out of the corner of my eye.”
“That’s because they’re folded up behind your back. Can you spread your wings?”
“If I could move them, do you think I’d be this confused?” Cassie sputtered.
Apparently, sometime between the beginning of Dinosaur Killer 3D and being thrown in the dungeon, she had grown a pair of wings. Translucent wings, but Cordley said he had noticed them right away as soon as she’d been tossed into the room.
“I would offer to gently pull one of them out to the side so you could see it, but to be honest, I’m not sure it’s safe to touch them.”
“Me neither.”
Cassie sighed and sat back. Then, getting an idea, she crabwalked backwards until her back was nearly up against the pile of rocks at the back of the cell. When her wings made contact with the rocks, it was an odd sensation; it was like she could feel the hard texture, but if she concentrated hard, it wasn’t the skin of her back that was feeling it. She was aware of things that touched her wings, but seemed to lack a general awareness of them, somehow. Right now, they were like a limb she couldn’t move.
“Do you feel that?” Cordley asked, curious.
“Kind-of-sort-of. It’s hard to explain.”
She picked up one of the rocks between her fingers, then brought it up to her face. In the dim light, it was impossible to tell for sure what it was.
“Is this a diamond?”
“Possibly. I think they’re all gemstones,” Cordley said, eyeing the giant pile of stones. “They have no value here.”
Cassie picked up some more gems and let them fall through her fingers like sand.
“What’s the point of having them in here?”
Cordley shrugged.
“Maybe it’s a cruel joke? If a prisoner could somehow escape with them back to the Upper World, they’d be millionaires. But once you’re here….”
“…either a demon owns your soul, or you’re already dead,” Cassie finished for him. “Yeah, that sounds like something Sammael would do just to be obnoxious.”
As Cassie finished speaking, the ground started vibrating; gently at first, but soon the tremors were strong enough that Cassie nearly fell over.
“What’s happening?” Cordley shouted, looking around frantically. Clearly he had no idea what was going on either.
Cassie was about to ask if there were earthquakes in Hell, but closed her mouth and listened instead. It was hard to hear anything over the racket of everything shaking, but if she concentrated, she thought she could hear something; something high-pitched and strangely vulnerable.
“Someone’s screaming,” Cassie said, bracing herself with her hands.
Cordley screwed up his face in concentration.
“I can’t hear it. I can’t hear anything.”
To Cassie’s surprise, Sammael appeared at the door. Enough time had passed that he was back to his normal appearance, although under the current conditions, he looked rather blurry.
“Come,” he said simply.
Cassie struggled to get to her feet and nearly fell over, but before she could fall, Sammael caught her at the waist.
“I didn’t do whatever this is!” Cassie shouted over the cacophony.
“We’ll see about that,” said Sammael.
Then before Cassie knew what had happened, they were out of the dungeon; Sammael had picked her up in his arms and was running, already leaving the house far behind. They were in what looked like a corn field, if stalks of corn were blurry and blackish-purple.
“Don’t just leave Dr. Cordley alone down there!”
“He’ll be fine. Worry about your own skin for a change.”
Cassie tried to get a better look at her surroundings, but they were moving too fast, and everything was a blur of brilliant colors. As they moved, the screaming got louder. Somehow, it was like a young child’s scream, yet irritating like the sound of fingernails on a chalkboard at the same time. It had a strange resonance, like nothing she had ever heard before. Her ears hurt, and she wondered if maybe the bones in them were shaking in a way they weren’t supposed to.
“What is that?”
“Someone wants to see you and they aren’t taking no for an answer.”
Oh no….
Suddenly Sammael stopped. If this had been in the real world, the whiplash likely would have snapped Cassie’s neck, but fortunately, physics were malleable here. Perhaps even more than usual, in this place.
They were standing in front of a cave. The inside of the cave was dark, like it wasn’t illuminated by any of the light outside at all, and all that was visible to Cassie was a single point of red light, far in the distance. The screaming quieted, then stopped.
“Thought he’d never shut up,” Sammael muttered, shaking dust off of his lapels. “Come on. If we don’t get there fast enough, he’ll start that infernal shrieking again.”
He took Cassie’s hand and began guiding her through the cave. Because she could barely see anything, she followed him as closely as she could and tried not to think about what the darkness might be hiding.
“Why does Satan want to see me?” Cassie asked finally, her voice low. In the cave, even her breathy whisper echoed off the walls.
Sammael’s grip tightened on her hand for a moment, painfully, but then he relaxed.
“I’m just about out of patience with you. Stop playing dumb.”
“I’m not.”
“Fine, stop being dumb.”
He held Cassie firmly so she couldn’t move for a moment, then picked her up again and jumped. Cassie thought they must be crossing some kind of crevasse, although it was too dark for her to tell. Her stomach did flip flops as they traveled through the air.
They landed, and Sammael let her down. She realized that since Sammael had picked her up again, there had been a dull hissing sound, like the sound of frying sausages in a pan in a kitchen down the hall.
“What’s that sound?”
“It’s your wings, burning me.”
Cassie tried to move away from the demon, but he grabbed her arm.
“You can’t move on your own here, you’ll fall. You have to stay close.”
Cassie bit her lip, not sure how to feel. Considering the fact that he’d just thrown her in a dungeon, Cassie wasn’t Sammael’s biggest fan right now, but nevertheless, she didn’t want to hurt him. Plus, the very idea that this odd new part of her was responsible for anything was weird.
“Have you ever seen this before? Someone, um, growing these, like I just did?”
He didn’t answer. Cassie decided to shut up for the remainder of their trip through the cave.
As they descended, the air grew much hotter. Little motes of flame, looking much like fireflies, began to pop up out of nowhere. The air seemed painfully dry and thin, and it hurt Cassie’s throat.
“Don’t worry; I’m putting a sphere of fresh air around you,” Sammael said, and Cassie breathed in the artificially cool air, relieved.
As the little motes of fire became more common, Cassie was finally able to see. They were in a huge underground cavern, larger than a football field. Everywhere was consumed with flame, flame that oscillated between blue, yellow and orange. The only spot free of fire was a small circle in the center, occupied by a slender youth wearing dark, nondescript clothes.
With her in hand, Sammael plunged into the flames, only for the fire to withdraw to either side of him, making a walkway. After walking for a few moments, he stopped short.
“Pull those things in,” he grunted.
“Huh?”
“Your blasted wings. They’re affecting the fire.”
Cassie turned and looked behind her and saw that he was right; where she had walked, the flames hadn’t respawned. Instead, there was a hiss of steam, and a sheen of moisture in the air.
There was a deep laugh, and Cassie nearly jumped out of her skin. Devon screamed like a child, but his voice was distinctly that of an adult male.
“Oh come on, Grandpa, you know Mother can’t help it. We water elementals don’t like the heat much.”
Sammael continued drawing her forward, until they were about ten feet away from Devon. The whole time, the demon of all demons seemed to drink in the sight of her with his eyes, like she was food for a starving man. She looked at the ground, her cheeks burning redder than the flames.
When they were as close as Sammael was willing to take her, he let go of her hand and grabbed her upper arm.
“There, I’ve brought her to you. Whatever you want to say, make it quick.”
Devon just continued looking at her, smiling. Annoyance warring with fear, Cassie broke the silence.
“Help me out here: I knew my son was going to grow up to become the Devil, so I named you Devon? That’s so lame. I can’t believe future me would do something that pathetic.”
He chuckled, showing a hint of his teeth. His incisors looked larger and sharper than that of any vampire she had ever seen.
“Dear Mother, you’ve got it backwards. You named me Devon, and the whole ‘Devil’ idea only came later, as a result. Someone spelled my name wrong at some point, and it must have stuck.”
“Yeah but…that doesn’t make sense. Because that means when I named you, I didn’t know that the Devil was a thing, otherwise I never would have named you that. But I’m supposed to have you in the future, and how could I not know….”
Devon threw up his hands nonchalantly. “There was a time before the Devil existed where you named me that, but the timeline changed, and enough iterations later, here we are. You can name me Keith this time around, if you think it’ll make any difference.”
“Hurry it up, Keith,” Sammael said. “You were granted permission for this audience on the understanding that it would be quick.”
Cassie looked from the Devil to Sammael and back, curious. Here was the Devil, calling her “Mother,” and Sammael wasn’t reacting with any surprise. Surely he must have seen the nature of her relationship with Devon in her mind, but if he already knew, his behavior until now seemed strange.
He learned I was the Devil’s mother, and his response was…to take me to kill dinosaurs?
Devon relaxed his shoulders and sighed, an odd sound.
“I’ve waited for this moment for so long, I almost can’t believe it. That you’re finally here, in the flesh. It’s a good thing you could stand to lose about twenty pounds, otherwise you’d be too beautiful to be real and I just wouldn’t believe it.”
“Hey!” Cassie cried out, offended.
Who does he think he is, making snide comments about my weight?
“The fact that you can’t appreciate this kind of luscious thickness is just further proof that you belong down here forever,” Sammael said in a solemn tone.
Cassie’s jaw dropped.
Hell: the place where men discuss your body right in front of you like you’re not even there. Also, there’s fire and crap.
“Never pegged you for a chubby-chaser, Grandpa. In any case, there’s work to do. We must get started.”
He rubbed his hands together in glee.
“Get started doing what?” Cassie asked. It was the kind of question you asked knowing full well that the answer isn’t going to be anything remotely good, but you have no choice but to go through with asking it anyway.
He grinned, and the fire reflected off of his pointy teeth, making them glow a golden color.
“Why, procreating of course. How else do you expect me to make an Antichrist?”




Chapter 40

Khalil looked David Alderton over one more time and sighed.
“Okay, I have no idea what you’re talking about, but you seem to be part of the club. Plus, you have a British accent, and that makes you seem important, so you can come in back.”
When Khalil brought the boy to the back, Sam jumped to his feet.
“Why did you let him in here?”
“Because of this,” the boy said, removing the rod completely from his jacket.
“This is the Rod of Moses, passed down from Moses’ brother Aaron to his descendants. My mission is to smuggle this out of the UK and bring it over to you all. Dr. Cordley sent me.”
“Dr. Cordley?” Sam repeated, surprised. “What does he have to do with this?”
“He’s only trying to stop the Arcane Phantasms from killing all of us. Thought you might be on the same page with that.”
“Arcane Phantasms?” Khalil said. “I think I, uh, missed a few meetings….”
Sam ignored Khalil and reached for the rod, but stopped short of touching it.
“How on earth did you get this out of Europe? The Court must have been watching the airports like a hawk.”
“That’s because I didn’t go through an airport. Fisherman friend of the Doctor rowed me out to a fishing boat, where I stayed in the hold for five days. No airport security there.”
“That explains the smell,” Dmitri mused.
The boy reddened at that.
“I did shower afterward.”
“Sometimes one shower just isn’t enough; I know from experience,” Sam said. He moved to take the rod from the boy’s outstretched hand, only to let out a groan of pain once his skin touched the wood. When he looked down at his hand, it looked burned, like he’d just put his hand down on a hot stove.
“Huh, interesting. I guess demons can’t touch it, if it’s a holy thing or whatever. You really should’ve known better, Sam,” Khalil said.
Still in pain from touching the rod, Sam grimaced.
“He’s a demon and he’s touching it!”
The boy looked slightly embarrassed.
“Er, well, technically I guess I’m a demon? My pa is. But I never had any magic, so I guess I’m only a demon in name only. I don’t feel much of anything when I touch the Rod. Maybe a little tingle, sometimes.”
Still in pain, Sam hobbled over to the sink to wash and dress his hand.
“How nice for you,” he said sarcastically.
“What’s your name, kid?” Khalil asked.
“David Alderton. Or at least, that was my name,” he said thoughtfully, like he was reevaluating the whole thing. “Alderton is a Court name. I guess I’ll have to drop it, now that I’ve, uh…defected.”
“You left your family to bring that thing here?” Sam called over the sound of the water running in the sink.
The boy shrugged; Khalil had a feeling that the reality of leaving his family hadn’t really hit the kid yet. “I didn’t really have a choice. I heard what they were planning, and it was mental. Someone had to do something.”
Khalil looked from David to Mike sleeping on the couch, then back again.
“Listen, it’s great that you made it here, and if we don’t seem super-happy to see you right now, don’t take it personally. We just lost someone.”
David took in the sight of Mike lying motionless on the couch and winced.
“Is he dead?” he whispered.
“He’s in the process of turning into a vampire. At least, that’s what we’re hoping.”
Khalil looked at the rod in David’s hand. At first glance it looked ordinary, but there was something about it that commanded attention. Khalil found it hard to take his eyes off of it once he’d noticed it.
“I don’t suppose the Rod of Moses cures death by any chance, does it? Because that would’ve been really useful about an hour ago.”
“Afraid not,” said David.
There was a loud noise. Khalil turned around to see that Sam had banged his head on the bottom of the cupboard while rising from the sink. Despite the injury, Sam’s eyes were full of hope when he turned around.
“The Rod! It reverses curses, doesn’t it? All curses?”
“Uh, that’s one of the things they say it can do,” David said, clearly confused by Sam’s sudden enthusiasm.
“Vampirism is a curse. If we can cure it with the Rod, Mike will be human again. And alive, more importantly.”
Khalil’s eyes widened at this new information.
It’s too good to be true. It can’t possibly work. We could never be that lucky….
“So you mean to tell me that if we just point the Rod at him right now and say the right words, bam! he’s alive again?”
“Not right now!” said Helena, and everyone jumped a bit at her sudden interjection. She looked panicked for a moment when everyone turned to look at her, then continued on, undaunted. “Right now, he is in the sleep of death, before his awakening. Only the curse ties him to this world. If you were to break the curse now, he would simply die normally.”
“I guess you need to wait until he wakes up,” Dwight said, thinking out loud. “Then if you remove the curse, he’ll still be alive, just not a vampire.”
“Even if that would work, can any of us even use the damned thing? It nearly took Sam’s hand off, so I’m guessing he’s out,” Khalil wondered aloud.
“What does it take to use it?” Sam asked David Alderton. The boy looked lost, like this was a test he hadn’t studied for.
“Uh….”
Sam grabbed the boy’s shoulders and shook him gently. It was obvious that he was consciously restraining himself from using too much force.
“C’mon! How do you use the Rod? What does it take?”
“Alright, alright, I’m just trying to remember what Dr. Cordley said!” David said, moving backwards out of Sam’s grasp. “Um, I think he said only descendants of Aaron can use it, so only a small group of Jewish people who are descended from the priesthood can use its full powers.”
“Who says we take a visit to the local synagogue? I’m sure they’ll love me there,” said Khalil.
The boy shook his head. “You can’t just walk into a Jewish temple and expect to find a descendant of the priesthood. Even the Rabbis who are true descendants may not know that they are, and that alone isn’t enough. You need someone who has the ancient blood, and the Holocaust wiped most of those people out.”
“Freakin’ Holocaust had to go and ruin everything,” Khalil scoffed. Everyone gave him pained looks, even Helena.
Sam was looking at Mike’s prone body, his elation clearly fading. “We do know of one person capable of using the Rod: Mike.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“The one person who isn’t conscious to use it.”
Dammit, irony is one helluva nasty bitch.
“I wish it weren’t so, but I do not believe he will be able to use it once he awakens,” Helena said. Her face was still tear-stained, but she appeared calm now. “I have known Jews who have become vampires, and they cease to be Jews. To perform even a simple ritual of faith hurts them, and they soon stop trying.”
“It’s not only Jews that happens to,” Dmitri said quietly. For a moment he looked like he was going to say more, then changed his mind. Shaking his head, he resumed his silent vigil by Mike’s side.
“What about his parents? Can we find his parents?” Sam asked no one in particular.
While the rest of the group discussed the possibility of finding Mike’s family, Khalil found his gaze drawn to the Rod once again.
“Hey kid, do you mind if I hold it?”
“Go ahead. Unless you’re a demon, it’s not going to hurt you.”
“I’m definitely not a demon,” said Khalil, taking the slender piece of wood in his hand.
Suddenly he remembered something that he hadn’t thought of in many years: his first winter at his grandparents’ house. He remembered the snow, piled almost high enough to block the windows, and warm, cozy afternoons spent in his grandfather’s library. While looking at the snow through the window, he would run his hands over books…old books. Religious books. Books penned by hand in an ink that was already ancient when his grandfather was a boy, let alone himself. He could barely read back then, but he’d always had an odd inkling that he knew what the books were saying; or maybe, that what they were saying didn’t require words.
Most of the volumes in the library were medical books, huge tomes on all the different systems of the body and every disease that could harm it. The Latif family were a family of doctors, as everyone knew. But they weren’t always doctors, and those beautiful books had hinted to Khalil of the time before they had devoted themselves to medicine. Though in good condition, those religions texts had hardly been pristine; they showed signs of use, used daily by people who considered them precious beyond rubies….
Khalil blinked and shook his head, only emerging from the reminiscence with effort. He looked at the Rod sitting in his hand and once again felt the cold of the snow outside the library, the feeling of his finger running across old parchment, the sudden warmth when his tiny child’s fingers got too close to the candlelight….
The others were bickering; apparently Mike’s parents were last known to have been in Dubai, but they were frequent globe-trotters, and no one had any contact information for them; that info was presumably in Mike’s phone, but there was no way anyone could unlock it. For a moment, Khalil considered what a lonely life Mike had for a teenager, then interrupted, squeezing the Rod gently in his right hand.
“Hey, guys? You know how they say you have to be a descendant of the priesthood to use the Rod? Does it specify which priesthood?”




Chapter 41

“I can see you’re a little freaked out. Try looking at it from my perspective,” Devon said, taking a leisurely step forward. Sammael tightened his grip on Cassie’s arm and pulled her behind him.
“You’re hurting me,” Cassie said to him, but he didn’t seem to hear her.
“You’ve lost whatever semblance of a mind you had left, Fly-eater,” Sammael said, the last word sounding like a curse. “And you’re not getting any closer to her.”
Devon ignored Sammael like he hadn’t spoken, instead addressing himself to Cassie.
“Now, if I want to create a child capable of challenging the Almighty, I’m going to need a proper thoroughbred, right? Needless to say, I will serve as an adequate father”—he gestured to himself with a little flourish— “but I need a suitable mother. Only a few women in history have given birth to children with truly divine powers, so my choices are limited.”
“Shut. Your. Mouth.” Sammael growled, but Devon continued ignoring him.
“Obviously there’s the Virgin Mary—such as they like to call her, heh—but having the AntiChrist be brothers with the actual Christ? That’s a little on the nose for my taste…plus, she’s not my type. Now, there’s your mother, Annette,” and here Devon made a disgusted face to show what he thought of that idea, “and then there’s Grandma Helen, of course. She would be an excellent choice, but what can I say; she’s my grandma. She practically raised me, for crying out loud! I’m not getting into it with her.”
Cassie popped out from behind Sammael’s back, unable to restrain herself.
“So getting it on with your grandma is weird to you, but doing it with your mom is totally fine? What’s wrong with you?”
It was a rhetorical question, but Devon appeared to take it seriously.
“Well, I lost my mother at a young age, had to be raised by my Gran while my father…my father had no use for me. That kind of thing can screw you up, you know?”
Sammael was simply glaring at Devon with a look of complete and utter loathing. Cassie thought that Devon’s mentioning Helen as a potential breeding partner had made him too furious for words.
Devon shook his head, like shaking off memories from the distant past.
“Anyway, that doesn’t matter now. What matters is, you’re the only suitable mother for the kind of being I’m trying to create, and everything else is details.”
He took another step closer to Sammael and Cassie. Sammael put a hand forward and put a wall of obsidian between the pair of them and the Devil. An instant after the wall was created, the obsidian shattered into a million pieces and went flying; a tiny shard grazed Cassie’s face, under her right eye. She put a hand to her face and felt a tiny drop of blood.
“Careful, Gramps,” said Devon in a mocking tone. “You forget how delicate she still is.”
“You’re still imprisoned here,” said Sammael. “Nothing you do, nothing you say will change that. You’re not procreating with anyone, although you’re more than welcome to go fuck yourself.”
Cassie shuddered. Sammael rarely used language like that, and when he did, his emotions were running high.
Devon put a hand up to his chin, as though considering the other demon’s words.
“That’s right, my imprisonment, such as it is. Tell me, have you noticed anything about the flames down here in the past few minutes?”
Cassie looked around; the flames had indeed changed. The pit was still full of fire, but the hotter blue flames were nowhere to be seen; all the fire was shades of orange.
Devon stuck an arm out and plunged it into a nearby column of flame. When he removed his arm, he was holding a tiny fireball, dancing above his palm.
“Did it every occur to you, Gramps, that bringing a second Water Elemental Divine into a prison based on fire wasn’t the best idea in the world? Temperature in here seems to be dropping quite a bit.”
Sammael grinned. There was something relieved about that grin, and that bothered Cassie on some level she couldn’t explain.
“So that’s why you wanted to see her in person? Thinking you could cool the flames and use that to bust on out of here? Bad news, Fly-eater, but the curses binding you here are stronger than that. Enjoy the breeze, but that’s all this buys you.”
“That would be a foolish plan indeed,” Devon said, examining the dancing ball of flame in his had like it was fascinating to him. “However, you didn’t just bring in a water elemental; you brought my mother. Who, even now, has a tiny part of me inside her. Just waiting to be born.”
Cassie put her free hand to her middle. She was beginning to feel what felt like menstrual cramps, if menstrual cramps could be inside-out.
“Sammael,” she grunted, then fell to her knees.
“Cassie?” Sammael said, his voice filled with genuine alarm.
He called to the sky.
“Azrael! Beelzebub! Get in here!”
The fireball in Devon’s palm turned to clear water, then ice. He closed his fist and the ball of ice shattered. Where the fragments of the ice ball landed, the flames began flash-freezing, turning from orange to undulating ice blue sculptures.
“See, one of me was never going to be enough to break out of here. But two of me? Two of me might be…just enough….”
Cassie must have blacked out, because the next thing she was conscious of was Sammael cradling her head in his hands. She took a deep breath, then breathed out. The fact that she could see her breath triggered a feeling of despair like she’d never felt before.
“What happened?” she asked, slurring her words.
She looked up; as she had expected, the pit of flames was now a pit of ice. Everywhere she looked, she saw her own terrified expression reflected back at her. She shivered, both because of the cold and because of the knowledge that something was suddenly very wrong in the world.
“He outsmarted us. Outsmarted me,” Sammael said quietly. He stroked her cheek, his former anger with her seemingly forgotten.
All around the pit, other demons were walking around in disbelief. Some wore suits, some wore robes, and some wore clothes Cassie didn’t even recognize. But all of them looked around at the world of ice with expressions like they’d all just been punched in the gut.
“And now, for the first time in eons, the Devil is free to walk the earth.”




