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           Chapter One
 
   Friday Evening Sorcery at Silverhawk was an institution. No matter what you had to do to get there, you signed your name on the big metal clipboard taped to the wall and entered the weekly tournament in the hope of winning fabulous prizes. Even gamers who didn’t normally play collectible card games sometimes showed up, wooed by the owners’ tendency to give out packs and packs of Sorcery cards, and sometimes even video games, to those who placed well in the Sorcery tournaments. Though Sorcery: The Happening was played worldwide, if you were a fan, there were few better places to be on a Friday night than Silverhawk Games in Sterling.
 
   Or at least, that was normally the case. Right now, it was kind of taking the wind out of everyone’s sails that all of the regulars were getting their hides shellacked by an elementary school kid.
 
   Ethan Buckley was certainly polite, you had to give him that. No matter how soundly he was thrashing his opponent, he never gloated and always said “Good game,” after administering the killing blow. He also played fast, so you couldn’t accuse him of wasting anybody’s time. He did think about his moves, a thin line appearing between his brows on his small face, but after two or three seconds—tops—he would pick a card and the onslaught would continue.
 
   While young Sorcery prodigies weren’t unheard of, Ethan was something new. Other young phenoms were brash and obnoxious, and the regulars silently cheered when a seasoned pro inevitably put them in their place. Except, all the old hands at Sorcery in the neighborhood had already taken a shot at Ethan Buckley, and they’d all lost too. It kind of bothered the players who were getting in the habit of losing to him all the time that you couldn’t even hate the kid; he was too profoundly decent.
 
   Tonight, he was playing a deck that forced the opponent’s summoned creatures to attack each other; an unusual choice in a game where straightforward, high damage-dealing decks had long been considered the standard. It wasn’t a completely one-sided game, though. His opponent, a gangly college student named Mark, seemed to be able to