Chapter 42

“Thanks,” said Mike, taking his third white hot-chocolate from Dwight. “Really want sugar right now, guess that kinda makes sense, blood loss and all.”
“You’re sure you don’t want to drink blood?” Sam asked. Sam was looking at the boy on the couch like his presence was too good to be true.
Mike shrugged. “Nah, just sugar. If I try to think about drinking blood, it feels about as gross as it always did.”
There was silence for a few minutes, other than the sound of Mike quickly typing on his laptop. David Alderton scratched the back of his head for a second.
“Well uh, I’m glad he’s okay. Glad I got here in time with the Rod, and all.”
Mike took a swig of his hot chocolate and looked at David. “Sorry, I should have asked this before, but who are you?”
“He defected from the Eastern Court, and we are all very much in his debt,” Sam said, eyeing David significantly.
“You can let him introduce himself, you know,” Khalil said. He was twirling the Rod of Moses in his right hand like it was a baton.
David shrugged.
“Uh, I don’t really need an introduction. I’m David, I’m from London, that about covers it. It’s not like I have a title.”
Dwight glared at Khalil over his sunglasses.
“Will you stop playing with that? You could break the thing.”
“You will now address me as Rabbi Khalil.”
“He is going to be insufferable, isn’t he?” Dmitri said softly. He was still tense, ready to pounce if Mike showed any signs of vampiric hunger. But it had been nearly half an hour since Khalil had touched the waking boy with the Rod, and nothing had happened. Mike had looked a little dazed when he awakened, but within thirty seconds, he was asking for his laptop and a hot chocolate, like nothing had happened.
Sam collapsed into a chair; he had been standing the whole time, watching Mike as though he couldn’t believe the boy was really there.
“I think Khalil’s earned the right to be insufferable for a little while.”
“You are going to regret saying that,” Khalil whispered.
“I know.”
Everyone looked at the door to the break room when Jay threw the door open. “Mike! You were dead?!”
Mike didn’t even look up from his typing.
“I was not dead, I was just, uh…asleep for a little while. Don’t be all dramatic.”
Jay stopped and looked around. With Sam, Dwight, Khalil, Mike, Helena, David, Dmitri, and now Jay all in the room, the break room was getting pretty full.
“Uh, I don’t know some of these people,” Jay said, his eyes darting between David and Helena. Helena gave him a sad smile.
Sam took a deep breath.
“Helena, I don’t know what we’re going to do with you, but as long as you’re here, may as well make yourself useful. Can you go back to my apartment and get the cauldron and the black box full of ingredients? It’s a tool box, like you’d use for screwdrivers, but it has magic supplies in it.”
“Certainly,” Helena said, looking relieved to have something to do. A few more words exchanged with Sam, and she was out the door.
“What do you need that stuff for?” Jay asked.
“We have someone in need of a protection amulet,” Sam said, eyeing David. Jay turned around and looked at the thin youth.
“Oh, so you’re joining the club, huh? That’s cool. We have great parties.”
“Do you?” David asked. From his expression, it was clear he was skeptical.
Dwight moved toward the door and gestured for them all to follow him.
“C’mon, it’s getting too crowded in here. Let’s at least go to the café, where we have chairs for everyone.”
“Do you feel up to moving, Mike?” Sam asked.
Mike didn’t answer for a few moments; everyone looked at him, concerned.
“Isn’t anybody going to ask me what I found out this weekend?” Mike said, still typing furiously.
The group exchanged glances. In the panic over Mike possibly dying, no one had given any thought to the reason he’d risked his life in the first place.
Jay walked up behind Mike and looked over his shoulder.
“Why are you on auction sites?”
“I’m tracking all of the purchases that the Liddell vamps have been making. They’ve been spending a lot of money lately.”
“On what?”
“Sorcery,” said Mike, hitting his Enter key with relish.
“The cards?” Jay asked, confused.
Khalil spun the Rod one more time, and gave a low whistle.
“Oh Jay, poor innocent Jay. You think a group of evil vampires are spending money buying cards for that stupid game? I think Sorcery means something else in this case,” Khalil said in a patronizing tone.”
Sam stood up, agitated. “What are they buying? Illegal black magic ingredients? Are they planning some kind of major curse?”
“Hmmph?” Mike said, popping the remains of a chocolate chip cookie in his mouth.
“Nah, Jay was right the first time. They’re spending all their money on rare cards.”




Chapter 43

“So…let me make sure I have this straight,” Azrael said, rubbing his temples like he was in pain. “You found out that your witch has the ability to cast black magic, so you dragged her into Realm against her will.”
“It was the only responsible thing to do,” Sammael responded. He was leaning back in his chair, like a delinquent kid at school.
Azrael shifted his weight.
“Then you looked into her mind and discovered that the Watchers are planning to invade this reality through her, at which point, you told no one of this. Instead, you took her to fight fabricated dinosaurs.”
“I thought that putting her in extreme danger would give her the kick in the tush she needs to be able to control her magic consciously,” Sammael embellished.
“In the process,” Azrael continued, pointedly not looking at Sammael. “You brought out her latent angelic nature, which is the one thing the Watchers absolutely need for their invasion to be possible in the first place.”
“Really, if I failed, it was only in the fact that I succeeded too well,” Sammael mused.
Azrael continued, still not looking at Sammael.
“So you’ve now made it possible for the Watchers to enter the world, which would have remained functionally impossible if you had simply done nothing.”
“A loaded assumption.”
“And we would be in better position to fight them off if we weren’t down a man…which we are, because your son ate him.”
Sammael shrugged. “We’ve all thought about doing it, kiddo just took the plunge. Kind of proud of him, honestly.”
“So we can’t send your witch back to the mortal realm, because the Watchers will likely use her to attack as soon as she gets there. However, the longer she stays here, the more unstable your abomination of an offspring becomes.”
“Look, he’s probably not going to eat anyone else unless you provoke him. It’s not like he’s going to go out of his way to get that hot lunch, you kind of have to wave the red flag in front of the bull there.”
“Meanwhile, you allowed Satan a visit from his biological mother—and only the Almighty knows how that’s even possible—breaking him from his infernal prison. As we speak, the Devil walks the earth again.”
“To be entirely, fair, you were the one who approved that visit; my hands were tied there.”
Finally, Azrael made eye contact with his adversary.
“When I approved the visit, I only knew that he wanted to see the witch. I had no idea that there was a time paradox in play and she was his mother. Only you knew that.”
“Which I would have told you, if you had thought to ask. Communication is a two-way street, you know.”
Azrael looked like he was in a place beyond anger. Like he’d already experienced the full emotional roller coaster of raging anger, and now he was just completely done with it all.
“Can you give me one good reason why all of us assembled here shouldn’t just rip you apart and devour your essence? Because I don’t even have words for what you’ve done here. I don’t know if the Almighty has words for it, and he invented words.”
“If you kill me, then you’ll be two men down,” Sammael said calmly. “Do you really want to try fighting Shamshel and Sathariel and that whole nasty lot without me?” He looked around the room. “How many former Seraphim do we have here? One, two…oh wait, it’s just me.”
Azrael sighed.
“You’re right, for Heaven’s sake. Tell me, Sammael, honestly…were you trying to bring this about? You can’t possibly have done all this by accident.”
Sammael looked uncomfortable for the first time.
“Ah, no. Some of the things that happened were within my predictions, but I’m not gonna lie, I missed the big picture here. It happens.”
Azrael looked at him for a long time. Finally, another demon Cassie didn’t recognize spoke up from the other end of the room.
“Did your wife put you up to this?”
Sammael turned toward the interjecting demon, livid.
“How dare you suggest that? How DARE you? What do you think I am, some shallow boy toy who just does whatever my Sugar Momma asks? You really think I’m that whipped?”
“You kind of are,” Cassie said under her breath.
Sammael turned to her.
“Excuse me?”
“Nothing.”
“I have perfect hearing you know, you can’t play that game.”
“We need the woman,” Azrael said, looking like he’d somehow aged about thirty years during the course of this conversation, which was impressive for an inherently ageless being. “The Witch of the Outer Banks, that…that creature that he calls a wife. She may have been born human, but she’s certainly not anymore. If anyone knows what happens next, it’s her.”
Cassie felt Sammael tense next to her. “First of all, my wife is human, and I won’t have any talk to the contrary. Second of all, good luck getting in touch with her this time of year.”
Another demon spoke up. “What are you talking about? What time of year?”
“Spring cleaning,” Sammael said, stifling a yawn. “Or Helen’s version of it, anyway. It’s when she rereads all of her books. She does it every year—unplugs the phone, the internet, for about two weeks. If I try to contact her, believe me, I’m going to be in the dog house for a long time. Not worth it.”
“We don’t need your permission to question the woman,” Azrael said.
Cassie found she was holding her breath, and she wasn’t sure when she’s started. For a moment, she thought that Sammael was going to assume his true form and start annihilating everyone in the room. Then he grinned.
“Fine, but I want no part of it. If you’re stupid enough to bother Helen during her ritual, I want it on record that I was opposed to it. The fallout won’t be on my head.”
There was an uncomfortable silence for a few moments as the demons exchanged glances. Cassie looked at Sammael with a raised eyebrow.
What the hell kind of trap did Helen set up that Sammael is warning THEM not to mess with her? Or did she do nothing, and he’s just counting on them being wary of her?
“Don’t be absurd,” Azrael sneered. “Someone, when night falls in the mortal realm have a trusted familiar summon you, fetch the witch, and come back here with her so we can get to the bottom of this. Who would like to do the honors?”
More silence.
“You’re not going to have any volunteers,” Sammael said softly.
Azrael’s face screwed up, like he was remembering how to be mad again. “This is ridiculous! Do you mean to tell me that you’re all afraid of a mere witch, a frail mortal woman? An animal with the life of a mayfly, practically? A middling creature who—”
“If she’s so harmless, then why don’t you do it?” someone asked.
Cassie turned around to try to see who had spoken, but she couldn’t tell. Whoever had spoken had pulled some trickery so that it was hard to tell where their voice had come from.
Azrael spluttered.
“Of course I’m not going to do it! I’m the leader of this assembly, I do not perform menial tasks like fetching witches for questioning! This is just…this whole thing is just…utterly….”
Cassie raised her hand.
“Can I say something?”
Azrael looked at her for a moment. There was no condescension in that look, no contempt. For better or worse, he saw her as something akin to an equal now. Something more than human.
“Yes?” he said, obviously struggling to maintain his composure.
“Um,” she began, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. “I think you can send me back to the human world without the Watchers attacking. I mean, they will attack, but not right away. I think they need the conditions to be right.”
“And how do you know this?” Sammael cut Azrael off by responding to her first.
She shrugged.
“I don’t, really. But I’m learning to trust my gut feeling on this sort of thing. And my gut feeling is, they want to do a flood. That’s how they want to kill off most of the humans.”
“All the more reason for us to never allow you back to the mortal world ever again,” said Azrael. “You know I’m not being intentionally cruel to you, child, only practical. If we never send you back, they can never invade. That’s one problem solved, and we’re in desperate need of solutions right now.”
“Maybe, but I’m not the only thing they need to invade,” Cassie said. She tried to begin an explanation, then realized she didn’t know where to start, and sighed.
“Look, can someone get me a weather report for the NYC Tri-state area in the mortal realm? Normally I would check Weather Puppy, but I don’t have my phone on me.”




Chapter 44

Ethan Buckley was determined. He hadn’t wanted to do this, but the tournament was just days away, and having to sit at home while he knew it was going on just wasn’t fair. As much as he loved and respected Eugene, it was time to appeal to a higher power.
When he entered The Daily Grind, Mike, Jay, and another teen he didn’t recognize were sitting at a table near the front. Naturally, they were playing Sorcery.
“This game is too complicated for its own good,” the new kid was saying. He spoke in a British accent that sounded very posh to Ethan’s ears. “And I say that as someone who was forced to play cricket as a kid.”
“It’s as complicated as it needs to be. Hey, Ethan,” Mike said, looking up from his deck.
“Hey.”
Jay pointed to Mike. “This guy almost became a vampire a few hours ago.”
“So what?” Ethan said without thinking. He didn’t see what difference it would make; all the vampires he knew happened to be very nice people.
Jay misinterpreted the meaning of his response.
“Wow, that’s ice cold. Did not expect that.”
“Excuse me, but could you introduce us?” said the British teen.
Mike gestured in Ethan’s general direction.
“David, this is Ethan, one of Sam’s other familiars. Ethan, this is David, someone from the Eastern Court. Don’t be scared, he’s on our side now.”
“Nice to meet you,” Ethan said mechanically. He didn’t want to waste time with this small talk.
David’s eyes widened when he heard that Ethan was a familiar.
“So it’s true…they really do use children as familiars over here? I thought that was Court propaganda, something my folks said to make you guys look bad.”
“Well, uh….” Jay started, obviously trying to come up with some justification.
“We are that bad. Unlike your people, we’re just not homicidally insane and paranoid,” Mike clarified.
“Hey, where is David going to stay, anyway? Sam’s still got that fairy at his place.”
“A fairy?” David asked, but Mike ignored him.
“I dunno, probably with one of the Buckleys.”
“He could stay at Cassie’s house,” Jay mused. “It’s pretty big, and it’s got a couple of extra bedrooms. Plus she’s not using it now.”
David blushed slightly at the mention of Cassie’s name, and suddenly became very interested in his cards.
Mike laughed softly.
“Sam is never going to agree to that.”
“Why not?”
“If you can’t figure it out on your own, I’m not explaining it. Never change, Jay.”
Ethan knitted his thin brows, confused.
What are they talking about? Do they mean that because David is a boy, Sam won’t let him stay in Cassie’s house because she might fall in love with him or something? That’s really stupid. Real adults don’t think like that. Older kids think they understand so much, but they really don’t.
“Is Sam in the back? I need to talk to him.”
“Yeah he’s talking to Mr. Gold—I mean, John,” said Jay. “It’s still weird to me to call him that.”
“The rest of us have been over it for months.”
Jay frowned and flicked a card in Mike’s direction. “Look, stop doing this ‘I’m cooler than you’ thing in front of the new guy! It’s so obvious.”
Ethan left the table while Mike was explaining that he was not, in fact, trying to look cool, merely being truthful. Ethan himself was skeptical.
When he approached the door to the break room, he could hear the conversation coming from the other side. He didn’t really mean to listen in, but curiosity got the better of him, and he stood with his hand on the doorknob for a little while.
“I thought this was your area of expertise,” Sam said, a hint of mockery in his tone.
“Give me a break! I only just found out the other day that the game was invented by Azazel, you can’t expect me to put all of the pieces together that fast. Obviously it’s not a coincidence that the Liddells started collecting the cards now, but beyond that….”
There was a pause, then there was a squeak. Ethan figured it was the sound of John Golding turning on his heel.
“Besides, if anyone should know what the purpose of the cards are, it’s you! You took Azazel’s entire essence into yourself, and you’re blaming me for not knowing what he was planning?”
“Look, it’s not like I got to pick and choose which of his memories I wanted. It’s all a jumble. I remember a lot of people being crucified and dying of plague, but if I try to focus on anything from the past hundred years or so, it’s like white noise. Like those memories hadn’t settled yet.”
“Isn’t this your area of expertise?” Golding said mockingly. “Maybe you should have thought of that before you ripped him into pieces.”
There was something about their banter that disturbed Ethan a little bit. He knew that Sam wasn’t the type of person (well, demon), to punish his subordinates just out of spite, but it felt like the teacher was intentionally pushing those limits. Why would he do that? It didn’t make any sense to him.
Both men rapidly assumed an air of nonchalance that was entirely forced when Ethan entered the room.
“If it isn’t the young Master Buckley,” Golding said.
“Oh, uh, Ethan,” Sam said, running his fingers through his hair nervously.
“It’s good you’re here, I’ve been meaning to talk to you. Mainly to apologize. Listen, the other night, when I had to fight Azazel—”
“I understand, it’s fine,” Ethan said quickly. Actually, the experience of having magic pulled through him that quickly had been painful and terrifying, but for now, he was trying not to think about it. He’d thought of asking Sam never to do that again, but he didn’t see the point of asking him to make a promise they both knew he couldn’t keep.
“I know it might not seem that important right now, but there’s this tournament at the Morse Center on Wednesday night—”
“Oh for God’s sake, Ethan!” Sam exclaimed, his tone of contriteness dropped. “We’re trying to avoid the end of the world here, and all you care about is this stupid card—”
He stopped in mid-sentence, then looked at Golding.
“Waitaminute. He knows a lot more about Sorcery than either of us.”
Golding licked his lips rapidly, thinking.
“Ethan. Tell me everything you know about this tournament. Maybe we’re missing something obvious here.”
Ethan drew himself up to his full height of 4’10”, and took a deep breath. He felt like his whole life had been leading up to this moment. He began to explain, in exquisite detail, the player ranking system, how matches were decided, special rules for tournament play, which regions received which special cards, and so on.
The two men listened keenly at first, then with slightly glazed expressions after the first five minutes or so. Both looked like they kind of regretted bringing it up, but didn’t want to say anything. Ethan continued, undeterred: they had asked for it, and he was going to deliver.
Finally, Golding’s eyes lit up. “Wait, wait! Back up. About the special prize.”
“Oh, that’s a Fantastic Foil. They’re really rare, and they almost never give them away, so that’s why this tournament is so special. Otherwise I wouldn’t want to play in it so bad.”
“What are these Fantastic Foils like? What makes them so rare?”
“Uh, I don’t know…they’re metal? They’re made of some kind of metal, no one knows what kind, though. Their stats are really high, but more important than that, there are only like a hundred of them in the whole world.”
Golding beamed like Ethan had just told him that he’d won all the lotteries that had ever been held. Sam looked at the other man quizzically.
“Why is this relevant?”
Golding turned to Sam, shaking slightly, unable to contain his excitement.
“Don’t you remember what Liddell said? That there’s a metal tablet that contains the spell that summons the Phantasms, but no one knows where it is? That it could be in pieces?”
Neither Ethan nor Sam took long to figure out what Golding was suggesting.
“No,” said Sam, rubbing his eyes like he was in pain. “No, do not tell me we have to track down every single one of those cards. Do not tell me that’s what this has come to.”
Ethan didn’t miss a beat.
“So should I tell the tournament organizer to add my name to the list, or what?”




Chapter 45

“So, as you can see,” Cassie said, pointing to the image of the weather report that had been magically projected at the front of the room, “we won’t get any rain until the area until Saturday. There’s a practically zero percent chance of precipitation earlier in the week, so they’re not going to try to start a new flood then. So we’re fine until Saturday, unless you take me somewhere else where the weather is different.”
A room full of demons were looking at her with quizzical expressions. Sammael was the first to break the silence.
“I would listen to her. Girl knows a little something about floods. I’ve had an opportunity to learn this.”
Azazel sighed, looking exhausted. It was the most human he had ever looked, to Cassie’s eyes.
“Why do the Watchers need rain to start a flood?” another demon interjected. He was wearing a bright purple suit, which piqued Cassie’s curiosity, but she doubted she’d get a chance to ask him about his choice of businesswear. “They can create as much water as they like, can’t they? They are water beings.”
“They can,” Cassie said, crossing her arms. She felt oddly like she was teaching a class somewhere. “But if you want a lot of water, like I mean a lot—enough to flood the whole planet—it’s a lot easier if you have some help. When it starts raining, that will give them some base water to multiply. It’s going to be hard enough just getting through a portal from their realm to the human world, they don’t want to waste all their energy creating billions of gallons of water if they don’t have to. Not if there’s an easier way.”
She didn’t really think about the words as they came out of her mouth, but once she had said them, she felt they were correct. She didn’t feel like she was one of the Watchers—not yet, anyway—but predicting their plans just seemed natural. It was like predicting what her ornery great-uncle would do; the man hadn’t changed in fifty years and he wasn’t about to start now. Some things were just obvious.
“Let’s say you’re correct,” Azazel said, tapping his fingers on the table. “Let’s say you’re right, and they won’t make their move until Saturday, at the earliest. Why should we send you back at all? If we keep you here, they won’t bother invading, because they don’t want to be here!”
Cassie also knew that was true. The Watchers had been stuck in an airless prison for eons; moving to Realm really wasn’t much of an improvement. It would be easier to manifest here, due to the rather fuzzy physics of the place, but this wasn’t someplace anyone wanted to be. They wanted the human world, with its sheer beauty and freedom.
“I don’t really have a choice,” Cassie said, starting to feel nervous again. This was the part that she doubted she’d be able to sell. “If I don’t go, the world’s going to end anyway, so that’s not an option. We have to let them invade, then fight them off, somehow. That’s the only hope.”
“How could you possibly know this?”
“Devon told me.”
The room exploded in jeers and whispers.
“You asking me to trust the word of…hmm…who was it again…ah yes, THE PRINCE OF LIES????”
“I’m not so sure that he’s a liar,” Sammael said slowly, like he was considering every word. “He flat-out told me who he was, that I was his grandfather, many times. I just didn’t believe him. I wonder if that hasn’t been it all along: he tells truths that seem impossible to believe, so we all assumed he must be lying.”
Azazel sneered.
“Thank you for that salient analysis. How could we possibly doubt you, O Exalted One, when your recent judgment has proved so reasoned and wise?”
Sammael didn’t even acknowledge the barb. “I think the fly-eater was telling the truth. If the Watchers kill all the humans, that’s no fun for him; he always did like toying with them way too much. He wants the Watchers driven off; if anything, he’ll probably help with that.”
Azazel pointed at Cassie, his jaw tight.
“So you want me to send back this little Angelic time bomb, right where she can do the most harm, because the fugitive Devil might be willing to fight for our cause? I don’t think so. The witch stays here, under my care.”
Cassie felt numb. She hadn’t really expected Azazel to listen to her, so she didn’t feel shocked at his decision. She also wasn’t entirely sure he was wrong either, but she felt like she had no choice but to trust that what Devon had told her was true.
How am I going to get out of here? If he won’t allow it, I’ll have to find another way. I don’t know what it is yet, but….
The sound of Sammael getting up roused her from her thoughts.
“Heeeeeey,” he said, crossing the space between his seat and Cassie. He grabbed her upper arm, as he often did.
“This is my crazy little witch with a side of angelfood cake. Get your own.”
Azazel hissed.
“We’re past this now. We’re past your little japes, your little games. I will watch over her myself until we can find some way to reverse what she’s become. Or until she dies, whichever comes first."
They stayed like that for a long moment: Sammael and Azazel staring each other down, Sammael keeping his grip on her arm.
“Don’t test me,” Azazel said. “Even you can’t fight us all.”
Cassie yelped as Sammael pulled her closer. There was a light sizzling sound as the tip of her wing began to cook the skin on his hand.
“Why do you always assume I want to fight? These kinds of assumptions can be so hurtful, guys.”
Then the room melted away, and Cassie was gasping for air. She’d traveled to and from Realm before but never like this; this time, it was very painful. Sammael was trying to pull them from one place to somewhere else as fast as possible, like pulling a grape through the eye of a needle, and she could feel the strain. She shut her eyes to keep the vortex of swirling colors from blinding her, and tried to ignore the pulsing waves of nausea that were suddenly wracking her stomach.
It took a while for her to realize she was no longer traveling, because she thought the feeling of floating was part of the trip. Even after she opened her eyes, it took a moment to process that she was underwater. Looking up (at least, in the direction she assumed was “up”), she could only see the barest suggestion of light. Not only was she underwater, but likely so deep underwater that she would never be able to swim to the surface without suffocating first.
She looked around frantically for Sammael, hoping he could transport them to safety, but he was nowhere to be found. She could barely see, but somehow she could sense an eyeless fish stared back at her, right in front of her face. In her surprise, she lost the breath she was holding, all the air in her mouth escaping as a few huge bubbles.




Chapter 46

It had been a pretty normal Sunday for Kevin. He’d started out paying a pile of bills over his morning coffee, then went out and did some errands. He spent the rest of the afternoon and evening organizing his Sorcery cards and working on his latest deck, only stopping briefly for a TV dinner of Salisbury steak and apple pie. He went to bed tired, but confident that his deck would likely be ready for the next tournament. He just needed to track down a few more cards that were hiding in an old binder somewhere, and then the deck should be ready to squash his competitors like a bug.
He was surprised to be awoken, during the wee hours of the morning, by a slip of a girl who had apparently broken into his house.
“What in the--? H-how did you…” he spluttered, then trailed off as she grabbed his hair with a strong grip, lifting his head off the pillow.
The girl was sitting on his bed, looking at her phone with her other hand.
“There’s a post here, made three days ago, by MageMasher87. The post says, and I quote, “LOL I already have five of the foil cards, that’s more than anyone else on this server has. Maybe in the world. You guys come in here bragging about your Japanese rare cards with reversed colors and I’m like”…and then there’s a picture of a cartoon character making a weird face, I don’t know what that’s about. Anyway, is this your post?” she said, holding the phone up to his face.
“You’re MageMasher87?”
“Uh….” Kevin began. He was pretty sure it was dangerous to admit to ownership of his handle right now, but denying it might have been more dangerous. Plus, the girl interrogating him was really cute, and his sheer terror at the home invasion kept getting overshadowed by the knowledge that a hottie wearing a short skirt and thigh-high pantyhose was sitting on his bed.
The girl gave his thinning hair a yank, just painful enough to make him whimper, then looked into his eyes intently. In the dark, Kevin couldn’t tell what color her eyes were, but nevertheless, he found he couldn’t look away.
“You will go find your Fantastic Foils, and give them to me, right now. When you wake up tomorrow morning, you will have no memory of my being here, and won’t remember that you ever owned those cards in the first place. Capiche?
Kevin felt an urge to get out of bed and immediately begin complying with her request, but after a moment, he regained control of his faculties. The girl wanted his Fantastic Foils? What was she, insane?”
“No,” he said. “Those are the crown jewel of my collection. Take whatever else you want in the house, but I’m not giving up my rares.”
A look of surprise crossed the girl’s face, then she made an annoyed grunt and looked away.
“Can’t believe it, magical immunity. This guy of all people is resistant to hypnosis.”
“Just our luck. Good thing I came, then,” a deeper voice responded.
Then Kevin screamed, because he realized that the pretty girl wasn’t the only uninvited guest in his bedroom. Standing near the window was a tall man, which would be disturbing enough on its own merits, but this man’s eyes had begun glowing a bright crimson color. He looked just like one of the demons in Kevin’s gray deck, and it didn’t take a card-counting genius to tell that was a bad sign.
“I haven’t done anything! All I do is collect cards and go to tournaments! There’s no reason to silence me!”
The girl hopped off his bed and went to stand next to the frightening man, who was drawing closer to him. His handsome face, illuminated by those strange red eyes, looked puzzled.
“Silence you? What do you mean?”
Kevin took a deep breath, feeling his blood pounding in his ears. “I’ve suspected for a while now that the monsters in Sorcery are real. It wasn’t a big deal when Sorcery was just a niche game, but now that it’s the most popular card game in the world, real supernatural beings don’t want that information floating around out there. I know how it is: we Mortals must not be allowed to know too much.”
The red-eyed man exchanged glances with the vampire.
“Sure, let’s go with that. You know too much, Mortal! But if you give me your foil cards, I promise not to hurt you.”
There was a pause as Kevin considered this.
“Does it have to be my Fantastic Foils? I have a deck of rare French cards signed by the artist. And he’s the one who died in that horrible Ferris wheel accident, so there’re worth hundreds of thousands. Maybe more now, I don’t have the updated edition of the price guide.”
The demon narrowed his glowing eyes and knelt by Kevin’s bedside.
“Mortal,” he said slowly. “This isn’t a negotiation. Either you give me your foil cards, or I’ll make you wish you were never born.”
There was no question that Kevin was frightened of this strange creature, but the thought of giving up his foil cards filled him with a searing anger that even he could not have anticipated.
“No. Do you know how many tournaments I had to play in to collect those? How many times I won, and the prize turned out to be a stupid Gold Lotus and not a foil? How many stupid hotel lobbies I sat in, all over the country, eating bad con food, waiting to find out if the prize was a foil, and then they announced it was one of the cards from the original set that had been printed in the wrong color, or some ridiculous bullshit like that? I devoted years of my life to collecting those. If you take them, then you may as well kill me, because they’re all I have.”
The demon glanced over his shoulder at the petite girl, who shrugged.
“I dunno. I was pretty into collecting Cabbage Patch Kids once, but this is like, whole ‘nother level,” she said.
The demon turned back to face Kevin and took a deep breath. The red light emanating from his eyes seemed to intensify, and Kevin’s eyes started watering just looking at him.
“Listen to me, you pathetic little worm. You may be immune to Miri’s powers, but I assure you, you are not immune to what I can do to you. Either you give me the cards, right now, or what I do to you will go far beyond torture. No, I’ll take your very soul, and strip mine it. Your body will be food for my vampires, and your mind will be a toy for my pets. If you ever even try to resist me, you’ll be in agony for hours. You’ll be a slave, in essence. Is a stupid child’s game worth that?”
Kevin thought about it for a moment.
“That depends. While I’m your slave, will I still be allowed to play Sorcery? Obviously my slave work would come first, but after I was finished for the day, could I still play in my free time?”
The pretty girl giggled so hard she snorted. Feeling awkward, Kevin kept talking to fill the silence.
“I mean, my job at the bank is really pretty bad, I’m just counting the seconds until I get out of there every single day, honestly. It’s already pretty much torture. What you’re describing doesn’t sound much worse.”
The demon closed his eyes, and sighed.
“I did not think this one through,” Sam admitted.
Then, he was distracted by a presence he hadn’t expected to feel again for some time. It was subtle, far away, but definitely there.
“Cassie?”




Chapter 47

David Alderton took another sip of his tea and wrinkled his nose at the bitterness. His mother had always said they had terrible tea in America, but he’d always assumed she was just being hyperbolic. Now he was beginning to wonder if she had been right.
He was in the back of Liam’s car, driving to pick up Cassie. His presence wasn’t really needed, but he’d been sleeping at Khalil’s place when Khalil got the call from Sam that she had returned, and it made more sense to go with him than to stay in the empty apartment alone. Khalil seemed to take it as a given that he was going to tag along, in any case.
“You’re sure this is the right place? Because half an hour ago, you were saying Cape Cod.”
Khalil was talking to Sam on speaker phone in the front seat. In the pre-dawn darkness, David couldn’t help but wonder if this was how the entourage typically operated.
“I’m sure now. The closer she gets, the clearer the I can track her in my head. It’s Boston Harbor.”
“What kind of boat are we looking for?” Liam asked as he drove. The vampire had been doing 90 miles per hour on the interstate; David was amazed they hadn’t gotten a ticket yet.
“No idea. I don’t know how she got there, just that she’s there. Find her.”
“Will do,” said Khalil, ending the call. “He’s gotta be pissed as hell that he can’t teleport anymore. Figures he’d be stuck 200 miles away tracking down those cards when Cassie turns up.”
“Teleport?” said David, intrigued. “He can do that?”
He was unconsciously stroking his new protection amulet, then realized he was doing it and let his hand fall back to the seat. He was still getting used to the kind of magic he was now surrounded by.
“Kind-of-sort-of,” Khalil said, as the vampire turned into a large parking lot. “He can travel by taking a shortcut through Hell, but he picked a fight with one of the higher-ups, and now he can’t do it anymore. We went to Vegas that way once—beats flying coach, let me tell you.”
Liam found a spot at the far end of the lot and parked the car.
“I can try to smell her, but the smell of all the fish makes it difficult. I may not be much help,” the vampire noted.
“We’ll find her the old-fashioned way,” Khalil said, getting out of the car. “Kid, do you know what she looks like?”
“I’ve seen pictures,” said David, straightening his shirt. He was wearing some of Khalil’s clothes, and they were baggy on him.
“If you find her first, show her your amulet,” said Liam, striding confidently toward the docks. “Even though she doesn’t know you, she’ll know she can trust you when she sees it.”
“Good thinking,” said Khalil. As he walked, he twirled the Rod of Moses in his right hand, and David winced slightly. Ever since learning that he could use the Rod, Khalil had the artifact with him constantly.
I wish he’d be more careful with that thing.
David was worried that people would stop them from exploring the docks, but the men swarming all around them were too caught up in their own business to care what they were doing. Wordlessly, they split off into three directions, looking for a teenaged girl who had no business here.
For about twenty minutes, David scoured his section of the docks, watching the fishermen move giant tubs of cod and shellfish around. The smell was overpowering, but for someone who had spent the last week in the hold of a fishing trough, it barely registered.
Why do I keep being surrounded by fish?
Eventually, he began to lose hope of finding her, and walked to the end of an empty dock. He looked around; he didn’t know if the boat that was supposed to dock here had already left, but there was no one around, and no one was even looking in his direction. Feeling tired, he sat down on the wooden planks and looked out at the ocean.
So. America. My new home. I still can’t believe I really did this…I still keep expecting to wake up and be at home, with Mum nagging me….
The sun had just broken above the horizon, and the gunmetal gray of the water began to show hints of blue and green. A seagull’s cry pierced the air, then another. Hoping the other two wouldn’t find him and scold him for wasting time, David looked at the play of the sunlight on the water, entranced by its beauty. He was so lost in thought, it took him a moment to notice the froth of bubbles collecting right in front of the dock where he was sitting.
He jumped as something cleared the surface of the water. For a fraction of a second he thought it was a shark, but it soon became clear that the intruder was something else entirely. A dark-haired girl looked up at him, her eyes reflecting the sun-dappled glory of the water.
“Hello!” she said cheerfully, treading water gently, as though it were effortless. As she bobbed in the water, David could see that she wasn’t wearing a shirt of any kind. The sunlight reflected off of her skin, making the droplets of water all over her naked body glitter like gems.
Oh my God. Oh my God. OH MY GOD.
The girl looked around, frowning.
“Excuse me, have you seen my future husband, or my future son? I thought at least one of them would be here to meet me.”
“C-Cassandra Tremblay?” said David, mystified. “What are you doing in the water?”
“What does it look like? Haven’t you seen anyone swim before?”
Her eyes focused on him for the first time.
“Who are you, anyway?”
David knelt awkwardly in front of where she was swimming.
“I, I’m David Alderton. I…defected…from the…uh…perhaps I should go find Mr. Latif….”
She grinned, and he felt pinned to the spot.
“You have the cutest accent. I like you, you can stay.”
Then she somehow moved upwards from the water and kissed him on the lips. Shocked, he fell backwards onto his behind. She sank back down into the water so only her shoulders were showing, and giggled.
“Yeah, I like you. I won’t let them drown you, when the waters come.”
“Cassie!” called Khalil, running to the edge of the dock next to David. “What are you doing in there?”
Cassie clicked her tongue, annoyed. “Can you believe Sammael just dumped me in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean? I know he had to jump us to the human realm with no warning, but that was hella careless, even for him. I sort of drowned a little, but then I realized I could breathe underwater, so I was okay.”
Khalil just looked at her for a moment, confused.
“You swam all the way here?”
“It’s a good thing he didn’t drop me in the Pacific, then I would have had to swim all the way around the bottom of South America to get here. Would have taken forever!”
“Actually, you could have cut through the Panama Canal,” David said, somehow finding his bearings.
“Oh rigggghtttt,” Cassie said, thinking. “Right, the Panama Canal. Forgot that was a thing. It doesn’t come up much. Like, how often in your daily life are you like, ‘hey, remember that the Panama Canal is a great shortcut between the oceans?’ Maybe fish talk about it.”
Khalil looked over his shoulder. “Find something to cover her with,” he yelled to Liam, then offered Cassie his arm.
“C’mon. Let’s get you home.”
“Hang on a sec, I can’t just leave him here,” Cassie said. Then she dove underwater, and an iridescent blue fin flicked the surface of the water before it disappeared.
“Is that…her tail? She’s a mermaid?” David asked.
“Not usually. This is a new one on me,” Khalil said.
While Cassie was diving, Liam returned with a tarp. How he had found a clean tarp that didn’t reek of fish, David had no idea, but he wasn’t about to ask the vampire. Right when they started to get concerned that she had swam off somewhere, Cassie reappeared, holding a shiny rock against her breasts.
“Will you take this from me? I need someone to hold it,” Cassie said, holding out the rock to David. Automatically, he reached out his hands to take it from her.
“What’s this?” he asked. It was a black rock, the size of a baseball, with a crystalline sheen on top. The moment he touched it, David regretted taking it from her, though he couldn’t say why.
“That’s Sammael,” said Cassie, and David nearly dropped it. “I think traveling to the mortal realm with no warning must have stripped him down to his essence, or something. He can’t hold a human form right now.”
David struggled to form words, panicking. He didn’t want to hold this thing, but dropping it was out of the question, and Khalil and Liam were both too busy pulling Cassie out of the water to take it from him. Before they could cover her naked body with the tarp, he got a glimpse of her tail, and it was enough to make him forget the terrifying object he was stuck holding.
It looks like the tail of a dolphin, or a manatee, like a real sea creature. Except…the very tip of the fin is different, that bright blue, sparkling color. This is what a real mermaid looks like.
When she was safely wrapped in the tarp, Liam picked her up and began walking back to the car in quick strides. David stood frozen to the spot, still processing what he had seen. Khalil hit him gently on the back of the head.
“Fall in love with her later, English! We’ve got to get going.”




Chapter 48

At Cassie’s house, Liam rifled through her clothes and found a loose dress that they could put over her head, but she resisted wearing it.
“I don’t need that! I don’t want it!”
“Cass, you can’t just sit around naked, okay?” said Khalil, looking worried.
Sitting on the couch, she pulled her legs into her chest. Her tail had dissipated in the car, and while she understood why, she already missed it.
“Clothes are itchy,” she said.
David was sitting across the room, struggling not to look at her. The sight of his flushed cheeks made her laugh.
What a silly little boy. They’re all so silly.
“She’s not usually like this,” she heard Khalil whisper to David.
“Quite,” David said, still blushing for all he was worth.
There was a triumphant sound, and Teddy came into the living room from the kitchen. David did a double-take as the baby elephant galloped across the room to his mistress.
“Oh, hi Teddy! Missed you. Shame you’re not a water creature, you’re totally going to drown in a few days.” She laughed again. Khalil and Liam exchanged disturbed looks.
“Sam and Miri will be here soon, so just uh, so just sit tight, okay?” Khalil said, looking at her.
Cassie ignored him.
“Maybe I’ll give you flippers?” she mused as she petted Teddy. “Nah, you’re just not a sea creature. Everybody who doesn’t belong in the ocean is going to drown soon.”
She fluttered her wings, creating a soft breeze. David, who couldn’t see her wings, had no idea where the breeze was coming from, and looked confused. She fluttered them again and he stood up, frightened. She laughed again.
I don’t remember everything being so funny! Was it always this funny?
A few minutes later, Sam and Miri came in. The sight of Sam stirred something in her, but it passed quickly.
“What’s going on?” Sam asked.
Khalil shook his head. “No idea, but she’s not herself. She won’t put clothes on and she keeps laughing like crazy.”
“I am so myself!” she cried out, scowling at Khalil. “I’m more myself than I’ve ever been. That’s why I know you’re so funny.”
“Cassie, what happened to you in Realm? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong,” she said, then she yawned and stretched. All of the men in the room struggled to avert their eyes, which very nearly made her laugh again. “It’s just, you’re all going to die soon, when the flood comes, and it’s a shame, because you’re all so cute.”
“What flood?” Sam asked. His face looked stiff, like he was struggling to stay calm.
“The flood that’s going to come out of my back, silly! See, that’s where the portal is. They needed my wings to come in, that’s how they’re going to come through. Then they’ll summon the waters and all the humans will die, and it will be so quiet and nice. Wait, maybe it won’t be nice,” she said, suddenly concerned. “I mean, it’ll be boring if everybody dies. Don’t worry, I’ll save you guys,” she said.
She looked at Liam, perplexed. “Well, maybe not you. No offense, I barely know you.”
“What’s happened to her?” Miri whispered, her delicate face looking pinched.
“There isn’t going to be any flood,” Sam began, softly. “No one is going to drown, no one is going to die. If there is a portal, we’ll close it.”
“No, I doubt it. You’re bad at closing portals. You have no relevant portal-closing experience,” said Cassie. Then a new thought occurred to her, and she looked at Sam with new appreciation. “Hey, what are we going to do with all the bodies? That’s a lot of corpses, we can’t just let them all rot. That’ll smell really bad, and the fish will get sick. Maybe you can burn them for me? You’re good at burning!”
Sam stomped over to her and put a hand under her chin.
“Snap out of it!”
“Ooooh, I know. You don’t want to burn the dead, you want to raise them. Can’t let you do that. I forgot, you’re a Necromancer so we’re going to have to kill you. I keep forgetting stuff…”
“Stop this now! Return to your normal form!” Sam yelled, and everyone in the room tensed.
It was a command, from master to familiar. Cassie could tell what it was supposed to be, but it applied to someone else, some lesser creature, not to her. She looked at the demon in front of her, and suddenly, the idea that he could command her to do anything was just too funny for words. She pulled away from him and held her belly, her sides aching from laughter.
“You think…you’re the boss of me…hee…so silly…we’ll rip your corpse apart so you can’t raise yourself…then all the little fishies will be free to swim, and it will all be so clean….”
Sam took his hand away like he had burned himself touching her, and stepped back. His expression of shock and dismay made her feel sorry for him for just a moment, but then she remembered that he was a Necromancer and was too evil to live. Really, he was so evil and disgusting that it darkened her mood, just thinking about it.
“Why are you here?” she asked, looking at him as though seeing him for the first time. “It’s not safe for you to be here. It’s not safe for you to be alive. I don’t understand, why….”
“I wonder the same thing,” said Dorothy.
Sam spun around, annoyed. To everyone’s surprise, Vladmira was on the forest fairy’s shoulder. Dorothy petted the little bat gently with the index finger of her opposite hand while she talked.
“Where have you been? Do you actually need protection, or do you just like dropping in and being smug?” Sam said.
“I don’t see why I can’t do both. I was tending to the new tree.”
Cassie wrinkled her nose; that forest smell was suddenly intolerable.
“Get that fairy filth out of my house! Get ‘er, Ted!”
Cassie pointed in Dot’s direction, but Teddy just looked at her quizzically. He trumpeted with his trunk, apparently confused.
“I thought you had a water witch, but instead you have a water angel. Yet she has a land mammal for a pet. You have some strange allies, Necromancer.”
“Either help, or go away,” Sam said. “Or I’ll….”
The sound of the front door opening and shutting rapidly cut off whatever he was going to say.
“Stay back, she’s not herself,” Miri called.
Ignoring the vampire, Jay ran up to Cassie and knelt on the floor in front of her.
Cassie blinked, confused.
“You…I know you. You’re the boy…from the sandbox….”
The sight of him triggered an avalanche of memories, but she couldn’t quite see them; it was as though there was a waterfall between her and the visions of him that played in her mind. She could see bold outlines, but little more.
He must not drown. I will hold his head above the waters, for as long as it takes. He must stay alive. Just like I pushed away the bullies in the sandbox who wanted to take his toy truck, I must protect him now…he must be protected….
Jay met her eyes, resolute.
“Okay, Cassie. Reach school, middle-ground school, safety school. Go.”
She opened her mouth to ridicule him, but something else came out instead.
“Reach school is Harvard, duh. That’s everyone’s reach school. Middle-ground: Columbia, Yale, Dartmouth. Safeties: Boston University, NYU.”
“She would have two safety schools,” she heard Khalil mutter.
“How are you going to compensate for your lack of extra-curriculars?”
She bristled at that.
“I was in speech and debate club for two years! It’s not my fault that I’ve been too busy fighting demons this year to keep it up!”
Wait…why am I thinking of these things….
“I-it doesn’t matter, everyone is going to die in the flood anyway, there won’t be any college….”
“Where are you applying Early Decision?” Jay asked, cutting her off.
They went back and forth like that for a while; her, trying to maintain her focus, while he constantly peppered her with questions about college admissions. Somehow, as much as she wanted to shut him down, to leave the room even, she couldn’t resist answering him.
At some point, she realized she was naked, and it became an issue.
“Ack!” she said, trying to cover her entire body with her arms. “You people just let me sit here totally naked for how long? Oh my God!”
While Miri rushed to throw a dress over her head, Cassie suddenly realized she had only limited memory of the past several hours. There had been swimming, endless swimming, and then…what?
“Did I kiss somebody?” she wondered out loud.
“I’m going to need some details here,” said Sam, eyeing the rest of the men in the room.
***
Cassie was still shivering for a while after Khalil told her what had happened. Drinking the hot coffee Miri had given her helped a little bit, but she still felt cold.
“I really said those things? I said you were all going to drown?”
“You really don’t remember?” Sam said. He was sitting down next to her on the couch, still keeping a healthy distance between them; she couldn’t really blame him.
“I remember some of it,” she said, wrinkling her brow. “But I think I must be missing a lot…it’s like a weird dream I can barely remember.”
Suddenly something occurred to her, and she stood up quickly.
“Sammael! What happened to him?”
David pointed to the coffee table, where a shiny rock was sitting next to a vase of flowers. Cassie exhaled, relieved.
“Oh, good. I was afraid I left him in the ocean.”
“That’s really Lord Sammael? The Lord of Hell?” asked David, confusion evident on his thin face.
“Yes,” said Sam, eyeing the rock with an odd expression. “I can sense it’s him, but it’s hard to believe that he would take that kind of risk…use up all his energy and reduce himself to that. He must have had no other choice.”
“How long is he going to be like that?” Miri asked.
Sam shrugged. “I’ve never seen anyone do anything like this before, I have no idea how long it’ll take him to recover. If he can recover.”
Cassie looked up to meet Jay’s eyes, and realized he was staring at her with an intensity she wasn’t used to from him.
“What? Is there something on my face?” she asked.
“On your back,” he said.
“Oh,” she said. She put down her coffee cup and coughed.
“I have wings now. They’re mostly invisible, you can barely see them, but they’re there. I can’t fly or anything… at least, I don’t think so. But this is what the Watchers were waiting for. Now that I’ve ‘flowered,’ or whatever, they can use me to get to this world.”
“There are no flowers of any kind involved in this,” said Dorothy, sitting on the stairway. She was eating tortilla chips out of a bag. “They shouldn’t use such terms.”
Sam reached out a hand to touch the translucent shape on the couch next to him, but she pulled her wings closer to her body before he could. Somehow, between manifesting them and spending a few hours as an extension of the Watchers, she’d learned to control them a bit. She vaguely remembered them being useful underwater, helping her swim.
“Don’t, they burned Sammael whenever he touched them. I don’t know what they’ll do to you.”
Sam took a deep breath, looking at her back as though transfixed.
“Compulsion didn’t work on you. I don’t know if you’re a familiar anymore.”
Under any other circumstances, Cassie would have been relieved to hear that his commands didn’t work on her. Now, it just cemented her feeling of dread.
“I uh, missed some meetings, so I don’t know much about these ‘Watchers,’ but I’m pretty sure they’re bad news,” Khalil said. “Are you saying they can show up any time now?”
“No. Well, yes, but they won’t,” Cassie said. When everyone gave her puzzled expressions, she explained further.
“Technically, they could come now if they wanted to. But they want to drown everyone in a flood, right? That means, it needs to be raining.”
She gestured to the window, where abundant morning sunshine was cascading through the blinds.
“It’s bone-dry out there. We’re good for a few days, at least.”
Everyone took out their phones to check the weather report. Cassie scratched behind Teddy’s ears, feeling relieved that at least he was happy to see her.
“Did he eat while I was gone?”
“Not much. I’ll get some greens for him.”
“Thanks, Miri,” Cassie said, caressing Teddy’s back. The animal made a satisfied sound and rested his head against her leg.
“Weather Puppy says there’s going to be a downpour on Saturday. So what do we do until then?” Khalil asked.
“Live, I guess,” Cassie said, trying not to sound as defeated as she felt. “I don’t know if we can beat them, guys. Since we have a few days before they get here, we should take advantage of it. Do your bucket-list stuff.”
Jay narrowed his eyes.
“I’m not doing my bucket-list stuff, because we’re not going to let them do what they want. We’re going to kick their asses and send them back where they came from.”
Behind Jay, Khalil nodded.
“Yeah, kid’s got the right idea.”
“Besides, I don’t have the money to do any of the stuff on my bucket list right now,” Jay continued.
“You could have left that part off and just quit while you were sounding awesome.”
“I will assist with stopping the Watchers. Too much water is inconvenient,” said Dorothy, eating cookies out of the bag. Vladmira was still happy in the fairy’s presence, alternating between perching on Sam’s shoulder and Dorothy’s.
Miri brought up a bag of grasses, which Cassie began feeding to Teddy one at a time.
Oh well. Situation isn’t great, but at least I’m home, not stuck in Realm, and we’re all facing it together. It could be worse…oh. Oh wait, I forgot something important.
“Um,” Cassie began awkwardly, “there’s one more thing you all should know. The Devil just broke free, so he could be anywhere.”
Everyone took a moment to process that.
“Well, whose side is he on?” asked Khalil.




Chapter 49

Eventually, everyone left until the only people left were Sam, Cassie, and Miri. Aeka was resting upstairs, but showed no interest in coming down when Miri tried to rouse her.
“She’s sleeping again?” Cassie asked, concerned. “She doesn’t even want to come downstairs to see me?”
Miri made a pained gesture. “I don’t know. She’s just been staying in bed more and more lately. She’s not sick or anything as far as I can tell, just sleepy. I’ve been trying to get her to tell me what’s up, but you know she doesn’t tell me anything.”
Sam always felt more than a little guilty whenever the subject of Aeka came up. Taking care of her was at least partially his responsibility, but he hadn’t really done anything for her lately. He kept meaning to talk to Bennet about her, since he was the one who found her and presumably knew more about her background, but there was always a more pressing concern. Now he’d waited too long.
Okay, I will talk to Bennet about her. It might be too-little-too-late at this point, but at least I can do something.
Still, he couldn’t think about Aeka for too long when a freshly-returned Cassie was right in front of him. He hadn’t been expecting her back from Realm for some time, so her sudden appearance had left him unprepared. Especially when she had shown up changed in ways he didn’t understand, not to mention naked….
“It’s good to have you back,” he said softly. “I know it’s only been a couple of days, but it feels like it’s been longer.”
“Yeah, it feels that way for me too,” Cassie said.
Miri looked from Cassie to Sam, then cleared her throat.
“I need to run out and get some groceries, otherwise we’re not having dinner tonight. I’ll even get more desserts, in case Miss Angelfood Cake decides she wants to wake up anytime soon.”
“Thanks, Mir,” Cassie said as Miri got her purse and prepared to leave. Miri shot Cassie a mischievous look over her shoulder.
“That was subtle,” Sam said after the front door had closed.
“For Miri? It kind of was.”
“Guess she’s feeling well enough to be back to manipulating us. That’s good, I think.”
Careful not to touch her wings, Sam began stroking Cassie’s arm. He knew he had no right to fondle her, not unless she initiated it, but he felt a need to touch her in some way.
“Stop distracting me, we have serious stuff to discuss.”
“I thought the ‘serious stuff’ discussions were over.”
“I meant, serious stuff just for us,” she said. She changed position, so she was facing him. “Did you really eat another demon?”
Well, that’s certainly a mood-killer.
“How do you know?”
“It was kind of a big deal in Realm.”
“I guess it would be.”
How do I explain this, without coming off like a total monster? Well, I am a total monster, as she’s well aware, but still, how do I explain it?
“Listen, it wasn’t anything I planned. But Azazel…he was torturing Serenus. I had to kill him. Only one way to do that and have it stick.”
“Torture? Oh God. Is Ser okay?”
Sam wasn’t sure how to answer at first, but then he thought about the professor’s dogged insistence that Sam fill him in on everything.
“Okay is overstating it, but he’ll recover, I think. Both physically and mentally. He’s too stubborn not to.”
“Well, that’s a relief at least. Why was he torturing him? What did he want?”
Sam threw up his hands. It seemed ridiculous to him that he didn’t even have a good answer for her.
“Who knows? He had some kind of Byzantine plan to manipulate us, but it doesn’t matter anymore. I put an end to it.”
She nodded. He could tell she wasn’t really satisfied with that answer, but there was no point in dwelling on it. She took a deep breath and met his eyes.
“There’s something else I have to tell you. You know all that stuff about the Devil being loose now?”
No. Not this.
“It was kind of hard to miss.”
“What I didn’t want to tell anyone else is that the Devil is…well, he’s…he’s….”
He moved forward to kiss her, surprising her. Amusingly, she fluttered her wings frantically, probably trying to move them out of his way to avoid singing him. They made a cute thump-thump noise against the leather of the couch.
“Heeeey! I’m trying to tell you something important!”
I don’t want to know anything more about the Devil. Because once I know, it’s inevitably going to be somehow my problem, I know it, and I can’t handle that right now. Please. Anything but this.
He traced the outline of her jaw with his index finger, then moved his fingertip down her throat and began tracing her collarbone. She shivered slightly.
“I don’t care if it’s the Devil or some lesser demon, we’ll kill anyone who gets in our way. Why make it more complicated than that?”
“That’s a dumb way of—” she began, but he distracted her by kissing her again. She pushed away from him and frowned.
“You know, the other night, I was trying to make out with you and you were all like ‘I’m so above this, little girl.’ Where did that guy go?”
He frowned right back at her.
“You got kidnapped, again, and dragged down to Hell. I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again. Makes an impact.”
“So you’ll let me seduce you now?”
“I think I could be talked into it.”
They kissed for a long time. Very carefully, he started to take her take her dress off over her head, mindful not to touch her wings. They were bizarre, these semi-translucent things on her back, but he found them arousing. It was just more proof that she was dangerous in her own right, not a delicate little flower that he had to be worried about crushing.
When he’d taken her dress off, he began unbuttoning his shirt.
I shouldn’t be doing this. She’s still not ready, the time isn’t right….but the world is probably ending this weekend. When is the time ever going to be right?
He finished undoing his button-down shirt, then took off his undershirt in one smooth motion. She looked at his chest with obvious approval, and he felt reassured. Lately he was so preoccupied with his feelings for her, it was easy to forget that she was attracted to him as well.
At least physically, she’s attracted to me. She can’t help it, because that’s part of our bond…if it weren’t for that, then she wouldn’t…or even if she did….
He felt a sudden wave of anger and tried to push it aside; it didn’t do any good, thinking like that.
“By the way, I’m annoyed at you for kissing that English boy,” he said, tossing his shirt aside with more force than was strictly necessary. “He’s a nice kid. Don’t make me have to kill him, please.”
She giggled. “That was my crazy Angel side, you can’t blame me for that.”
He moved closer to her, so their chests were touching, and kissed the side of her neck. She made a pretty, feminine sound. A voice in his head was still yelling at him to stop, that he had no right, but if she kept making noises like that, that would be the end of his resistance.
“I’m the only one you or ‘your crazy Angel’ side gets to kiss, you understand?”
He pushed her down gently, so he was on top of her on the couch. He caressed her softly, and she made another soft moan that nearly drove all conscious thought out of his head. Still, a troublesome memory refused to be banished; the last time he’d touched her like this, it had ended badly. She had looked at him with eyes full of fear—it hurt even to remember that look—and abandoned him, devastated.
He tried not to dwell on that, but he couldn’t stop remembering that look, that sense that he was something alien and threatening to her. When he moved his hand so he could take off the rest of his clothes, it seemed as though she had remembered too.
“Please, I’m not… I’m sorry….”
She sounded like she was about to burst into tears.
For the briefest moment, he felt searing anger. Why did she keep seducing him if she wasn’t ready? When did she plan to be ready, after they were both dead?
But she’s not the one doing the seducing, is she? I’ve been pushing her, even though I know it’s wrong. I have no right to be angry. I have no right to anything.
The anger subsided, leaving only sadness and disappointment.
“I know,” he said, and kissed her on the forehead. That was the only way he should have kissed her in the first place. Slowly, he moved off of her and backed away, until they were both sitting separately on the couch. He looked away as she put her dress back on over her head.
“So, now that my cunning plan to change the subject failed, why don’t you tell me all about the Devil?”




Chapter 50

“Yes, David Fishman will be transferring in, starting today. You have all his records, all the paperwork has been taken care of,” said Miri in an authoritative voice.
“We have…all his paperwork?” the middle-aged woman in the busy office said, sounding confused.
David twitched, uncomfortable; he’d seen vampires use mind control before, but it usually wasn’t for his benefit.
Miri leaned over the woman’s desk, making direct eye contact. “Yes, yes, it’s all been taken care of. His name is already in the computer.”
The woman switched her gaze from Miri to the computer.
“Oh, yes, I see, his name is right here. David Fishman. Starting date Tuesday, May 24. He has first period English with Mr. Golding.”
“Exactly,” said Miri, smiling.
When they had left the admissions office, David shot the vampire a quizzical look.
“My new name is Fishman?”
“Yes, because you fished Cassie out of the ocean. Isn’t it cute?”
“You could have asked me for input on what my new name was going to be.”
“Yes, we could have,” Miri responded flatly.
“This really isn’t a remotely proper transfer, you know. I’m not even in the same year as the rest of you. I should be in different classes.”
Miri made a dismissive wave. “Details, details.”
When they got to the classroom, David’s eyes sought out Cassie immediately. She was sitting near the front, wearing a short-sleeved purple shirt (under her silver SCA vest) and dark blue jeans. She’d somehow managed to bind her wings, so they were hidden under her clothes. He didn’t mean to stare, but he couldn’t help looking at her for a few moments. He couldn’t get the image of her as he’d first seen her, naked and glittering and inhuman, out of his mind. Every time he saw her in normal clothes, it was like he struggled to reconcile the girl with the fantastical image in his mind.
“Oh, you’ve got it bad,” Miri murmured, giving his back a little push. David stumbled into the classroom, embarrassed.
The teacher at the front of the room took notice of the new additions. David had already been informed that the teacher was “one of ours,” but he wasn’t quite sure what that meant.
“Here they are now. David, why don’t you stand in front of the board and introduce yourself to the class,” said Mr. Golding.
While Miri took a seat, David stood at the front of the classroom, nervous. Cassie gave him a reassuring look, but that just made his heart pound in his chest, making everything worse.
“Um, hello, my name is David Alder—I mean, Fishman. David Fishman. I’m from London, originally, and I just transferred here. Lovely to meet you all.”
“You’re transferring in this late in the year?” asked a pretty blond girl sitting near the front, in an incredulous tone.
“Miss Clarke,” said the teacher in a warning tone.
“It’s just, it’s weird! Who transfers in at the end of May?”
David shrugged.
“It was because of my dad’s job, so you know, couldn’t be helped.”
That’s not entirely a lie; I did end up moving because of my dad’s job….
From their expressions, the kids in the class seemed to buy his explanation that his unusual transfer was explained by his father’s work situation, so he breathed a sigh of relief.
“May I sit down now?” he asked Mr. Golding. A few students snickered.
“Almost. Can you name your favorite author for me?” the teacher asked, smiling.
“Oh, that’s easy. Stephen King.”
The teacher’s smile faded immediately. “There are some empty desks in the back. Go sit down, David.”
Cassie gave him a look of mild pity as he walked past her.
Mr. Golding looked down at his notes and looked as though he was about to launch into some kind of a lecture, then froze, unnaturally.
“Actually…it appears we have yet another new student…” he said, looking toward the door.
As he took his seat, David looked at Mr. Golding. The teacher’s expression was odd, like he didn’t want to say the words that were coming out of his mouth, but couldn’t help himself. Seeing the other new student only added to his confusion; while he was pretty sure he’d never seen this boy before, there was an odd sense of recognition that he couldn’t shake. Hearing Cassie gasp only confirmed that something strange was afoot.
The black-haired boy stood in front of the blackboard, where David had been standing just moments ago. He was wearing shiny black leather pants, black boots, and a T-shirt with a picture of a duck on it.
“Hi, my name is Devon Tremblay, and I’m attending Silver Crown Academy, starting today! So happy to meet you all.”
The boy gave a toothy grin. David felt an odd fear grip him, like he knew that something with the boy was desperately wrong, but he couldn’t explain what or why.
“Tremblay?” said the same girl who had questioned David’s transfer. She turned toward Cassie. “Is he, like, your cousin or something?”
David noticed that Mr. Golding was looking at Cassie with a pleading look, as though he was totally at a loss for what to do.
After a brief pause, Cassie sighed.
“Yeah, he’s my cousin, alright. My retarded cousin.”
Devon just grinned wider.
“You mean developmentally disabled,” the girl corrected, scandalized.
“No, I meant what I said.”
“Why don’t you go sit down, Devon,” said the teacher, clearly disconcerted. “We’re late starting class.”
The boy pouted.
“Aren’t you going to ask me who my favorite author is?”
“No.”
The class laughed uncomfortably, clearly confused. Devon sat down in the seat next to David and grinned at him. David looked away, trying to bury the feeling of dread in his gut.
“It’s Dante, by the way,” Devon whispered to him.
Mr. Golding began the lesson, something about Samuel Beckett and existentialism, but was clearly distracted. He kept looking over at where Devon was sitting, then forcing himself to look back at the board. After a few minutes, Devon began poking David in the arm to get his attention.
“Hey. Hey, Little Lord Fauntleroy.”
“What do you want?” David scowled. He kind of hoped he could manage a decent scowl, under the circumstances.
Devon was still grinning, but his eyes were cold.
“You think you’re a big shot, huh? Kissing her like that?”
All the kids turned around in their chairs to look at the pair of them. Devon’s voice had been just loud enough for the rest of the class to hear.
“I-I don’t know what you’re talking about,” David stammered, dropping the other boy’s gaze.
“Oh, you don’t, do you? Well, let me just say this: you touch her again, I’ll rip out your guts and feed them to you. Assuming my dad doesn’t get to you first.”
“Stop it!” Cassie yelled, standing up and turning to face the back of the room. The other kids murmured questions, intrigued.
Mr. Golding looked from Cassie to the back of the room, then back again, his expression oscillating between terror and confusion.
“Er, it seems there’s something I need to, ah…something I need to attend to in my office. Class, read silently from page 45 in your blue packet,” he said, then scrambled out the door. David had no idea if he was going to get help, or if he really was just that terrified that all he could do was flee.
After the teacher had left, Devon snickered and began walking toward Cassie. The rest of the kids, who had been gossiping, suddenly quieted, watching the newcomer with interest. You could hear a pin drop in the classroom.
“Cassie,” said Devon softly. “How wonderful to see you again, my dear…cousin.”
“The feeling is not mutual,” she said, glaring at him. “What do you think you’re doing here?”
“Getting educated,” he said, coming to a stop in front of her. “But as long as I’m here, I should take advantage of this opportunity.” Then, he fell to one knee. Some of the students gasped.
David saw Miri look at him with a panicked expression, like she was wondering if he had any idea what was going on, who this kid was. David shook his head, letting her know that he was just as clueless as she was.
“Cassandra Tremblay: will you go to the prom with me?” Devon asked.
The room erupted in surprise, but Cassie didn’t appear to be thrown.
“First of all, it’s Junior Prom. And no. I don’t do incest.”
She looked down at his clothes.
“What’s with the duck on your shirt?”
“I like ducks. Is that a crime?”
“You’re weird.”
“Will you marry me?”
Cassie responded by kicking him in the chest, knocking him over onto his back. He rolled backwards, cackling. Obviously livid with anger, Cassie stomped out of the room; Miri followed behind her, confused. Mike Trepkowski followed after them, giving Devon a contemptuous look from above. After a pause, Devon let out another huge, bellowing laugh, stood up gracefully, then walked out of the classroom himself. After all of them were gone, the class exploded in conversation, as everyone tried to figure out what the hell was going on. Someone nudged David’s shoulder.
“Hey, New Kid. Do you know what’s up with Cassie’s psycho cousin?”
“I can honestly say I have no idea.”




Chapter 51

There were a lot of second-period announcements that morning.
“…the Debate Club is still looking for another volunteer for the June bake sale; anyone interested, talk to Ms. Kupperman in E Hall, Room 201. Students are welcome to attend the annual Mural Club Art Show this Saturday, May 28th, with their family and friends; the brass band will perform at 4 pm, the orchestra at 5 pm. That’s it for announcements today—”
There was some static, then the student’s voice continued.
“Um, actually, we have one more announcement. This song goes out to Cassie Tremblay from Devon, with the special message: Stop hurtin’ me, baby.”
The song “Tearin’ Up My Heart,” by the Backstreet Boys, began playing over the loudspeakers throughout the entire school. Outside, at the picnic table where Cassie’s group often sat, she put her head in her hands.
“I just wanted a few days of normal school before whatever crazy apocalypse stuff is gonna happen on Saturday. Was that really so much to ask? Was it?”
Mike tabbed between multiple browsers while he was talking.
“I have to admit, I did not expect the Devil to show up and start trying to annoy you to death. Not sure why that’s a thing.”
“It should not be a thing! He shouldn’t even exist yet!” Cassie said, pounding a fist on the table.
That comment made Mike raise an eyebrow.
What does she mean, “yet?”
“Did you meet him in Hell—I mean, in Realm?” said Jay.
Cassie narrowed her eyes at him.
“Of course I met him in hell, where else would I have met him?”
Mike’s interest was further piqued.
Curiouser and curiouser. Why does she sound so defensive about that?
The newcomer, David, looked at Mike’s fingers flying over his laptop keys.
“What are you doing?”
“Keeping tabs on the cards. When Billingsly gets back, we should have ten of them. So, we’re 10 percent done collecting them.”
“Why are we bothering with that now?” the British teen said. He took a sip of his tea, then frowned, like drinking it had been a mistake.
Mike shot him a dark look.
“Hey, I almost died for this information, okay? We’re gonna make use of it.”
David looked embarrassed.
“That’s not what I meant. I was trying to say—”
“Why is the Devil so obsessed with you, anyway?” Miri asked Cassie, cutting off the boys’ conversation. “Not that you aren’t super-hot and everything, but it seems a little random.”
Cassie fiddled with her pen.
“He’s the Devil, who knows what he’s thinking?”
Mike smirked.
That’s a lie if I ever heard one.
“What?” said Cassie, glaring at Mike.
He flipped his laptop closed and crossed his arms in front of him.
“You’re acting like the Devil just dropped in out of nowhere and you don’t know anything about it, but it’s so obvious that’s not what really happened.”
“Because you know so much about him,” she said sarcastically.
“I know you know this guy better than you say you do,” Mike said.
“It’s true, we go way back. Or forward, more like,” said a voice behind Mike, and he nearly jumped out of his seat. Jay saw Devon approach them from behind and literally did jump off the bench.
The Devil grinned.
“Don’t you have class this period? Are you all cutting?”
“Yes, we’re delinquents,” said Cassie, glaring at him.
Any doubt that Mike had about a pre-existing connection between Cassie and Devon was erased by the venom in her look.
“What do you want?”
“I think I’ve been fairly straightforward about that.”
Abruptly, the Backstreet Boys song stopped playing over the loudspeaker. Instead, the opening beat of Nine Inch Nails’ “Closer” started up. Mike couldn’t help but snicker, and all his friends glared at him.
“What? It’s legitimately funny.”
“Don’t encourage him,” said Cassie.
Devon made a dismissive sound.
“Now you really sound like a mom.”
“Er, may I ask something?” said David, raising his hand.
Devon turned and fixed him with an incredulous expression.
“I’m not a teacher, you know.”
David lowered his arm.
“We all know what’s supposed to happen on Saturday,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Whose side are you on? The Watchers, or ours?”
“Not here,” Cassie hissed.
Devon smiled at her, and snapped his fingers. Everything around them froze: teachers, students, even the traffic in the street fifty feet away.
“There, now no one can hear us. And to answer your question, Fancy Accent, it depends. If I’m going to fight on your side, what do I get out of it?”
“Oh, please,” said Miri. It was clear from her quivering posture that she was afraid of Devon, but she was speaking up anyway. “Are you honestly saying that you’ll help fight off the Rebel Angels only if Cassie puts out for you?”
Devon pretended to clutch at a string of pearls around his neck.
“Well, I never! What a crude way to put it. But yes, something like that.”
“I would literally rather let the entire world die,” Cassie said flatly.
Devon made a pained face.
“Ouch, that’s harsh. On the positive side, a shockingly appropriate use of the word ‘literally.’”
“Oh my God, he’s a Grammar Nazi,” Mike muttered under his breath.
Before Mike knew what had happened, Devon’s hand was around his throat and he was pinned to the table. He struggled for a moment, then realized it was pointless. The memory of being held down and fed from by vampires, still only a few days old, began replaying in his head.
“Let him go!” Mike heard Cassie yell, although all sound was somewhat muted for him right now. “He has nothing to do with this!”
“You find this all very amusing, don’t you?” said Devon, smiling. Then his smile faded, and Mike’s heart began fluttering in his chest, like a trapped bird trying to escape. “But get this straight, kid, this is all fun and games right now because I feel like it—because that’s how I have fun. But if you keep giving me attitude, I don’t need you and I have no problem with getting rid of you. So keep that in mind, Uncle Mike.”
Even in the grip of overpowering terror, there was a part of Mike’s analytical mind that never really shut down.
Uncle Mike? What the hell does he mean, Uncle Mike?
Suddenly, the grip on his neck eased and Mike took a huge, gasping breath of air. When he had calmed down enough to see what was going on, he saw that Sam was pinning Devon to the table the way he had been pinned just a second before.
“Cassie told me all about you,” Sam said through gritted teeth. “How nice of you to freeze everyone in place so they can’t see me murdering you.”
Devon managed to push Sam off him, then made an inhuman snarling noise that was loud enough to shake the table. Mike managed to avoid wetting his pants at the sound of it, but if he was honest, he would have to admit he came close.
All signs of Devon’s playful demeanor were gone.
“You could never kill me, you selfish bastard!” he screamed, glaring at Sam. His eyes glowed crimson as his disguise spell began to fail. “I surpassed you a long time ago!”
He pounced on Sam as though to rip his head off, then the two of them disappeared. In another moment, everything around them resumed moving.
Mike held onto the abused skin of his neck and panted, still catching his breath.
Was Sam…grinning before they disappeared? What was he doing?
“I think Sam just transported both of them into Realm,” Cassie said slowly, like she didn’t quite believe it.
Of all of them, Jay recovered the fastest.
“Isn’t Realm still booby-trapped for him?”
“I think that’s kind of the point.”




Chapter 52

When Sam materialized in Realm, a vine of some sort snaked around his neck and pulled him against a stone wall. The back of his head cracked painfully against the rock and for a moment he was very, very glad he was not human. Similar vines restrained his arms and legs, and it became increasingly difficult to move at all.
I was expecting more of a cage-drops-from-the-ceiling sort of thing, but I guess this will do.
The appendages seemed to have some kind of numbing quality, like they were doing damage to his nerves. It was no small consolation that, at least, Devon was similarly restrained.
Azrael appeared from the shadows, a sour expression on his face.
“This should be a happy moment, so why do I not trust it?” he asked no one in particular.
“You’d better lock him down before he gets away,” Sam said, struggling to talk while the vine wrapped more tightly around his neck. “I’m not dragging him back here again if you miss this opportunity!”
Devon’s response was a wordless growl. He’d given up any pretense of maintaining his human form and had manifested as a figure of dark, noxious smoke and tainted water. Unfortunately for him, the vines didn’t need him to have solid limbs to serve their function. Sam doubted that such a trap would hold him for long, but hopefully it would be enough.
Azrael pointed both hands at Devon and began chanting. Nearby, other Lords of Hell materialized, summoned by their leader’s thoughts. Dozens of them began working to restrain the Devil, with more appearing every moment.
As Devon screamed without a throat, Sam went limp in his restraints, satisfied that his job was accomplished. He was surprised when the vines holding him disintegrated suddenly, and nearly fell face-first on the damp floor before he caught himself.
They were in a dark cavern, the glow from many pairs of demonic eyes providing the only light. Sam hadn’t been aiming for a specific destination within Realm, which was probably for the best, because he had a feeling the trap targeted to his blood would have directed him to this cavern no matter what he’d done.
“I loathe you…and…your entire…accursed family line,” Azrael said, in between chants. His timing was impressive.
“Then why did you let me go?” Sam asked, dragging himself to his feet. Apparently, the trap had done more than just restrain him; he felt tired, like he’d just exercised for an hour. The vines had sapped his strength.
“So you can help seal him away. Take your idiot father’s place, since he’s not available.”
“Fair enough.”
Sealing away other demons was not on the list of magical tasks that he was familiar with, but it was easy enough to watch what everyone else was doing and copy it. He took his place next to Azrael and concentrated on burying Devon in enough wards that he would never be able to dig his way out. He had a weird sense of déjà vu, and then realized it wasn’t his memory but Azazel’s: Azazel remembered sealing Devon away the first time.
More than once, the other demon hissed from somewhere deep within Sam’s consciousness.
He didn’t know how long he stood there, intent on his task. As usual, time was bizarre in Realm, and he couldn’t tell if he was caught up in the spell for minutes or months. Finally, he sensed Azrael relax next to him, and he dropped his focus. He nearly fell again, this time from exhaustion. Panting, he leaned over, hands on his thighs.
Azrael regarded him with a carefully blank expression. The demon was wearing some kind of toga-like garment, which made him look more regal than Sam was accustomed to. He waved a hand, and the other Lords began disappearing, their services no longer required.
“I suppose you want a pardon for your role in apprehending the Devil once again,” he said, sounding annoyed.
In his tired condition, Sam could barely manage a shrug.
“You said it, not me.”
“Of course, it’s your fault that he even exists in the first place, or so I’ve recently discovered,” Azrael continued. “I should have you gelded.”
“Wouldn’t help. He’s from another timeline…he’ll remain here, regardless of what happens to me. He won’t wink out of existence, even if he’s never born.”
“Which means I could kill you and not do significant damage to the timeline,” Azrael said thoughtfully.
Sam gathered his remaining strength and stood up straight.
“Yes, you could. But that would be a dumb idea, since we have an angelic invasion in about four days, and we shouldn’t be wasting resources fighting each other.”
No response.
“So you already know about it.”
“Your witch was quite forthcoming on the subject.” He sniffed and changed position. “Of course, she’s not really a witch. She’s a Watcher, of the oceanborn variety…descendant of Zaquiel, I believe. How did you ever think she was human? Are you blind as a bat?”
“I take insults to bats personally. And you’re dodging the subject. Are we going to work together or not?”
The demon lord pursed his lips.
“You shouldn’t be so confident that I require you to repel them. I have many at my disposal.”
“How many of your lieutenants do I have to eat before you stop trying to make me feel insignificant?”
There was a pause, then Azreal smiled. At first, Sam thought it was a trick of the (limited) light, but no, that was an actual smile on his face.
“God, what an idiot he was,” Azrael muttered, looking off to the side. “Getting himself consumed by an upstart, and all for some ridiculous plan to jockey for position that never would have worked. In a way, you did us a favor.”
“So, truce?” Sam asked.
Please. Go along with this. I can’t keep track of how many enemies I have right now, I need to cut back.
“Don’t trust him!” Devon snarled.
Sam almost jumped, having nearly forgotten that the Devil was still on hand.
“He’ll abandon you, just the way he abandoned me! He cares about nothing except his own skin. Not even my sisters! Not even my mother! Kill him! Consume him!”
Sam felt a bizarre rush of pity for this strange, tortured creature. He didn’t know how much of his pain was self-inflicted, and likely would never know. But in all likelihood, Sam himself had played some role in Devon turning into a monster among monsters (or rather, he would in some foreseeable future), and he couldn’t dismiss the shame of that. He felt responsible, despite his better judgment that told him that the circumstances that had created Devon were far beyond his understanding.
“Can he escape?”
“Only if some miscreant summons him. Tell me, how does it feel to have the Devil himself tell you that he thinks you’re an awful person?” Azrael asked with a sneer.
“I don’t know. Do you think he’s a good judge of character?”
His companion looked annoyed that his insult hadn’t had more impact.
“I tire of this,” the Demon Lord said, looking at Devon with no small amount of disgust. “You are correct; it would be beneficial for us to work together, at least temporarily. Whatever issues I have with you and yours—and trust me, they are legion—they can wait until after Sathariel and his brood are successfully repelled. Agreed?”
“Agreed.”
“Good. Get out of my sight,” said Azrael. Then he was gone.
Sam was about to leave himself, when Devon renewed his screaming.
“Go ahead, turn your back to me, you coward! That’s what you always do! It’s all you know how to do! Go ahead and leave me, just like you left Mom when she was dying!”
Sam almost took the bait and asked Devon what he was talking about, but stopped himself in time. He had no way of knowing if what the Devil said to him was true, or if he only said what he knew would hurt the most, regardless of what had really happened, or would ever happen. He would never know, and that was perhaps the beauty of the Devil’s torment.
“I’m sorry,” Sam said, then disappeared. He knew his apology would ring hollow, since he didn’t even know what he was apologizing for. But he was pretty damn sure he should apologize for something.




Chapter 53

“I have to go! The world could end on Saturday, so this could be the last tournament of my life!”
Ethan thrashed around in bed while Miri tried to shush him. Given Miri’s history, Mike half expected her to hypnotize the boy into slumber, but instead she just tried to soothe him normally. He supposed it would be weird to do that to someone you thought of like a sibling.
“Eeeth, you’ve got a 103-degree fever. You’re too sick.”
“I have to go!”
“No, you don’t,” Eugene said, leaning against the doorframe to Ethan’s room. “Mr. Peglioni will go and win the card in your stead.”
Jay looked down, nervous. They had all had about ten minutes of normalcy after Sam had gotten rid of the Devil, which had been nice. Then Ethan woke up Wednesday morning monstrously ill, and now the fate of one of the Fantastic Foil cards they were collecting was up in the air.
Ethan blinked back tears.
“But Jay’s not—” he started, then looked away, embarrassed. Mike was sure he was about to say “but Jay’s not good enough!” but was far too nice to say something that honest.
“Jay doesn’t play all the time like I do, it’s not fair!”
“Life isn’t fair,” said Miri. “I know, baby, it’s lame, but there’s a reason why everybody says that.”
“Even though I’m sick I can still play. I can still see the cards.”
“You want to give everybody else the flu? Then if the world does end on Saturday, you just made a bunch of people sick for the last days of their lives. Pretty crappy.”
Ethan made a pained face; clearly, he had forgotten that he was contagious.
“I think you should have a little more faith in your friends, child. Now you relax; I’m going to go make you a cup of tea. With lemon, the way you like it,” said Eugene.
A moment after Eugene had left the room, Ethan called after him.
“Make me the one with mint!”
Then he turned over and faced the wall, muttering. Miri began stroking his hair. He shook her off at first, then gave up and let her do it.
Jay and Mike walked out of the boy’s room, concerned. Not so much for Ethan (who would surely recover soon enough), but for the tournament.
“Why didn’t you register for the tournament?”
Mike didn’t even bother to shrug.
“Why should I have? I don’t usually play competitively. Not my scene.”
“Now I have to win,” Jay said grimly. Mike rolled his eyes.
“No, you don’t. If someone else wins it, we can just steal it from them. Like we’ve been doing.”
Jay frowned at Mike. His expression was so intense that he suddenly looked older to Mike.
“Yeah, but isn’t it a lot safer if we just win it outright? Every time you guys rob somebody, you’re taking risks.”
Mike did shrug at that.
“Well…yeah. But if someone gets all the cards together, they could destroy the world. We can’t let that happen. It’s worth the risk.”
Jay sat down on an overstuffed couch. “Is it, though?”
Mike raised an eyebrow. It was unusual for Jay to question him like this, at least about something important.”
“I mean it’s hard to collect all the cards. We might not even be able to do it,” he said, looking up at Mike. “What if it’s safer to leave them out in the wild? If someone else tried to collect them, they’d probably need a hacker at least as good as you, right? And there aren’t any as good as you.”
“Well I don’t know about that….”
Mike just didn’t have it in him to disagree with Jay about his own supremacy.
“And once we collect a bunch of them, what if someone steals them from us? Then we’ve just made everything worse than if we’d just left them alone!”
“Uh….”
Mike felt like he should have really good answers to Jay’s questions, but none were forthcoming.
“Look, I can’t promise on a stack of Bibles that won’t happen. But people know about the cards: obviously, the Liddell vampires knew. We don’t know who told them. We don’t know how many other people know. If people know, there’s always a chance they could be used. We need to destroy them while we have the chance.”
“Or maybe the Liddells were the only ones who knew, except Azazel. And the Liddells won’t do anything now, and Azazel’s dead. In that case, the only ones who might cause the world to end by getting the tablet together are us.”
“Let’s just drop it for now, okay?” Mike said. There was a reason why he didn’t want Jay to continue down this particular road. “How’s your purple deck?”
Jay took a moment to think. The light from outside reflected off his glasses, eerily.
“It’s good. I almost beat him with it the other day.”
“Are you still having the speed problem though?”
“Kind of.”
“Okay. Let’s skip school and go over all your decks before the tournament tonight.”
“You know, if the world doesn’t end soon, all these cut classes are going to get us in trouble.”
Mike thought about that for a moment.
“I think it’s a damned-if-we-do, damned-if-we-don’t sort of thing. If we bother to go to school, the world will end just to punish us.”
***
Later, Mike surveyed the ballroom at the Morse Center. Now that they were over halfway through the tournament, the crowd was thinning out. Some people liked to watch the later matches out of curiosity, but others wanted to go home and lick their wounds.
He offered Jay one of his onion rings.
“Want one?”
“No thanks,” said Jay, looking stern and serious.
Jay had been doing surprisingly well, overpowering opponents with his deck of strong creatures. Luck played a role, but he was doing a good job with the hands he was dealt too. Mike was actually kind of surprised to see Jay play so well, then felt bad that he’d doubted his own friend’s intelligence.
I know he’s smarter than he acts sometimes, but like…I didn’t think he was this smart? Maybe he’s just got a talent for Sorcery? Or maybe somebody blessed his cards with magic or something?
Of course, in the world Mike now inhabited, the idea of cards being charmed with a spell really wasn’t that outlandish. The part that made it unrealistic was the idea that something could be blessed instead of cursed. Presumably, blessings existed, but Mike was a lot more familiar with hearing about curses.
It was the interregnum between matches. Everyone knew their next opponent, but they weren’t starting for another five minutes. Jay’s opponent found their table and shook hands with Jay. He was a fairly tall, heavyset guy, not handsome but well-groomed.
“Hi. It’s Trepkowski, I know, but I don’t think I’ve played you before.”
“I’m kinda new,” Jay said. He still looked incredibly serious, like he was guarding a nuclear reactor rather than playing in a card tournament. Of course, from his perspective, that’s pretty much what he was doing. “I’m Jay.”
“Hey, Jay, I’m Mitchell.”
“Nice to meet you.”
Mitchell sat down and looked around.
“Is Buckley still here, or did he get knocked out? I don’t see the little weasel.”
It took both Mike and Jay a moment to realize that Mitchell was talking about Ethan.
“Actually, we’re friends with Ethan Buckley,” said Mike.
Mitchell turned back around and raised an eyebrow.
“Oh really? Sorry, no offense. It’s just, when you see enough of your friends get spanked by an eleven-year-old that many times, you start to get annoyed, y’know?”
“Hmmph,” said Mike, not elaborating on whether or not he did know.
“Honestly, between you and me,” Mitchell continued, looking around to see if anyone was looking. “That kid is using the Pay-to-Win method. His uncle just buys him thousands of cards, it’s insane. I could win every tournament too, if I had an unlimited budget to buy every rare card in the world.”
“There’s a difference between having the cards and knowing how to play them,” said Jay.
“C’mon,” said Mitchell. “Having all those cards is a huge advantage.”
“It is, but Ethan would still win even if he didn’t have it. That kid spends all day coming up with new decks.” Mike said.
He was tempted to tell Mitchell that he was an asshole who should mind his own damned business, but he was trying to keep it polite. It was already idiotic to even attend a Sorcery tournament, given that he was involved in what was essentially a high-level conspiracy to steal people’s rare cards; the last thing he should do was draw attention to himself by starting a fight in public at a Sorcery event.
“Whatever you say, man,” Mitchell said, shrugging. “I’m just tired of these rich assholes who buy their victories because they can’t win outright. All those pricey cards, he still hasn’t beaten me.”
Mitchell’s lips curled into a sly smile. Mike stiffened.
Was this the reason Ethan had wanted to play in this tournament so badly? Because he wanted to finally beat this guy?
Mike looked at Jay to warn him to calm down, but realized there was no point: Jay looked outwardly calm, but seething inside. The way Sam got when he was really angry.
“Maybe Ethan hasn’t won against you yet,” Jay started. Mike was shocked at the sound of his voice; it seemed to have gotten deeper, all of a sudden. Steady as a rock, Jay touched outside the rim of his glasses with two fingers, then put his hand down on top of his purple deck.
“But next time you guys play, I promise you, you are not going to beat him. Tonight, you won’t even beat me.”




Chapter 54

Devon was buried up to his clavicle in a lake of ice, unable to move. An icicle pierced the back of his head, cleaving his brainstem.
Belial walked up to where Azrael observed from afar, amused.
“I appreciate the homage, but isn’t it unwise to encase a water elemental in ice?”
Azrael gave the other demon lord a side-eyed glance. Belial had always been his ally against Sammael, but with the former Archangel out of the picture, he had less reason to trust the Fly Lord.
“We erred by imprisoning him with fire. He may have been drawing strength from it by virtue of it being the opposite of his nature, somehow. This ice is too adulterated with other things to be of use to him.”
“Or so we hope,” Belial mused.
“Are you prepared?” Azrael asked. “To see Sathariel again?”
Belial frowned, the deep lines in his face growing deeper. He had worn that aged face because Sathariel liked it, and never stopped, even now.
“Never. But I will somehow.”
“He chose them over you. It’s not something that can be forgiven, I suppose,” said Azrael softly.
The other demon lord gave him a sad smile.
“It’s not that. I can’t fault him for picking the humans over me. Look at this,” he said, gesturing to where Devin was imprisoned. “You got this scenario out of the mind of Dante, a frail human scribe. Yet he, and others like him, create scenarios more interesting than anything we of the Lower Realm achieve, and then they attribute them to us. We’re so charmed, we appropriate their ideas. Thus they inadvertently become seers, predicting the future by creating it, over and over again. Who can resist that?”
“And you tried to do the same thing.”
“Yes, with my son. I thought if I told him the prophecy in the Book of Succession was about him, he would make it so. And he tried, damn him, he did try.”
Azrael puckered his lips at the name of the book. He turned away from Satan’s cold prison and began walking back down the hill, with Belial at his heels. Casually, he kicked a rotting skull out of the way. It was odd to find a rotting skull here; most of the parts had been here too long for there to be anything left to rot. It was almost an anachronism.
“Did you ever find out who wrote that thing? It was always so…intriguingly wrong…I always thought it had to be one of us.”
Belial made an irritated click of his tongue.
“Not yet. The last time I saw him, Azazel boasted that he knew, but I can’t ask him now.”
“Give Sammael’s abomination of an heir a few hundred years[GW8], he may remember yet.”
“Are you really going to honor your truce with him?”
Azrael had been expecting the question, and dreading it.
“I haven’t decided. He may be more dangerous than the Watchers, and he’s coming to realize it.”
“He could be the end of us,” said Belial. “If you see a chance, take it.”
Azrael didn’t know how he felt about that, so he said nothing.
Once they were far away from Satan’s prison, the scenery changed to a field of wheat, under a pale orange sky.
“Can you imagine it? Being consumed? Your essence, merging with another?” He exhaled, having the strange feeling that he wished that he could drink down the sky.
Azrael had never been this candid before, not even with Belial. Yet right now, it seemed like guarding his emotions was foolish, pointless.
“I long for it.”
“We’re talking about two different things.”
“Are we?”
“If you want to die that badly, I can’t count on you to fight.”
“Yes you can,” said Belial, disappearing into the fields. “Just because I long for it doesn’t mean I deserve it.”
“Does Sathariel know you blame yourself?” Azrael asked.
But Belial was already gone.




Chapter 55

Cassie petted Teddy on the head and moved toward the door. She took one final look at the living room. It felt like she’d lived here for much longer than a week, which was odd considering that part of that time had been in Realm. Satisfied, she turned to go.
“Goodbye,” Aeka said from the top of the steps. Cassie turned around, scowling.
“You’re awake.”
The blond girl didn’t answer, just stared. Cassie tried again.
“Is there anything you want to tell me about what’s going to happen? Since you obviously know something?”
Aeka didn’t say anything.
Cassie opened her mouth to say something snarky, then felt a pull in her stomach and changed her mind. She knew what it was like to have secrets you absolutely could not share.
“Goodbye. I wish I could have gotten to know you better.”
When Cassie turned back around, she saw something gleam out of the corner of her eye. Turning back toward Aeka, she saw her resplendent in her holy armor, just for a fraction of a second: the beautiful Knight, standing at the top of the staircase, still as a statue. Cassie looked silently at the only other living Watcher’s Daughter for another few seconds, then walked out the door.
Many of her friends hadn’t wanted her to go. They didn’t see the point of going to sit for the test when they knew that the Watchers would attack as soon as the skies began to weep. Cassie didn’t want to explain, had simply said that it was something she had to do. Now, she, Jay, and Mike were all going to sit for the SATs like everything was normal.
Maybe it will be normal. Maybe the Watchers will decide they like Tartarus, even though it smells and they’re going stir-crazy, and everything will be fine.
She smirked at the insane optimism of the thought as Dmitri drove her to Silver Crown Academy. Miri had been registered to take the test too, but Sam had decided (over Eugene’s protests) that the Buckleys couldn’t do much to fight off an angel invasion, so they were better off staying back. They were all hanging out at The Daily Grind, distracting a frightened Ethan by playing Sorcery with him and eating lots of cake.
Helena, formerly of the Liddells, was also with the Buckleys, as well as David Fishman. Even if he’d wanted to take the SATs, he’d come far too late to sign up for the test. Cassie was somewhat intrigued by him, but in the chaos, she doubted she’d get much of a chance to indulge her curiosity.
At the school, Cassie, Jay, and Mike hugged outside. As Cassie hugged Jay, she looked up at the sky: cloudy, but no rain yet.
“If it gets bad, I’ll make you remember stuff. Like I did the other time, I promise,” Jay said quietly.
Funny, she hadn’t felt like crying at all, but hearing Jay’s confident reassurance made her want to burst into tears.
“I don’t think that’s going to work this time.”
Jay narrowed his eyes behind his thick glasses.
“I’ll make it work. You’ll see.”
He picked a shiny card out of his breast pocket and held it up with two fingers.
“These days, I keep my promises.”
Cassie looked at him warily, so perplexed by Jay’s sudden evolution in attitude that she almost forgot about the apocalypse for a second. He was changing, becoming a man right before her eyes, but it was likely to be too late.
Mike looked at Jay with slightly widened eyes, then shook his head.
“Damn, Jay’s being cool. World’s gotta be ending, we are so fucked.”
“Hasn’t anyone ever told you that cursing can attract demons?”
Cassie jumped at Azrael’s voice behind her. Jay was quick to put himself between Cassie and the demon lord, gritting his teeth.
Okay, Jay is taking this “protective alpha male thing,” a bit far. But seriously, a demon lord, here?
“How are you here?” Mike sputtered. “It’s broad daylight!”
“Is it? I hadn’t noticed,” said the Demon Lord dryly. “I took one of my familiars and drained them to death in order to get enough energy so I could do this, yet somehow failed to notice that it was daylight. How careless.”
Cassie immediately felt sick.
Is that what Sammael does, every time he travels to the human world without being summoned? I’m going to hurt him, if he ever stops being a rock.
“Cassandra. Do everything you can to stop them. But if you can’t, I will be nearby.”
Cassie was confused for a moment, then grasped his meaning. Unfortunately, so did Jay. He got up in the demon lord’s face.
“You are not going to touch her—”
Cassie pulled him back, annoyed.
Okay, now someone’s getting drunk on the macho man thing, and it’s just getting stupid.
“We have to go,” she said. “The test is starting.”
Other students were walking into the building, perplexed, wondering why a group of Silver Crown students were standing on the lawn, arguing with a man in an expensive suit. Most of the students heading inside were wearing the silver vests that comprised the school uniform, but others were wearing street clothes; not all the students using SCA as a testing center attended the school.
Azrael gave Cassie a withering look.
“If you honestly think your place in the future halls of academia is important right now, the corporate testing industry has you brainwashed into a thrall.”
Cassie had to snicker at that.
“You know what? Sammael said almost the same thing. You pretend you hate him, but you two are exactly alike,” she practically spat.
She turned on her heel and walked into the school, with Jay and Mike close behind.
Well, at least if the world ends, I just gave that guy an amazing kick in the nuts first.
“Did you see his face?” she heard Jay wheeze behind her.
“Don’t care,” she said, lying, a smile teasing the corner of her mouth.
The school had a weird atmosphere. There were plenty of people here, but instead of the normal commotion, everyone was talking in hushed tones. It was almost like the school was the site of a funeral instead of a test. Cassie saw Madison Clarke and her friends standing in a corner, hugging, and wondered for the tenth time why Madison always stood out to her.
“Hey,” Jay said, catching up to her. “Did you and Sam, uh…you know….”
Cassie came to a stop.
“Excuse me?”
Mike was shooting Jay a look that carried a strong message of STOP. CEASE. DESIST, but Jay wasn’t looking at him and thus couldn’t see it.
“I mean, I figured you did because you might not get another chance, right? What was that like?”
Cassie regarded him for a moment, not even sure whether she was insulted or just disgusted.
“Even if we did, how is it any of your business?” she said, and began stomping back toward the classroom.
“They did!” Jay said, joyfully. Cassie had to remind herself that punching him would just be putting her writing hand at unnecessary risk right before the test.
They were talking a class in a normal classroom; a math room, right near the athletic wing. It seemed a thoroughly underwhelming place for the most important test in high school, let alone the end of the world. Cassie exhaled as she took her seat and looked out the window. It looked darker than it had a few minutes ago, but still, no rain.
The proctor explained the sections of the exam, gave the usual spiel about how terrible cheating was, and started the clock. Cassie looked at the answer sheet, knowing there was really no point to filling in the bubbles, but she might as well; it’s not like she had anything better to do until the Watchers made their move.
***
An hour into the test, Cassie was really curious where the Watchers were. It had gotten darker and darker out the window, but there was no thunder, no sign of raindrops.
Am I…am I seriously going to have sit here and take the entire test?
She shot a glance at Mike, sitting across the room. Mike shrugged and gave her a look that communicated something like “no clue on my end!” and looked down at his test. Jay was looking out the window, resting his chin on his palms, not even bothering to look at his test packet. He looked contemplative, like he was reviewing the events in his life up to this point.
Cassie frowned at her answer bubbles, not feeling the way she expected to.
It’s almost like I’ll be disappointed if they don’t attack, and that’s weird. What am I going to do if I was wrong, and nothing happens today? Am I just going to go off to Harvard and not worry about my crazy ancestors?
Just then, as a loud thunder crack echoed through the classroom, she had a nagging thought that had been on the edge of her consciousness for some time.
Wait, how would I be able to go to Harvard in this situation? I need to be with Sam, and he’s not just going to up and move his whole entourage to Boston. Is it possible….
Finally, the pleasant sound of raindrops hitting the pavement outside the window became audible, little pops of exquisite tension. Cassie’s wings, pressed against her back by her clothing, began to vibrate painfully.
…is it possible there was no way in hell I was ever going to go to Harvard in the first place, and no one could bring themselves to tell me?
The skies opened up. Cassie’s back exploded, or so it felt, and she screamed.
Everyone turned to look at her. She stood up, supported herself with the desk and tried to shut out the pain, but it was too strong. It was like someone was trying to rip her shoulder blades apart with their bare hands. Her desk moved forward, the metal legs squealing, and banged into the back of the chair in front of her.
“Miss Tremblay—” started the proctor, but there was nothing she could do. In an instant, Cassie was sprinting out of the classroom, Jay and Mike hot on her heels.
Running didn’t help the pain, but at least it gave her something different to focus on. Her sneakers made muted noises as she ran down the tiled hall, grunting, trying to suppress more screams. She was glad she’d had the foresight to wear sneakers and not her chunky boots.
“Where are you going?” Jay yelled from behind her.
She tried to think where she could go, then realized there was only one place she wanted to go. Only one place she could go.
In another thirty seconds, she had busted through the door to the school aquatics center. It was possible the doors had been locked, she wasn’t even sure. Fortunately (if anything about this day could be said to be fortunate), there was no one in there. As soon as she could, she took a running leap into the deep end of the pool and sighed in relief as the water supported her. The pain didn’t go away, but it did lessen.
This is why I had to be here, at the school. It had nothing to do with taking the test. I needed to be near a pool. Because if I wasn’t in water, the stress on my body might have killed me.
She grimaced, knowing that the water was making her relatives stronger, even far away in Tartarus; they could draw strength from it through their connection to her. However, she had no choice. If she had any chance of fighting back against them, she wasn’t going to be able to do it while suffering that kind of agony.
She surfaced, and floated. Her wings seemed to spread out, buoyant. She didn’t need to tread water to keep above the surface; her wings took care of that. Another crack of thunder reverberated through the large room, and her wings seemed to stretch out even more. There was a creak of metal, and Cassie realized that one of her wings had hit the metal ladder at the bottom of the diving board, denting the whole structure. Her wings were solid now.
Jay and Mike came to stand on the side of the pool, clearly not sure what to do.
“Fight them off! You can do this!” Mike yelled.
Cassie screamed again, not in pain but in a bizarre kind of joy; her wings were still growing, and it felt incredible. She still hated this, everything about this, but feeling her wings extend out of her back felt like letting out a sneeze she’d been holding in for a long time.
When her eyes could focus again, she saw Azrael on the other side of the pool from Mike and Jay, pointing at her with both hands. Sam appeared from nowhere and knocked the demon lord on his back before he could fire off a curse at her.
“This is how you do a truce?” Sam snarled, livid.
“It’s her or everyone else, boy!” Azrael said. “I’m sure she tried to fight it, but it’s too late! Our only hope is killing her.”
Sam slammed the demon lord’s head against the blue tiled floor in a move that she was sure would have killed a human, then threw him against the far wall. Azrael’s body jerked, then slid down to the floor, silent. Sam got up and tried to get closer to Cassie, but made an inhuman growling noise when something blocked his path. To Cassie’s surprise, she had a barrier; she had no memory of creating one, didn’t even know how to make one, yet there it was. And it was clearly stronger than any of the barriers Sam had made with her magic; all it took was squinting a little bit, and she could even see it. The smell of chlorine was incredibly strong, like the scent itself was somehow was burning her.
She realized she was screaming again, and tried to stop. She clamped her teeth shut, pushing so hard with her jaw that her muscles began twitching from the effort. For some reason, her arms seemed to be extending; there wasn’t enough flesh to cover them now. Her skin stretched, then ripped with a sickening sound. The sight of her own exposed muscle, striated and pulsing, made her eyes roll to the back of her head.




Chapter 56

Jay couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He had seen strange things since becoming part of the entourage, but nothing like this.
Cassie was surrounded by a nimbus of pale-blue light, nearly white. Her limbs seemed to be getting longer, her jaw more extended, as she screamed. The sounds she was making sounded like they couldn’t possibly have come from her throat; like there were new and complex shapes within her vocal cords that didn’t function like a human’s.
“What do we do?” Jay yelled, straining to be heard over the sound of the near-constant thunder and Cassie’s terrifying screams.
Sam just looked at Cassie, at a loss. From the despair on his face, Jay guessed that he now agreed with Azrael; there was nothing to be done, except kill her before this strange ritual could be completed. But Sam would never be able to bring himself to kill her, so all he could do was watch, paralyzed with horror.
Jay looked to his side and saw Mike holding up his clasped hands, making strange murmuring noises. He bounced up and down a little as he did so, and Jay realized he was probably praying in Hebrew. This was a side of Mike he’d never seen before, but there was no time to wonder about it now.
Left on his own, Jay got as close to the edge of the pool as he could and knelt down. He was touching the barrier, but for some reason it didn’t repel him. He had a feeling it would try to resist him if he got any closer to Cassie, but as long as he was only on the periphery, it would tolerate him; he wasn’t a physical threat the way Sam was. The barrier was that intelligent.
To Jay’s mounting horror, a hand was sticking out of Cassie’s back, between her wings. It didn’t look quite like a human hand, but it was recognizable, with a palm and finger-like appendages. He’d thought the idea of her being a portal was some kind of general thing, like the portal would open somewhere in her vicinity. It had never occurred to him that the Watchers would literally emerge from Cassie’s body, in some weird mockery of childbirth.
“Cassie, listen to me!” he yelled, and the thunder cracked again. The lights in the pool room flickered, but Cassie’s wings illuminated everything with their own blue glow. The water in the pool started to bubble, boiling. Next to Jay, Mike dropped to his knees and prayed louder. All Jay could hear him saying was “Adonai” over and over.
Jay opened his mouth to talk to her about college, about GPAs, about honor societies, but gave up. Looking at her, it was clear she was too far gone to care about things like that. He’d been lucky that trick had worked once. But if he couldn’t shut down this process by calling back Cassie’s rational mind, then what hope did any of them have?
“Cassie, listen! I don’t want to die! Life just started getting good lately!”
Cassie turned her head toward him. Her whole head seemed to have stretched out, and he wet his pants at the sight of her grotesque evolution. He let it go without further thought; probably most people would have soiled themselves at this point. When he had collected himself as much as he was able, he continued.
“I’m seventeen years old, I haven’t had enough time to even live yet. I don’t want the world to end. And I really don’t want it to end for you! You had so much you were going to do!”
Cassie turned her head to the side. The hand that was coming out of her back continued grasping, freeing itself up to the elbow joint.
“Seventeen years old…seventeen years old…” she repeated. Her voice sounded deep, almost male.
If that was what she cared about, he would follow her lead. Before he could continue, he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. It was a metal shape, emerging from the bubbling water in the shallow end. Aeka, in her full armor once again. Jay licked his lips and gestured wildly toward Cassie, trying to capture all of her attention.
“That’s right, seventeen years old! I haven’t even had a date yet. I only drank once, at my uncle’s party. It was beer, and it tasted like crap! I haven’t even gotten drunk, ever!”
“You can’t be seventeen years old,” she said, her voice surprisingly casual. “Because if you’re seventeen years old, then I’m seventeen years old…because we were the exact same age when we met…I’m the same age as you…but I can’t be the same age as you…because I’m much older….”
Cassie’s extended mouth began moving, mouthing the number seventeen over and over again. The millennia-old being and the teenaged girl were the same person, and it didn’t make sense. She couldn’t tell if she was seventeen years old or orders of magnitude older, and the discrepancy was confusing her.
“That’s right, you’re the same age as me,” Jay continued, his eyes darting to the other end of the pool where Aeka was preparing. The Knight made a pose like a linebacker and threw her shoulders forward, like she was about to charge.
“You’ve only been seventeen for a few months. Your birthday is in March. You…you might not have even had sex yet, I’m not sure about that one,” he said. He was babbling now, and he didn’t care. Anything to keep her attention off of Aeka. “Did you guys have sex? Is it true that it hurts? Are you pregnant? Do you have a little demon/angel baby inside there? Am I gonna be an uncle?”
Cassie (or the creature that had once been called Cassie) continued to look at him, transfixed by his strangeness. Just then, Aeka took off like a shot; it was like the water pressure had no effect on her running speed. In the briefest of instants, she had crossed the entire Olympic-sized pool and crashed into Cassie’s barrier, which repelled her. She pushed, dogged, like person pushing a broken-down car up a hill, and in a few seconds, she was through. As she barreled into Cassie, the arm that was sticking out of Cassie’s back tried to grab for her, but it was too late; she had knocked the both of them beneath the agitated water. Cassie’s wings thrashed wildly, taking out the diving board, and Sam pushed Jay out of the way as the board collapsed down onto the tiled floor beside the pool.
Thunder crashed.




Chapter 57

Cassie woke up on the couch in the front of The Daily Grind, and had a moment of déjà vu. She’d woken up like this several times, hadn’t she? The first time Sam had ever touched her and drew her magic, she’d fallen unconscious and woken up on this very couch. Then, only Khalil and Dwight had been there, along with some customers who had no idea what had transpired. Now, the shop was empty of customers, but full of vampires.
She looked into Dmitri’s sympathetic face. “Where is she?”
He gestured to the back; well, they did have two couches.
In the break room, Aeka was lying on the other couch. Her armor was gone, replaced by still-damp pajamas. A rough blanket had been thrown over her. To Cassie’s mild surprise, Serenus was sitting at the plastic table in the center of the room.
“Hello, Cassie,” he said in a low tone.
“Hey,” she said with little energy and walked over to Aeka. The girl was alive, but the state she was in was something other than sleep; something deeper. Even Cassie, who at this point still had no medical training, could see that.
“As you may have already surmised, she’s in a coma.”
Cassie put a hand on Aeka’s slumbering face, then leaned down and touched her forehead to the blond girl’s. She frowned.
“I’m trying to give her magic, but I don’t think she’s accepting it.”
Serenus sounded tired.
“I wish I could help. I was sure months ago she had lost her magic for good, only for her to summon that…that shell, that armor, the moment she needed it. Even I don’t understand how her magic works.”
“What happened to her armor?”
“I never saw it. Apparently when Sam pulled you both to the surface, the armor was gone. Perhaps it was an illusion.”
“Where is—” she began, then Sam popped into the room. He was certainly making use of his teleporting ability, now that he could use it again.
Sam’s eyes widened at the sight of her, then he pulled her into a hug.
“Thank god. After what happened to you, I didn’t know if you’d ever be yourself again.”
“It was her. She pulled the portal into herself,” Cassie said. “She knew this was coming, too.”
“She could have given us a hint,” Sam said, eyeing the comatose girl with a complicated expression. Cassie shook her head.
“No, she couldn’t. Because if she told us what was going on, I would have tried to stop her, and that would have been bad. Because this was the only way to stop them. I couldn’t do it.”
She knelt back down and talked softly to Aeka. She hoped that Aeka could hear her on some level.
“You’re still better than me at everything,” she said quietly. “I finally proved I could grow a tail, and then you just had to go and shut down the Watchers’ portal all by yourself. Not cool.”
“Where were you?” Serenus asked Sam.
“It seems I, ah, killed Azrael. Temporarily. So I delivered his body back to Realm, to Belial.”
Serenus was quiet for a long moment.
“It’s funny, words do come out of my mouth. I say things like ‘Sam, stop murdering your own kind,’ and I’m pretty sure I pronounce them all correctly, yet somehow you fail to get the message. Should I try semaphore, perhaps?”
“His essence is intact, he should be fine. He was going to murder Cassie, I didn’t have much of a—”
“You should’ve let him kill me,” Cassie said, caressing Aeka’s beautiful hair. “Now she’s trapped fighting them, forever. That’s why she was sleeping so much…she was saving her energy for this.”
“I’ll pick you over her any day,” Sam said.
When she looked at him with pain in her eyes, he continued.
“I’m grateful for what she did. If she really saved us from them—assuming this is over— I’ll always be grateful. But I think this is what she wanted. She didn’t seem to want to live. You do.”
“It doesn’t matter if she wanted it or not, she didn’t have a choice,” Cassie snapped. “If she’s fighting them, it can’t be in this world. It’s somewhere with different time. She could be fighting them forever.”
“You can’t be sure of that,” Serenus said gently.
She turned to face him.
“I wish I was wrong. But I said the Watchers would come when the rain started, and they did. Nobody told me that, I just knew. Ever since my wings came in, I’ve known a lot of stuff I didn’t know before. And right now I know she’s been fighting for…longer than I can even wrap my mind around. That’s what it takes to keep them from opening the portal, you have to fight them constantly.”
After mentioning her wings, she tried to touch her own back to confirm that they were gone. When Aeka had taken the portal, and all that came with it, out of Cassie’s body, the need for her wings had disappeared. She couldn’t help feeling a little sad about that, then feeling guilty that she wished to keep them, knowing what they symbolized.
Sam knelt down next to her and put a hand on her knee.
“Well, if you know so much, do you know if there’s anything we can do for her? Maybe we can go where she is. Maybe we can send help.”
“We’re about to.”
“What?”
Cassie felt all the strength go out of her and leaned against Sam for support.
“That little girl…I think she’s there…I think we are helping her, through the generations….”
Then it hurt to think, so she just cleared her mind. She listened to the sound of Sam breathing, trying to shut out everything else.
That worked for about a minute, until Jay threw open the door.
“Guys, it’s bad out there.”
Sam looked at Cassie, panic in his eyes.
“Did she fail? Are the Watchers coming through?”
Cassie looked up at Aeka again and frowned.
“She’s still fighting. I don’t understand how—”
“It’s not the Watchers, it’s the…what do you call ’em again? Phantasms.”
“What!?” Cassie and Sam both said in unison. They shot to their feet and nearly collided painfully. Cassie ran out to the front, where she’d have a better look.
When she reached the front window of the shop, something was visible in the sky: something bright and orange and glittery, something it hurt to look at. A phoenix, a hundred stories above her, breathed a jet of flame, and a building halfway across the city was instantly turned to slag. All over the city, there was screaming.
“How is this possible?” Sam asked, behind her. “The only way to summon them right now is with the Rod of Moses, and we have it!”
“Young Mr. Latif has it,” said Eugene. He pulled a frightened Ethan into his chest. “And where is Khalil? He was here earlier.”
“Better question,” said Miri, her already-pale skin white as milk. “Where’s Dot?”




Chapter 58

“We’re going to kill all the humans on Earth…why?”
Dorothy was annoyed. Usually, humans she glamoured were quiet and obedient. This one was full of questions.
“Because they are killing the trees. They are killing the entire planet, and I have given them enough chances to stop. I cannot bear it anymore.”
They were standing on a branch of a giant redwood, overlooking the city. The tree wasn’t really there in the human realm, but in the Faewilde: little pockets of altered reality that beings like Dorothy could enter at will. Nevertheless, Dorothy had the power to weaken the curtain between realities, so creatures spawned here could enter the other world if she wished it.
Khalil blinked twice in rapid succession. He was trying to maintain his usual personality even under the spell, and he was getting strange results.
“Oh yeah, the environment, that’s a tough one. Hard to keep that carbon footprint down. I bought those cloth bags that you’re supposed to use instead of the disposable ones, only I forget to keep them in my car.”
Dot’s smile was strained.
“Khalil—”
“And sometimes, when I finish a box of granola bars, instead of walking outside to put the box in the recycling bin, I just plain throw it out. And batteries, they say you’re not supposed to throw them out but the city recycling center won’t even take them, like you have to literally mail them to someone if you want to recycle them or something? And with glass jars—"
“I forgive you. Now, eat this.”
She held up a gorgeous, honey-colored apple.
“I’ve been saving this for thousands of years, all for a day like today. This will make you strong enough so you can summon the Phantasms.”
Khalil blinked again.
“I’m summoning them?”
“Yes.”
“Why would I do that?”
“Because you love me, and that is what I want.”
That seemed to puzzle him for a moment. A sad expression came over his face, despite the fact that his eyes were glowing with the fever of glamour.
“Will Miri be okay?”
Dorothy was surprised at that.
“She’s the one you think of? That disgusting vampire that actually enjoys being an undead? What do you see in her? Oh, never mind, it’s none of my business. Just eat the apple, now. No more dawdling.”
She bit one side of it herself and held out the other half to Khalil, who took a loud bite. The sound of his teeth piercing the skin of the fruit was like a whip cracking. A few moments later, he was full of magic not his own, and ready to summon.
“So, how do I do this?” he said, holding out the Rod. Dorothy guided his arm down, so it was pointing toward the city.
“Make sure they know they are to target the humans and their structures, not the trees or non-human animals. You can imbed that in your commands.”
Khalil had no idea how to summon the ancient Phantasms, but he was holding the Rod of Moses, and the Rod knew. The Rod was made with intelligent magic, but not quite intelligent enough to tell if the wielder was being manipulated by a sly fairy. Demon magic, the Rod was built to detect, but fae magic was too alien to register.
“Cerberus: Come on down!” Khalil shouted.
From the tip of the Rod, a gargantuan beast leapt out of nothingness, landing on the tree branch that Dorothy and Khalil were standing on. It looked like a giant, three-headed Pitbull…if Pitbulls had glittering, tawny skin and blade-like protrusions on the back of their legs. If the creature had weight, it would have likely broken the branch, but as a Phantasm, it had no mass. After bracing itself for a moment, it jumped off the branch, fell hundreds of stories and hit the ground running, starting on the highway and jumping on top of an overpass.
“Huh. Big dog. Now, how many of these things am I supposed to make?”
Dorothy just smiled.




Chapter 59

Thanks to Sam’s deal with Azrael, hundreds of demons were in the city, awaiting the arrival of the Watchers. Those demons were now trying to fight the Phantasms with limited success.
First of all, they had expected to fight a different enemy. Second, a lot of their curses seemed to be on the wrong frequency and passed harmlessly through the giant beasts. Some demons (and half-demons) naturally were on a similar frequency, and their curses found purchase; not enough to kill the Phantasms, but enough to at least affect them on some level. Quickly, the demons who could touch the Phantasms with their magic were shielded by those who couldn’t, the latter using all their power to create barriers to protect them all from the beasts. With the help of thousands of familiars, the barriers were holding up, except the Phantasms were making short work of the city while the offensive demons struggled to make a difference. Half of the major buildings in the city had already been destroyed, along with their inhabitants.
On the ground, dozens of demons had been killed by the rampaging Cerberus, who was running down the major roads and trampling everyone it could see. Cars and buses drove right through it, but people were crushed and eviscerated under its claws. People started trying to hide in their cars, which did protect them from Cerberus, but then they were vulnerable to the huge area attacks of many of the other beasts. Or they could be eaten up by one of the smaller, lizard-like Phantasms, which now swarmed the streets.
Really, there was nowhere to hide; it really wasn’t much safer being inside than outside. The casualties were already in the hundreds of thousands.
It was at this point in the battle that Sam appeared before Belial; he’d had to spirit his entire entourage away to safety a hundred miles away, via teleportation, and doing so had taken time. If the Phantasms succeeded in killing all the demons, then it wouldn’t matter where his friends were—the beasts would come for everyone eventually—but at least it kept them safe for the time being.
A group of demons were gathered on the top of the Morse building, tasked with taking down the Phoenix. The one demon who could hurt it, ironically a half-demon college student from Maine, was surrounded by twelve other half-demons, most of whom looked frightened out of their wits. For his part, Belial was contributing the aid of his flies, which tormented the Phoenix. Flies might not sound like tough opponents due to their size, but when they were cursed creatures (and millions of them at that), they were a lot more formidable. They bit at the Phoenix’s largely insubstantial head; the creature must have been able to feel them, because it was holding off on attacking while it frantically tried to dislodge them.
“Oh, you,” Belial said as Sam dropped down next to him. “Thank you for killing Azrael’s form and making this even harder than it already was.”
“I didn’t mean for this to happen.”
Belial’s worn face looked at him like he was the most loathsome simpleton ever to walk the face of the earth.
“No one knows what’s going to happen, Son of Sammael. That’s one of the reasons why we hold off on wastefully injuring each other, because we never know when we might need one another. Your stubborn overreliance on violence could be responsible for the end of reality as we know it.”
Sam was going to respond defensively, then realized that the demon lord was completely right. The drone of Belial’s flies was incredibly loud, so he had to practically yell to be heard.
“I promise you: If we survive this, I won’t ever make that mistake again! Do we know where they’re coming from?”
Belial looked like he wasn’t ready to move on from the blaming-the-Son-of-Sammael portion of the conversation, but after a moment, he gestured in the general direction of the Sodatown neighborhood. “They all seem to be popping into existence from over there. Does that knowledge help?”
“Yes. It’s a forest fairy causing this, so I’m guessing we’re dealing with an invisible tree.”
A confused expression crossed Belial’s face. A giant ice raven passed overhead and tried to destroy the group on the rooftop with a frosty blast of energy, but Belial put up a hand and a tawny-colored, dome-shaped barrier came to life; the ice melted into streams against the heat of the barrier and the raven moved on, seeking a softer target. There were still plenty of buildings left to destroy.
“How did a fairy…never mind, we don’t have time. Do you have a plan to find her? Fairy magic is…difficult.”
“I do. Please do your best to hold down the fort here while I cut the production line for these things,” Sam said.
Belial gave him a withering look at the idea that anyone was really succeeding at “holding down the fort,” at this rate, but nodded.
“Go. Redeem yourself.”
Sam transported himself to the streets of the blue-collar neighborhood, where complete panic had taken hold. Some people were trying to engage in looting, only to have a close run-in with a Phantasm and then start running like hell in any direction they could think of—not necessarily one that led out of the city. Pandemonium reigned to such an extent that Sam didn’t even bother to hide his ability to teleport into the middle of the street.
He took a deep breath.
“Vladmira! I need you!”
The bat was at the park nearby and began flying in his direction.
Yes, master?
She was talking to him again, mind-to-mind. He didn’t have time to marvel over it.
“I’m looking for a tree made by that fairy, you know the one. I can’t sense it because it’s totally alien to me. Can you find it?”
That depends.
Sam was shocked by the hint of defiance in her utterance.
“What do you mean ‘that depends’? The fate of the world is at stake here!”
If you promise to abandon the harlot for me, I will do this thing for you.
“The harlot?”
The fish-monster girl. You know exactly who I mean.
Sam looked around. Across the street from him, a Jeep-sized lizard monster skittered over the pavement, only to bite the entire upper torso off of a helpless construction worker. The legs stood up on their own for about a second, then slowly fell over into a garbage heap. Sam shuddered.
Vlad, if you help me stop these things, I’ll do whatever you want.
Very well.
Overhead, Vladmira and a swarm of her most loyal followers combed the sky for the presence of fairy. Vladmira may have been a demonic familiar, but she was also a natural creature of caves and forests; she had much more of an affinity for any kind of forest magic than Sam himself did. It didn’t hurt that she had taken a liking to the fairy and had spent a fair amount of time with her over the past week.
After what seemed like hours, but was in reality only about five minutes, Vladmira circled over Sam and settled on his right shoulder.
The strange tree should be right near the place where the red-plumed one sang his ugly birdsong during the long winter.
Despite the horror of his circumstances, Sam couldn’t help but smile slightly at that. Clearly, the “red-plumed one” was what Vladmira called Dwight, due to his strawberry-blond hair. He popped back into Realm, touched down in the cave area where he had helped trap Devon a few days earlier, then materialized in front of the Warehouse, the club where Dwight’s band had performed.
He looked around and tried to reach out with his magical sense, feeling nothing of note. He still had the problem that he just wasn’t suited for breaking into fairy hideouts. Frowning, he reached into his back pocket and took out two heart-shaped leaves; leaves from the new tree that Dorothy had created in Cassie’s backyard.
Despite himself, he actually liked the fairy. Her help had been critically important against Azazel, and while her disappearing acts were annoying, she was fairly low-maintenance for someone he had to protect. She also had dealt fairly graciously with the vampires despite her dislike of them—or at least, a lot more graciously than he surmised most of her kind would have. However, just because he liked her, that was not the same thing as trust. He’d been carrying around the leaves ever since Dot had made the tree, anticipating that they might be somehow useful if she ever betrayed him.
He held the leaves before him and tried to synchronize his whole being to them, matching the magic that animated them. It took a while, and for a moment he thought he was getting nowhere at all, but eventually, the vision of the roots of a large tree became superimposed over his view of the converted warehouse in front of him. Vladmira was helping him, telling him useful non-verbal things about forests and trees that he never would have intuitively known.
She really was a good familiar. In some ways, she was better than Cassie….
You’re just realizing that now?
When the tree had reached about 20 percent opacity, Sam shooed Vladmira off his arm. “Thanks, little one. Why don’t you go now, I have to kill that fairy and I don’t want you caught in the crossfire.”
Remember your promise, she uttered into his mind with no small amount of sass, then flew off. Sam couldn’t stop himself from looking up at her in wonder for a moment before he began climbing the tree. Using his vampire-augmented strength, he dug into the bark of the tree, making his own hand- and footholds rather than looking for natural ones. Touching the tree made it palpable, and after he had climbed up a few stories, he was completely in the world of the Faewilde.
When he pulled up to a branch big enough for him to stand on, he saw Dorothy directing Khalil, who was standing stock-still with the Rod in his hand. At Sam’s entrance into the canopy, Khalil turned at a forty-five degree angle and began pointing the Rod in Sam’s direction.
“Don’t!” Sam yelled, right before Khalil shot a spell at him. It wasn’t really a curse, since the Rod of Moses couldn’t be considered black magic, but whatever it was, it was clearly strong; the outside of Sam’s barrier that had nearly touched it was singed. Sam put the trunk of the tree between himself and Khalil and gritted his teeth.
This was terrible. Letting Khalil take potshots at him with that weapon was likely to be deadly, yet fighting back meant possibly killing his friend. Granted, when compared to the fate of the entire world, one man’s life didn’t seem terribly important, but he still didn’t want to have to do it.
“Khalil, listen. She’s using you. Break out of her control, let me fix all of this.”
“He can’t hear you, Necromancer,” Dot said archly. “He can only hear me now.”
Sam pinched himself, trying to use the pain to shock himself into reality. As much as he didn’t want to hurt Khalil, he couldn’t let the entire world die because he was afraid of hurting him. He left his shelter behind the mass of the tree trunk and ran back onto the branch, toward Khalil and the fairy.
Stone-faced, Khalil fired at him again, which Sam dodged by ducking while running. The spell still grazed the top of his barrier and nearly took the entire top half of it off.
Yeah, I can’t let him hit me with that thing. I just can’t.
Sam mouthed a word and shot a curse in Khalil’s direction, and managed to hit him square in the chest. It was a non-killing curse—the kind that made people suffocate until they were safely unconscious, the subduing spell Sam was most proficient in—but Sam was frightened and emotional, and that put a modicum of physical force into the curse that didn’t need to be there. Stunned, Khalil was pushed off the branch by the force of the blast. Sam fumbled, trying to direct some sort of spell to catch the man, but it all happened too fast.
He couldn’t reverse time; even putting aside the issue of the taint, trying to do that inside the Faewilde would likely have a horrific domino effect, screwing up time everywhere. He felt that intuitively, but that meant he was uncharacteristically out of options. There was a soft thud as Khalil hit the ground far below, dead.
Yelling in misery, Sam jumped from his branch to Dorothy’s and slammed the fairy against the trunk of the tree, the way he’d wanted to the first time he’d met her.
“You made me kill him! You…you’re….”
He wanted to call her something vile, as vile as he could think of, yet every insult he could think of seemed to refer to him more than it did to her.
“Necromancer…” she began, still looking infuriatingly calm. “Necromancer, let me explain.”
Screaming, he pushed her head to the side and bit the flesh between her neck and shoulder, drinking in her essence. If he had to kill Khalil to save the world, he was going to make damn sure that the world got saved. If that meant fortifying himself by eating a fairy, so be it. She screamed, the sound some weird mix of agony and joy, but quickly was silent. After he had taken everything he could from her, he threw her human shell aside, like an empty candy wrapper. She too hit the ground hundreds of feet below.
He jumped down from the tree, pulsating with strange, verdant energy. By the time he landed, he had no further need of the Faewilde and banished it; he touched down about a block from the Warehouse. Now that there were a limited number of Phantasms, perhaps he had a chance of killing them all.
He was about to take off after Cerberus when a feeling of dread anchored him to the spot. The feeling was so powerful that, for a moment, it made him completely forget that he was overflowing with bizarre fairy magic that he hated.
“Cassie, what have you done?”




Chapter 60

Cassie woke up on an Adirondack chair, next to her mother. It was the second time that day she had woken up and felt a strong sense of déjà vu, this time thinking back to childhood summers spent in places like this.
“Oh, my baby girl,” Annette cooed, wrapping Cassie up in a hug. “At least you’re all right.”
Cassie leaned into the hug, confused. Slowly, the events of the past few hours came back to her. Sam had transported them all, including their families, to (relative) safety. Then he had needed a barrier, and Cassie had given him as much magic as possible so he could make the strongest one he’d ever made. Naturally, the effort of doing so had knocked her out.
In addition to her own parents and Hunter, Jay’s mother was also there. Dwight was about twenty feet in front of her starting a campfire, with John Golding’s help. David Fishman and Helena Liddell were sitting on the porch of a nearby cottage talking, while Teddy rolled around on the dry grass. The Buckleys, except for Nyesha, were all present. All together, they made a pretty big group.
A cool breeze rustled Cassie’s hair, and she had to smile despite the situation. They were clearly in the Adirondacks, not at her grandparents’ old cottage but likely nearby. Sam had taken them there because if the worst happened, this was where she wanted to be when she died. Granted, it wasn’t very impressive that he knew that when he could read her mind, but it was sweet nevertheless.
Cassie tried to stand up but Annette pulled her back down into her chair.
“Sweetie, you’re very tired. Why don’t you rest? Thanks to your boyfriend, we’re all safe.”
“He’s not my boyfriend,” Cassie said reflexively. Then she remembered the other night, where she and Sam had come very close to consummating their relationship, and blushed.
I probably shouldn’t say he’s not my boyfriend anymore. Because I’m not the kind of girl who does that with a guy who ISN’T my boyfriend…that’s Miri.
Speaking of the vampire, she came up to where Cassie and Annette were sitting and knelt down between their chairs.
“Anyone want tea? Liam just got back from getting groceries.”
“Where’s Aeka?” Cassie said suddenly, ashamed that she had forgotten her until now.
“Inside the cottage,” Miri said.
“I’m fine, sweetheart. Tea would be nice later.” Annette said to Miri. It was a testament to how dire the situation was that Annette was being so affectionate.
Miri smiled softly at Annette, then dropped her gaze.
“I should have killed that fairy when I had the chance.”
“You can’t solve everything that way,” Cassie said.
“It would’ve been worth a try,” Miri said, pouting. “Now because of her, Khalil’s….”
The petite vampire looked down, hiding tears. Annette leaned forward and took one of her hands.
“Sweetheart, I may not be the biggest fan of that Sam…person, but I can see that he’s very dependable. I’m sure he’ll bring back your boyfriend safe.”
After a moment, Miri pulled her hand away gently.
“Yeah, well, I’m not so sure,” she said. Then she walked away. She walked past David, who was heading toward where Cassie was sitting, then ran into the cottage, past Helena, who turned her head to look at her. David cleared his throat.
“Uh, everyone? Got a bit of an announcement.”
Everyone looked David’s way. He was clearly nervous at the attention he had solicited, but pressed on anyway.
“My parents contacted me, mentally. They’re trying to get me to come back, now that things have gotten serious. The Eastern Court is putting a barrier around all of Europe.”
“Only Europe?” said Jay. He was sitting with Hunter, Mike, and his mother, Patricia.
“I think that’s all they can afford,” said David.
“They can’t afford even that,” Cassie said. “Any barrier THAT big, I don’t see how it could be strong enough. Maybe if they had a hundred familiars like me.”
She felt self-conscious commenting on her own magical abundance, but it was true.
“That barrier is only for their peace of mind. Otherwise I’d tell you to go, David.”
David’s narrow face settled into a frown.
“At this point, even if they did have a good barrier, I still wouldn’t go back.”
“That is stupid. Don’t die for pride,” said Dmitri. He was sitting under a tree, looking particularly melancholy.
“Don’t die for anything, if you can help it,” added Billingsly.
Cassie looked down at the plastic slats of her chair, despondent. What she’d seen of the Phantasms had convinced her that whatever the demons were doing was probably a doomed effort. That kind of magic was too large to be fought; not without something equally huge and ridiculous.
Fortunately for the world, ridiculous ideas were her specialty. She got up out of her chair.
“Honey?” her mother asked, her tone nervous.
“I have to go help Sam. And everyone else.”
Her mother grabbed her once again.
“Cassie, listen to me: there is nothing you can do!” she said, holding Cassie’s shoulders. “This is a big fight between monsters, and we have to leave it to the monsters. You’ve already done more than enough.”
“No I haven’t, Mom.” She stepped back out of her mother’s grasp. “I’m sorry, but I’m a monster too. And if I don’t fight, I’m pretty sure the good monsters are going to lose.”
“My only daughter is not a monster!” Annette bellowed, showing some of her usual fire. Jay’s mother Patricia walked up and took Annette into her arms, where Annette broke down. Cassie looked away, not wanting to see her mother looking so vulnerable.
Seeing her resolve, Eugene got up from where he was sitting on a gingham blanket with Ethan and walked over to Cassie. “You know, my master would want me to stop you.”
“Your master isn’t here.”
Eugene considered her for a moment.
“Is there anything you need?”
“I need a razor,” Cassie said. Then when she heard her mother wail, she turned back and added, “I’m not going to kill myself! Come on!”
“What do you need it for?”
“I just…need to bleed.”
Five vampires looked at her with fully dilated pupils. She sighed.
“Come on, you know the blood isn’t for you. Go to a blood bank and hypnotize them into giving you free samples, if you’re that hungry.”
She knew that it was actually a pretty big problem if a bunch of vampires had been transported with vulnerable humans to a remote location with no plans to secure blood, but she could only afford to worry about so much at once.
Liam went inside the house and came back out with a paring knife.
“I assume this will do?” he asked in his softly-accented voice.
“That’s perfect, thanks,” said Cassie. She turned and looked at the treeline, where the sun had only just sunk below the horizon.
Perfect.
After securing some Band-Aids and gauze from Liam, she began to walk away from the cottage, toward the woods.
“Hey, where are you going?” Jay asked, running after her. Mike quickly caught up as well.
“I’m not going to cut myself and bleed right in front of the vampires, that’s rude,” she said. Then she noticed Miri was following them.
“Mir, go away.”
“No.”
“Miri, there’s going to be blood.”
Miri kicked a branch on the ground so hard that it slammed against a tree with a loud cracking sound.
“I don’t care about blood right now, I care about Khalil and killing these things so I can get him back!” she yelled. Then she burst into tears. Cassie stopped walking, turned around, and hugged her.
“Okay, okay! Just don’t stand right next to me when I cut myself, that’s just torturing yourself.”
“I want to torture myself,” Miri murmured.
“I don’t care what you want,” Cassie said, and resumed her walk toward the forest.
After she judged that she was significantly far away, she took the knife and made a tiny cut on her upper arm. Jay breathed a sigh of relief that she wasn’t hurting herself too much. Cassie took a deep breath.
Summon us, a deep voice in her head crooned.
Cassie froze. She thought that her connection to the Watchers had been severed once Aeka had taken the portal into herself, but clearly that wasn’t the case.
Summon us. We can destroy the interlopers.
“No thanks,” said Cassie out loud. Her three friends looked at her with confusion.
It is the only way.
“You’re forgetting something.”
We forget nothing.
“Oh yeah?”
Cassie knelt on the forest floor, feeling the give of the ripe earth beneath her. It had rained recently, and that wet-earth smell was intoxicating.
“I’m a witch: I summon demons, not angels.”
She made another cut on her arm, much bigger this time. Jay flinched.
“Okay, listen up, kids! That is, all my kids, whatever timeline you’re in. I don’t care when and where you exist. If you pass through this uterus at any point, I’m calling you: all hands on deck. That means you too, Devon!” she yelled. “You aren’t needed here, go help your Dad!”
Then she used the knife to slice open her belly.
***
For the third time that day, Cassie woke up disoriented. This time, she was dead.
“Oh no,” she whispered, seeing Jay crying and screaming over her lifeless body. “I didn’t mean to do that. I just realized at the last moment that I needed more blood for a summon that big to work.”
“It was more than that. The summon spell is powered by the paradox: to summon your offspring, you destroyed the womb so that they may never issue from it. Blood was not enough.”
“I guess it doesn’t really matter, either way I’m still dead.”
She looked at where she lay on the forest floor, as Mike, Jay, and Miri went through different acts of mourning. Miri even tried to force some of her blood into Cassie’s mouth to turn her undead, but it was too late; that would only work on a dying person, not one who was already dead.
“Who are you?” she asked her companion.
He was a short, slender man in dark brown robes. He had gray hair and a beard, and blue eyes that looked shockingly familiar.
“Greetings, Granddaughter. I am Metatron.”
Wait, what?
“How am I your granddaughter? You’re not a Watcher.”
His face showed pain at the mention of the rebel angels.
“No, I am not. I was the grandfather of Chava, whom you take after. When the angels came from the Upper Realm to kill all the half-breed children, you were the only one of my grandchildren to survive. The boys, they killed. You retreated into the sea and were too hard to find.”
“I see,” Cassie said, taking that in. Twenty feet in front of where her spirit was now standing, Miri was picking up her corpse.
“You still didn’t really answer my question. You say you’re Metatron, but what is Metatron?”
“The angel of biting it,” said Sammael, stepping into her field of vision. The clearing with Jay, Miri, and Mike was growing fainter.
“I thought you were still geology,” she said to him, surprised. Apparently dead people could still be surprised.
“I was, up until a couple of days ago. Was playin’ possum, to see what I could see. Didn’t really get much out of it, other than you and the little vampire having late-night girly conversations, but I’m not going to complain.”
If Cassie were alive, she would have blushed at the knowledge that Sammael had heard the girl talk that she and Miri had engaged in the previous night…most of it involving his own son in some fairly intimate detail. Fortunately, she was dead, so it wasn’t a problem.
“I see you haven’t changed,” said Metatron gravely.
Sammael turned around and gestured toward the sky.
“This? Everything that just happened? It’s not gonna stick, mark my words,” he said. “My kid is not gonna allow it. Don’t even bother taking her soul, total waste of effort.”
“You do not get to decide,” Metatron said, coloring visibly. Cassie thought that for an angel, and a high-ranking one at that, he seemed awfully rustled by Sammael’s presence.
“I’m just telling you. What you do with that information is up to you.”
Metatron turned away from Sammael, like he was making a concentrated effort to ignore him.
“Chava—I mean, Cassie. It’s time for us to go.”
Sammael looked at her and mouthed no it’s not, then turned back to Metatron.
“I still don’t get you, Noch. The almighty has all your grandsons killed, and what do you do? Send in a job application? You’re insane.”
“I vowed to give the souls of the dead the comfort in transition that my own heirs were denied,” Metatron snarled back. “If you ever gave the merest thought for anyone other than yourself, you would understand that.”
Sammael just smirked.
“I’m sorry,” Cassie interjected.
It was the one thing she felt like she had to say to Metatron. He looked at her with sad eyes.
“I’m sorry I died. I know grandparents want their grandkids to outlive them, and I went and killed myself.”
“Rather special circumstances, child,” he said, with a hint of amusement. “But we mustn’t spend any more time here. You have an appointment at the Academy on High.”
“What’s that?” Cassie asked. She had an inkling, but wasn’t sure.
Sammael raised an eyebrow at that.
“Interesting destination. Hey, Cass? If I’m wrong, and my son decides to wuss out and let this shitty timeline stay intact, can you do me a favor? I need to get a message to a certain Rabbi.”




Chapter 61

Through the familiar bond, Sam felt Cassie’s death as soon as she bled out on the forest floor. However, it took him a little while to fully understand and accept what had just happened. As he fell to his knees, in shock, the area around him was filling with small demons.
“First!” yelled Corianne.
Dozens of them, many of them with hair in the shades of either Cassie’s jet-black or Sam’s sandy blond, were popping into existence all around him on the sidewalk.
“What do we do now, Dad?”
“Dad?”
Sam couldn’t talk to them. He just kept looking at a certain spot on the sidewalk, embroiled in his own personal hell.
“Now, now,” he heard Devon’s voice. “Don’t bother him. We’ve all been summoned together and I see giant monsters in the sky; do I have to draw you a map, children?”
Corianne giggled, and the kids took off, fighting the Phantasms. Corianne went after the Phoenix, appearing on its back. In theory, if she was matched enough to its frequency to sit on it, it should have burned her, but she didn’t have any problems. She began pulling at its smoking hair, making it scream.
Other Children attacked the Phantasms with curses, their spells having far more impact than those of the demons surrounding them. In fact, once Belial’s crew realized that the Children had arrived, they all ceased fighting and went to find shelter elsewhere.
“No, I don’t know who they are!” Belial bellowed in response to a question from one of his lieutenants. “But clearly, we should leave this fight to them! Everyone, cease operations. Follow me back to Realm!”
When the other demons were gone, that just gave the Children the opportunity to use their spells with impunity. One little boy, who couldn’t even be old enough for Kindergarten, was particularly vicious; he could destroy Phantasms, making them explode into a mass of fractured light, with a single curse. Devon was also potent, toying with the giant beasts before killing them.
None of the Children had the problem with attacking the Phantasms that the rank-and-file demons had. They were time-sensitives, also space-sensitive as a natural consequence, and the fact that the Phantasms existed partially in another dimension was no issue for them.
Slowly, Sam got up on one knee.
Cassie’s dead. She did this, she summoned all of these little monsters, because I wasn’t strong enough. I need to go and bring her back from the dead, except…except, that would just turn her into a mindless zombie. Her, and all my friends.
He grimaced in agony. The taint on his magic had been preventing him from using it when he really needed it for too long. Now, the only hope he had was to try to become strong enough that the taint was somehow irrelevant.
When a lizard-type Phantasm ran up to him, he grabbed it by the neck. Growling, he separated its head from its body, then began sucking the magic out of it. The Phantasms had been made with ancient magic, bizarre and potent, and it swirled with the fairy magic he already possessed in a way that made him feel sick. Still, he wouldn’t let that stop them.
It’s because of these things that Cassie is dead. I will kill them all, every single one of them, and drink their insides. It’s all I can do.
With that decision, his body began to change. His teeth began to lengthen into fangs, even the molars in the back of his mouth. To prevent from puncturing himself with his own teeth, he opened his mouth wide and felt his jaw unhinge, with a cracking sound. He was getting taller; there wasn’t enough skin to cover the expanse of his lengthened limbs, and he heard his own skin rip. He felt rather than saw a halo of shadow grow out of his head.
He took off with a speed greater than he had ever possessed and found another lizard-type, ripping it in half. He killed another half dozen that way, dismembering them and absorbing the old magic that animated them, before finding Cerberus. When he found the giant dog, he grabbed it by its center neck and pulled. When the head came loose, he threw it at another Phantasm above, shattering it instantly, and began the work of pulling the large canine apart. As a creature with no soul, like all the Phantasms, Cerberus did not have a proper essence for Sam to absorb. However, it still had a center, a kind of lynchpin to the magic, and that, Sam hungrily took into himself. He was as ravenously hungry for magic as a man who had been starved for days.
Sensing their father’s state, the Children started to change as well. Unable to maintain their human forms under the influence of the monstrous aura he was emitting, they began expanding, becoming smaller mirrors of his own form. Only Corianne stayed intact, dancing around on top of Phantasms and overpowering them with her unique curses.
Even Devon began to change, his body suddenly growing another six feet of torso. He opened his mouth wide and screamed in ecstasy. The sound alone killed some of the lesser Phantasms.
“No!” Devon yelled, struggling to maintain his human speech. His voice undulated and wobbled, getting deeper with each word. “It was supposed to be me…or my son…not you…anyone but you!”
Then his jaw grew too distended and he could no longer speak.
The Phoenix was the last one to be put down. By this point, Sam didn’t even have to go through the motions of killing it; he simply gestured to the creature, and its animating magic streamed into Sam’s open mouth, leaving only a pile of cinders. It tried to reanimate, so of course Sam just ate it again, getting more magic every time. Eventually, even the Phoenix had nothing left to revive itself with.
This is good. I am getting stronger. But it is not enough.
He greedily pulled at the atmosphere around him, pulling the magic out of the Children. Like a spider, he ate his own youth without a second thought. Devon thrashed about before succumbing, but he was no match for Sam at this point. Once that was done, the lives of the remaining humans in the city became more fodder for his growth. He grew more, to the point that his stretched-out form could see over the top of skyscrapers.
Still not enough. But there is nothing left alive here.
He screamed with his expanded lungs, a lonely sound. He could go elsewhere to find more magic, but he was just so hungry and impatient, he didn’t want to. He wanted his power delivered to him on a silver platter.
His slender form paused at a voice in his head.
Well, if you must, Azazel said. You still have the Watchers, you know. Part of this is their fault as well.
How do I get to them? Sam asked, desperate.
Go to where the arcane tree was, Azazel answered, calm. He was already dead, just a few glimmers of consciousness within Sam’s psyche, so this was all of very little account to him. Nevertheless, he had access to a vast store of knowledge, including how to get to Tartarus.
Your reality is now weakened where Dorothea made her entrance to the Faewilde. If you want to get through to another reality, I would try there.
Sam thanked the disembodied demon in his head, then materialized in front of the Warehouse. Howling, he pulled at the rip in reality with his claws, thinking of the Watchers and how badly he wished to consume them. It took some time—possibly what humans would call eons—but he eventually succeeded.
Once inside Tartarus he immediately began eating the Rebel Angels, shrugging off their meager resistance. As powerful as they were, they were merely captured Divines, whereas there was no longer a term for what Sam was: he was an unholy abomination of demon magic, fairy glamour, human energy, and other forms of power he himself didn’t even understand. Distinctions between all those categories were breaking down, blurring together, becoming nothing but indomitable will. He took on several Watchers at a time, too hungry to toy with them, until there were only two Watchers left: Sathariel, their leader, and Zaqiel, Cassie’s ancestor.
Sensing Zaqiel’s relationship to Cassie was enough to give him pause; in his ecstatic consumption, he’d almost forgotten that Cassie existed. For Zaqiel, he felt nothing other than contempt.
Take care of my daughter, Zaqiel said, utterly defeated. Sam devoured him in a second flat. Sathariel had more to say.
You must stop. You cannot continue like this. At this rate, you will challenge the Almighty himself, and that cannot be. You must destroy yourself, before you—
Sam sucked his essence out of his body, but the Watcher continued speaking for a little while from within Sam’s consciousness.
--before you become one so aloof that you no longer remember your purpose.  You cannot save the Little Daughter if you become one with Ein Sof and destroy all there is. Do not become one with the Godhead, I beg you.
When all the Watchers were safely eaten, Sam continued to grow, gaining flesh and muscle now as well as height. He no longer resembled himself, or any human. He looked like what the Watcher’s sons had looked like, eons ago, before they were all killed. Still requiring sustenance to maintain his cancerous form, he absorbed all other life on Earth he could find—plants, animals, even microorganisms in the deepest depths of the ocean. Soon, nothing was left but him and the Almighty.
He couldn’t consume the Almighty; such a thing simply was not possible. However, he could join with it. He began to blend his essence with that of the Almighty, and at that moment, any semblance of the consciousness of the being that was once called “Sam” ceased to be.
Or rather, it would have, if not for Azazel.
Excuse me. I know becoming God is a heady feeling, but if you keep this up, you’re not going to be able to save Cassie. Remember her? Your familiar? The girl you love?
The creature that was once Sam paused, halfway through consuming a nearby star. That name, that concept, still mattered to him on some level. Cassie. Hadn’t this all been for Cassie?
Keep your eye on the prize here, champ. You were right; it is all I can do to hold you back. But I never would have dreamed that would be such an important task.
Soon, there was nothing left but the creature that was once Sam and what remained of the Almighty. Light and matter had become unnecessary, ceased to be. He communicated with the Godhead for a long time (to the extent that time still existed) and learned many interesting things. Thanks to Azazel’s prompting, the consciousness that was once Sam’s bubbled to the surface for a few tiny units of the time-that-wasn’t-time; not long, but long enough.
Okay, he thought, Okay. We’re going to try all of this again.




Chapter 62

Seeing Dot about to leave with Khalil, Sam grabbed her arm and slammed her onto the counter at The Daily Grind. Everyone gasped.
“Yo, dude, the hell are you doing?” Khalil asked, outraged. “I was just taking her to get a hot dog!”
Sam looked over at Khalil and felt a surge of joy.
You’re alive!
He looked behind Khalil and saw Cassie, still asleep on the couch in the café area, breathing rhythmically. His joy grew, until he felt like he might burst.
But he didn’t have time for either of them right now.
“Sorry, Dot, but I know all about your plan to use Khalil to summon the Phantasms. It’s not going to happen.”
Dot looked less disconcerted about being slammed into the counter than she did about his revelation. “How can this be? How do you….”
Then she saw something in his eyes that answered her question.
“I see.”
Sensing that she would be obedient, he released his grip on her.
“She was going to do what?” Khalil muttered, looking at the fairy with disbelief.
“I told you not to trust a fairy,” Miri said next to him.
Khalil gave her an annoyed look.
“Oh, as opposed to you, who’s so—”
At that, Miri stood up on tiptoe and started kissing him, passionately. After a few moments, Khalil gently pushed her away.
“Whoa, where did that come from?”
Miri herself looked confused.
“I just…I just had to kiss you? I don’t even know…”
“I don’t understand you,” Sam said to Dot, his anger waning now that he sensed that she wouldn’t fight him. “You came to me because you said you didn’t want to see the Phantasms summoned. Then you use Khalil and the Rod to summon them yourself? What was the point?”
Dot’s expression grew haughty.
“I didn’t want to cooperate with your people,” she said. “If they used the Phantasms at all, they would just use them as part of their old feud; I wanted no part of that. Likely, they wouldn’t use them at all, just use the threat of them to consolidate their own power. I like that even less.
“But once your group attained the Rod of Moses, I realized I could use the Phantasms myself, to rid the world of the destructive humans. It was not my plan from the beginning, I merely recognized an opportunity.”
“An opportunity,” Sam echoed darkly.
Ethan stepped forward, looking frightened.
“Dorothy, you want to kill all of us? What did we do to you?”
Dorothy gave him a sad smile.
“It is not you, little snowflake,” the fairy said. “But your people destroy everything, not only the trees but the entire planet. For the sake of the Earth I serve, if there was a chance to get rid of you all, I had to take it.”
Sam was still angry, but he would be lying if he didn’t admit that he could understand Dot’s point of view. If her top priority was protecting the planet, getting rid of humans made a lot of sense; he himself was disgusted by how humanity had mismanaged the environment during his lifetime. If he felt that, as a being not particularly connected to the Earth, how much worse must she feel about it?
“You offered to help us fight the Watchers,” he said. “That’s another thing I don’t understand. You didn’t have to do that.”
She drew herself up to her full height of five feet.
“I was sincere. The Watchers are different; their flood would have destroyed so many creatures, especially trees. They are different from the Phantasms, who could be commanded to only target humans. I would put my life on the line to help you stop them, if it came to that.”
“Good,” Sam said. It was all coming together, as he’d planned back when he was mingled with the Godhead. “Do you still feel that way?”
While the fairy pondered, Cassie awoke. She looked bleary-eyed for a moment, then searched the room with her eyes frantically.
“Where’s Aeka?” she asked.
But she didn’t get an answer to that question, because Sam had swept her up into a hug.
“Don’t you ever do that again,” he hissed.
“Do what?”
“Exactly,” he said, then kissed her for a long time.
Everyone else in the room, save Dot, made awkward sounds and tried to look away. When he pulled away, Cassie looked breathless, but pleased. He wanted to see that expression on her face from now until the end of time. He cupped her face gently with his hands, loving the feel of her smooth skin. Loving the view of her sapphire eyes gazing into him, loving everything about her.
“I feel like I’m always doing this to you, kissing you goodbye and then going off to die. Hopefully it won’t be the last time.”
Cassie’s eyes widened at his words.
“Die? What are you going to do?”
“There is nothing left to be done,” Eugene said, speaking up from the far corner of the shop. “That girl, Aeka, she has heroically held back the Watchers. They are no longer a threat; we have won the day.”
Sam looked around the room sadly. It was clear that everyone had been cautiously optimistic that Aeka’s sacrifice had saved them all—and in a way, it had. But he knew it was only a temporary solution. His time with omniscience had shown him that.
“Yes, we could go off and act like we won. And we might be alright, for a very long time. But Aeka can’t hold them back forever…she’s strong, but she’s not invincible. And fairies—” he said, looking at Dot, “fairies and some other creatures have a gift for dimension-hopping. If we leave Aeka there, someone could travel to wherever she is and kill her. Then, the Watchers would bust through the portal all over again.”
“What do you propose?” Dot said, crossing her arms.
He was amazed at how quickly his hatred of the fairy had subsided. He wanted to hold a grudge for the sequence of events she had set in motion, but somehow, being mad at her for being what she was just felt pointless. It was like being mad at a caterpillar for going into its cocoon.
“You and me. You help me get to Tartarus, cutting through the FaeWilde, and I’ll take care of the Watchers, once and for all.”
“You can’t fight them all,” Cassie said. “Sam, I know you’re tough, but seriously, you can’t fight them. You might be a match for one of them!”
He grinned.
“I never said I was going to fight them.”




Chapter 63

Dot was aggravated that her plan had failed, but one didn’t get to being as old as she was by holding onto negative feelings. Once the Necromancer had thwarted her, she was more than happy to work together toward their shared goal.
“How long is this going to take?” Sam said as she teased the threads between dimensions.
They were standing in front of the Warehouse, the big building where the roots of her tree still rested. Since she had weakened the fastenings of this reality in this particular spot to make her tree, she could, in theory, use it as a jumping-off point to other realms. It wasn’t something she did often, however.
“I do not know. It is an unusual task.”
The Necromancer looked impatient.
“The last time I did it, it took literally thousands of years, so I shouldn’t complain.”
Dorothy shifted her gaze from her work with the threads to look seriously at him.
“You are more than you were.”
“Yes and no. I remember a few things, but most of the knowledge is gone. I could never have that kind of knowledge and stay human…or, well, mortal. I was never human.”
“I see,” she repeated. She only knew the smallest part of what had happened to him, but she had enough sense to know that she shouldn’t inquire further. Her interests concerned the planet, and whatever quest he had undergone was clearly beyond that plane.
After about half an hour, she had found what he was looking for. They both emerged in Tartarus, falling into salty ocean water. The water came up a lot higher on her than it did for Sam, so she began to tread water.
They were surrounded by Watchers, who were shocked by their intrusion.
What is the meaning of this? Do you intend for us to consume you and then use your own portal to invade your world?
“Not hardly,” Dot said.
Sam took a deep breath.
“You shouldn’t eat her, but you must consume me,” Sam said to them. “It is your only chance.”
The Watchers turned to each other, blinking, communicating. They looked back at Sam, still confused.
Why would you offer yourself to us in such a manner?
“Because if you don’t get rid of me, I’ll consume not just you, but everything. Everything that exists. It’s my nature.”
A flurry of communication, once again.
That cannot be. You may be of Divine stock, but you are part human…you could not consume us if you wanted to. You are weak.
Sam gestured to Dorothy.
“As we discussed,” he said quietly, and sent the bats her way.
The Watchers reacted defensively, but still realized that the flurry of bats were not a threat to them. Instead of attacking, they flew in a circle above the assembled beings so that Dot had a canvas to project her spell upon. Her forest animals could not come here, and she would not wish this place on them even if they could. The bats, led by a willful queen, were made of sterner stuff.
She showed the Watchers the memory Sam had showed her: that of Sam combining all the different energies within himself, and becoming an abomination the likes of which even abominations like themselves had never seen. They shuddered and made queer noises as they watched the visuals of the awakened Sam devouring them, reducing them to little more than bones in seconds.
When she had finished the spell, there was another burst of communication. Dot hoped they would hurry it up, because even for her, doing this much magic was exhausting. It was getting difficult just treading this accursed water.
This is a trap, their leader said finally. Even if that vision is real, why would he offer himself for death? He is tricking us.
“No,” Sam said, shaking his head. “You don’t understand, I hate what I am. I don’t want to become…that thing. I don’t want any of this. I don’t want to die, but my only hope is for you to put me out of my misery. Otherwise, I’m doomed to destroy it all, eventually.”
Yes, a trap.
Dorothy raised her voice.
“Have you no senses? You can hear his sincerity. He is truly afraid of what he is destined to become. If you cannot tell that, then you are not only blind and deaf, but stupid as well.”
Sam lowered his head, exhausted. Nothing he’d said was a lie.
Despite themselves, the Watchers knew truth when they heard it, and could not deny what Dot had said.
Very well. We shall oblige.
“Thank you,” Sam said. It sounded like he had a lump in his throat. Dorothy couldn’t imagine what he must be feeling.
It is a shame, said one of them. A seventh sense told Dorothy that it was the one known as Zaqiel.
He was going to be a good match for Little Daughter, give her many healthy children.
Little Daughter will have no shortage of suitors, said another one of them wryly, if human emotions could even be attributed to them.
Then they all jumped on Sam and began tearing him apart. Most people, even non-human creatures, would have looked away in fear and disgust. But Dorothy just watched, a mild expression on her face.




Chapter 64

“How did you know?” Metatron said, looking at the Watchers from afar. They were screaming, carrying on, trying to rip out their own eyes—at least, those that had eyes. They couldn’t consume their own essences, but left without other options, they discarded what was left of their Divine forms and became demons. Soon, they would no longer be confined to Tartarus, but confined to Realm.
“I didn’t,” Sam said, watching where the remains of his destroyed body sank beneath the waves. “I suspected.”
As a spirit, Sam didn’t breathe now, but he went through the motions of taking a deep breath.
“God, is that what it feels like to be eaten alive? I’ll have to apologize to Azazel.”
“I still do not understand,” Metatron said. He didn’t usually admit ignorance to his charges, but like with his Chava, this was a special case. “How did you know that consuming your essence would make them destroy themselves?”
The one his granddaughter called Sam looked a little smug.
“When I became one with the Almighty, I saw what the Godhead thinks of them. How disgusted he is, that he’ll never forgive them. They didn’t know that…I think they were in denial. But when they consumed me, they knew everything I knew. Including the fact that they are worthless in the eyes of God. They can’t stop themselves from becoming demons now.”
“And you sacrificed yourself for this, so willingly? Metatron asked. He was impressed.
“I don’t know,” Sam said. “I knew dying was necessary but…I didn’t plan for this to truly be the end. I guess I was living in a dream world,” he said, indicating his non-corporeal state. “I thought I’d think of a way to come back after I died. Still confused by being mortal again, I guess.”
“It is a shame,” Metatron said, “But you have done well. I would have had no objections to you serving as a mate for my sweet little Chava.”
“…Thanks?” Sam said, clearly perplexed.
“Look, I’m not one to say I told you so, but…oh wait, I am. I told you so,” said Sammael, appearing from nowhere. Unusually for Sammael, he was wearing immaculate white robes.
Metatron seethed. Very little rattled him these days, but Sammael’s presence always set him on edge. The very idea that such an irreverent, disrespectful creature had once held the sacred office that he now occupied was infuriating to him.
“Yes, you were correct. I did not expect this one to merge with the Godhead in order to reset the situation.”
“You’ve always had a problem seeing the obvious when it’s right in front of your face,” Sammael said, nodding. “It’s that poor education you had back in Biblical times, didn’t really encourage much imagination or critical thinking, did it?”
“Dad?” Sam said, confused. “What are you doing here?”
To Metatron’s surprise, Sammael beamed with joy.
“You finally called me Dad! I can’t wait to tell Helen. Only took thirty years. Maybe being dead agrees with you, but still, I can’t let it stick.”
“You have no power over me,” Metatron said. It took tremendous force of will to stop himself from shaking. “I will reap this soul, as is my duty. Your time in this role is done.”
Sammael blew air out through his lips in a Bronx cheer. “Oh, c’mon. Are you seriously putting yourself up against me, Noch? Nochy-boy? You were a human, for crying out loud.”
“And you are fallen. You are not what you were, and no match for me,” Metatron said, clenching his fist.
Sam looked between his father and Metatron, surprised. Clearly, whatever he had been expecting after his own death, it hadn’t been this.
“Oh, foolish little former mortal. You really believe the PR,” Sammael said. He was standing on top of the surface of the ocean waters, as though they were solid.
“Do you remember what the Almighty said when he created the first thing that was not him? ‘Let there be light’?”
Metatron didn’t bother to answer. Sammael sauntered over to him until he was right in the Angel of Death’s face.
“My name is the Lightbringer, you know. When God called forth light into the universe, that was me; I am literally the first thing anyone ever did. And you think you can defy me?”
As a high-order angel, Metatron didn’t sweat, but he would have if he could. He couldn’t deny the logic of what Sammael was saying; the demon lord had been extant since the beginning of time, which Metatron himself had not. Sammael was a former Archangel, likely the most important, and he was very powerful in his time. Perhaps none of that mattered now that he had fallen to the Lower Realm, but if he had even a fraction of his former strength….
While Metatron fretted, Sammael took advantage of his indecision and put a hand through the center of his chest, killing his form. The last thing Metatron was aware of for some time was Sammael’s laughter.
***
“Why did you do that?” asked Sam, looking down at the corpse that had been Metatron.
His father ignored the question.
“So typical. If he had attained his true Divine form right here, I wouldn’t have had a chance against him. But he was so frightened that I might be telling the truth, he dropped his guard and let me get the drop on him. Just so on-brand for Enoch, the well-meaning schlep.”
“But you just killed the Angel of Death,” said Sam, feeling like a slow child who was just now catching up.
“Yes, I did. Temporarily of course, because that’s one essence I certainly don’t want to consume…I’ll bet that level of dumb is contagious. Cassie definitely got the brains in this family. Anyway, he’ll be fine in no time. But for now, the position he held is vacant. And I’m the only qualified candidate.”
“What are you saying?” Sam asked. Maybe it was part of being dead, but he felt slow on the uptake today.
“It means, bouncing baby boy, that I’m not a demon anymore. My services are needed in the Higher Realm once again. I’d love to think your mother will miss me, but that would just be flattering myself, right?”
Then he seemed to hear something, because he looked up to the sky in Tartarus and shouted.
“Yeah, well, whose fault is that? I didn’t make the rules, boss! It’s your world, I’m just living in it!”
He shook his head, exasperated.
“Honestly, he doesn’t think things through and then blames everyone else for it. It’s infuriating. Oh well,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “I’m feeling the pull of a lot of souls that need reaping, so I guess I’m done here. Right after I return you to life. As the Angel of Death, I have the right to reject a soul every now and then. I only want yours after it’s properly ripened, say in another seventy years or so. It’s just plain unacceptable in this raw state.”
Sam just looked at his father, like he had never truly seen him before.
“Thank you.”
“Oh, don’t thank me yet,” said Sammael as he transferred Sam out of Tartarus. “I’m nerfing your punk ass. That thing you did, where you ate the whole universe? That kind of thing would just look bad on my watch.”




Chapter 65

After Sam had left The Daily Grind, off to do God-knows-what, Cassie had gone back to her house to go back to sleep. Even though she had woken up at DG, she was still exhausted from what had happened at the SATs and needed more rest. She also didn’t want to be conscious; thinking about what Sam had said when he kissed her goodbye made her feel hopeless, and she didn’t want to feel that way. For now, blissful oblivion was preferable.
When she opened her eyes again, she was shocked to see Sam sitting at the end of her bed.
“You!” she shouted, overjoyed, then pulled him into an embrace.
“Seems like I somehow managed to survive,” he said softly.
When she pulled away from him, she did a double-take. It was Sam alright, but there was something different about him. His eyes were still dark, but not as dark as the mahogany brown that he used to use to cover up his natural red. Instead they were lighter, more of a chestnut color, with a splash of grayish-white by the pupils. Something about them reminded her of the instant when a drop of rain hit the forest floor.
“You’re human,” she said, feeling a wealth of emotions build up within her.
He smiled sadly. “I am. I took care of the Watchers, but I had to kill myself to do it. My dad became the Angel of Death again and saved me, but he couldn’t bring me back the way I was. Maybe he just didn’t want to. In any case, the days of you being bound to me are over.”
Cassie sat up and tried to concentrate. It was true; where their bond had once been, she felt nothing. The darkly magical smell of him, which she’d always secretly loved, was gone. It was replaced by a much more subtle scent; the scent of a well-washed human male.
“Are you okay?” Cassie asked.
She knew that Sam had hated the responsibility that his powers imposed on him, hated living with the fear that he would accidentally hurt someone. But saying you wanted something and getting it were two different things. She imagined that being resurrected without the powers he’d enjoyed for his whole life was disturbing, at the very least.
He leaned back against the bed, supporting himself with his arms; her stomach did a leap at the realization that he was on her bed, and there was no one else around.
“I think I’ll be all right. I’m worried about how this is going to affect everyone else. I can’t just issue an announcement, ‘Attention: I’m not a demon anymore,’ because that would put everyone at risk. But as long as we can figure out a solution for that, I can live with the rest, I think.”
He made eye contact with her and smiled again, and the butterflies in her stomach continued to addle her. It was amazing how different his smile looked with his new eyes; he looked younger, more relaxed. He looked like a man who had gotten home from a hard day of work and was now ready to enjoy himself.
“I will miss having you in my evil clutches, but oh well.”
Cassie moved closer to him and put her head on his shoulder.
“Your clutches were never really that evil, you know.”
“Even so. I have no power over you now,” he said definitely.
Cassie looked at him again, and felt viscerally that what he had said was not true. Sure, he might have lost his magic, but there was more than one type of power in the world. And for some reason, looking at his beautiful eyes and his well-muscled, masculine body, in some ways she felt like he had more power over her than he ever had before. And right now, she didn’t mind it.
Not giving him time to stop her, she jumped into his lap and kissed him, flattening her breasts against his chest and caressing every part of him she could get her hands on. This time, he didn’t push her away, instead gently caressing her shoulders and her back. When he started caressing her more intimate parts, she tipped her head back and made happy sounds. She supposed those sounds were called moaning, but to her it sounded more like little gasps of happiness.
“Now, are you sure….” he asked softly. It was clear that he didn’t want to go through another round of her exciting him to the point of release and then pushing him away.
Cassie wrapped her arms around his neck and grinned.
“Mmmm, I don’t know. Why don’t you read my mind and find out?”
She giggled at the annoyed look on his face.
“Sorry, but I can’t do that anymore. Tsk, like salt in an open wound….”
She cuddled up against him, putting her head against his chest.
“Oooh Master, take me. Make me your slave.”
“You should have asked for that last week.”
“Use your evil magic on me!”
“Your timing is abysmal, Little Witch. Do you know that?”
As she laughed hysterically, he pushed her down onto the bed, forcefully but with enough restraint that she wasn’t hurt. When he fondled her, she couldn’t help but laugh.
“Okay, you don’t have to be quite that gentle!”
“I’m human all of a sudden, I don’t know my own strength. It’s going to be awhile before I know how to use my grip. I’m not taking that risk with you.”
They cuddled for a long time, and despite what she said, she did enjoy his gentle touch. There was laughter as he undressed her, laughter as they processed the ridiculousness of a baby elephant trying to get into bed with them (Sam had to lock Teddy out), more laughter as they told each other what they had thought when they first laid eyes on each other, all those months ago. Sam’s new hazel eyes were enchanting to her, and when his eyes were full of laughter, he was more beautiful than she’d ever seen him before.
However, when he finally slipped out of his clothes and nestled between her soft thighs, the look in his eyes then was not laughter, but something very, very different.




Chapter 66

Dr. Cordley opened the door for a little rat. The rat scampered into the shop on his little legs, holding something metal in his mouth. The rat jumped up onto the table where Mike was sitting and deposited the new foil card onto Matt’s empty plate.
“Nice. Thanks, John.”
“You lot just let a rat run around in your shop?” David asked, mildly scandalized. “That’s not sanitary.”
“He’s not just any rat,” said Ethan. He was sitting at the table with Mike and Jay, looking at the internet and not at his cards for once.
Gently, David picked up the rat, which seemed to give him a soulful look.
“Well, you’re quite handsome, aren’t you? Nice little fellow. Want a piece of my cookie?”
“Careful. If you talk down to him too much, he’s never going to write you a recommendation for college.”
“What?”
David looked at the small creature he was petting, horrified. “You mean….”
“I have something that might cheer you up,” Dr. Cordley said. He had an arm in a sling, a remnant from his time as Sammael’s prisoner, but looked hale and hearty overall. With his good hand, he held out a package for David to take. David gingerly put his English teacher down on the floor and took the package. His eyes widened when he read the label.
“Darjeeling tea, full leaves, first flush? What must this have cost?”
“Don’t worry about it. I heard about your tea problem and I was glad to help.”
David looked at the package of tea and nearly salivated, imagining the complex, satisfying brews that were in his future.
Mike leaned over to Ethan.
“And that right there is called a British-gasm.”
“No it’s not. That’s not a word,” said Ethan crossly. He was in no mood to be talked down to.
“Anything we can help you with, Dr. Cordley?” Jay asked politely.
The doctor looked past them, toward the back of the store.
“I was hoping Mr. Latif was in. I’m fascinated by how someone outside the line of succession managed to take control of the Rod of Moses.”
Jay yawned and pointed to the break room.
“Khalil’s in back. He’s on break, but I’m sure he won’t mind talking to you.”
The doctor smiled.
“I’ll try poking my head in then.”
He turned and looked at David one more time.”
“Mr. Alderton?”
“It’s Fishman now.”
“Good work,” Cordley said softly, then went to go find Khalil. David felt a stirring in his chest, like the doctor’s soft praise meant more than it appeared to on the surface.
When Cordley was gone and John had skittered off somewhere (presumably to find pants), Jay changed back to their usual subject nowadays.
“So, how’re we doing?”
“With the cards? Good. Thanks to the one Golding just gave us, we’re up to nearly 30 percent.”
“Can we really get all of them?” David asked.
He was tempted to go behind the counter and use the hot water spigot to make a cup of his new tea immediately, but that would just lead to Mike teasing him for his Britishness, so he decided to hold off…for a little while, anyway.
Mike frowned.
“I don’t know. We’re doing really well so far, considering we just started. But we may have just got all the easy ones. Some of them are not going to be easy to track down, let alone steal.”
“Which one are you looking for now?” Jay asked, leaning over so he could see Mike’s laptop.
“The 15/15 grey creature. You know the one.”
“Oh, yeah, the Lunar Beast? Mitchell had it in his deck at the tournament. I love killing that thing.”
David was still holding the tea, tempted.
I wonder if Cassie likes tea? Maybe I should wait and share this with her? She seems like more of a coffee girl, but nobody’s perfect….
Then he thought of Sam, and his smile disappeared. Even though the demon had lost his powers and was now as human as David was, somehow David didn’t think the older man would deal well with David trying to put the moves on his girlfriend. Even if Sam could no longer turn him into something horrid, he could still punch him in the face; David had a feeling that Sam was good at punching.
He had no real plans of trying to steal Cassie away, but he couldn’t help thinking about her with longing.
“Oh,” said Mike suddenly, all color draining from his face.
“Oh. Oh. Oh.”
“What what what?” said Jay, impatiently.
Mike seemed to fumble for the right words for a moment.
“The foil version of the Lunar Beast, it’s uh…we may have a problem bringing that one in.”
“Why? Is it in Europe?” David asked.
Some of the foils would have to be in Europe, within the Eastern Court’s jurisdiction. He’d been wondering how Mike planned to deal with that.
“No. It’s worse.”
“What’s worse than Europe?” Jay asked. David gave him an angry look.
“You know what I meant! Is it in Japan or something?”
“No,” Mike said. He closed his laptop and put his head down.
Jay and David exchanged glances; Mike was acting strange indeed.
“Hey, Ethan,” Mike said finally.
“Yeah?”
“Those Sorcery tournaments you keep signing up for. Tell me if you hear about one on the moon.”
Epilogue:
Saying that the Academy on High had improved since the last time Sammael had access to it was an understatement. Back in his day, they didn’t even have the Torah yet, so the tomes that lined the shelves were mostly incoherent babble, and commentary on incoherent babble. Post-Torah, he heard that things had improved somewhat, but he was already in Hell.
Nowadays, the Academy’s library didn’t just house religious texts, but all texts: every accomplishment of human culture was scrupulously documented. If Sammael had known that the Academy now had a collection of every video game that had ever been published, he might have lobbied to get his job as an angel back a lot sooner. Nevertheless, here he was.
Still, despite the broadened focus, plenty of the library was still devoted to Torah study. For a lot of scribes and priests, apparently a lifetime spent arguing over the Torah could only be complemented by an eternity in heaven spent arguing over the Torah. Sammael had never understood that, but hey, different strokes for different folks.
Naturally, Rabbi Simon could always be found doing Torah study. One day (to the extent that heaven has days, which it doesn’t, but let’s gloss over that) he took a seat across from the Rabbi and clicked his tongue.
“You were wrong, you know.”
The Rabbi didn’t even bother to look up at him at first. Eventually his gaze flicked from the parchment in front of him to Sammael’s face.
“How so?”
Sammael leaned forward, careful not to touch the Rabbi’s scroll. Touching holy books would no longer harm him, not while he was on the side of the Angels again, but old habits died hard.
“You swore up and down that I would marry a woman named Lilith. Never even met a Lilith. Own up, Seer, you goofed.”
The Rabbi made a self-satisfied sound and dropped his eyes back to his scroll.
“Oh, that? I lied.”
Sammael had not expected that response.
“Excuse me, what? You lied in your prophecy?”
Rabbi Simon made a subtle gesture that might have been a shrug.
“If I had written ‘you will marry a woman named Helen,’ you never would have done it. Every time you met a Helen, you would say to yourself ‘I must not marry this woman, I will prove that mortal seer wrong!’ Because you are very foolish that way. So, I made up a different name. Otherwise, my predictions were spot on.”
Sammael was having trouble accepting that.
“You can just blatantly lie in a book of prophecy? Isn’t there some kind of rule against that?”
A cheeky expression settled on the Rabbi’s face. On him, it was mildly disturbing.
“What, you think the Prophecy Council is going to come and arrest me? Perhaps the Prophecy Police?”
“Well, they should,” Sammael said, pouting. He was annoyed that his plan to prove Rabbi Simon wrong had gone awry, and he didn’t care who knew it.
“There is no such thing as the Prophecy Police, you goat-brained fool!” the Rabbi bellowed. He pushed his scroll aside and unrolled another, his body language radiating annoyance.
“I know there’s no such thing! I’m just saying, there should be some semblance of professional standards here.”
“Is there something you want, my friend?” the Rabbi said. He didn’t take the bait about “professional standards,” which only disappointed Sammael further.
“Yes. About 2,000 years ago, give or take, you told me that I could come see you at the Academy on High. At that time, I didn’t believe I would ever be back here.”
Sammael paused in anticipation. This was the bit that he really was curious to know.
“Did you know I would return to the Higher Realm, be forgiven? Did you see it in a dream?”
At that, Rabbi Simon looked at him seriously for the first time.
“It was not a dream,” he said, turning his quill pen around in his fingers. “It was that if a being as truly kind as you were barred from here forever, then this place would no longer have any meaning. I believed in the Academy more than that.”
At that, Sammael was stunned into silence, the Rabbi’s answer coming as a complete shock to him. He looked down for a few moments to gather himself, while the Rabbi continued perusing his manuscript.
“I guess I am kind of nice,” he said after a while. “After all, I gave up most of my access to the mortal world in order to save my son, meaning I can’t see my wife again. It was rather self-sacrificing of me. Of course, if I hadn’t done that, she would have made my life a living hell for not saving the little bugger, so maybe I only get partial credit there….”
“Your wife?”
The Rabbi had a conspiratorial gleam in his eye.
“Why, you can see your wife anytime you like. In book form, at least.”
He turned around and looked at the wall of books behind him, finally picking out a slender monograph. He tossed it gently toward Sammael, who caught it. Sammael looked at the book and frowned.
“The Book of Succession? What does this have to do with Helen?”
“She wrote it, goat-brain. You honestly had no idea?”
“What!?”
While Sammael flipped through the book, frantic, the Rabbi sat back down.
“She imagined herself as the Mother of Sorcerers, predicting that a line of great mages would spring from her loins. She wrote it not because it was true, but because she wished it to be true; the genius of humans. I don’t follow much outside this room, but from what I know of the mortal world these days, it seems that she succeeded, no?”
Sammael read silently for a little while longer, then groaned.
“Oh, God. ‘The age of the small gods, and even the large gods that begat them, and that which begat the very idea of that which was begat,’ blah blah blah, that’s got Helen written all over it. How did I not realize this until you told me?”
“Sometimes things right before your eyes are the hardest to see.”
Sammael very nearly threw the book against a wall, but stopped himself in time. He was an angel again; there were appearances to maintain.
“And the worst part is, now that I’m up here, I can’t even tell her that I know! She’s going to think she fooled me right to the end!”
“She did; that part is not in dispute.”
“Arrrrgh!”
Sammael yelled in frustration, kicking his feet. A well-coiffed Talmudic scholar over at the next table shushed him with irritation, and Sammael stopped his childish display.
“You will see her again, someday,” the Rabbi said after Sammael had calmed down.
“I’m not sure I want to,” Sammael said honestly.
As much as he wanted to see Helen again—to tease her about her secret career as a prophetess—when he saw her again, that would mean her mortal life was over. And he didn’t ever want her mortal life to be over. The very idea of it was frightening to him, and as he existed now, he was afraid of practically nothing.
Rabbi Simon took his hand.
“When that time comes, I will be here. You can introduce her to me.”
“Who says I want to? I’m embarrassed to even know you.”
“Don’t lie.”
“I don’t want to hear that from you.”
The Rabbi sat back in his chair.
“I have more to study. If you’re going to act like a bratty kid, then leave me.”
There was silence for a moment as Sammael continued to process everything he’d just learned. Finally, he slapped his knee.
“That’s my girl, huh? Tricks the entire world, even me, like it ain’t no thang.”
“Yes, you have excellent taste in brides. It is perhaps your one redeeming value…besides kindness.”
Sammael considered his friend.
“How do you feel about miniature golf?”
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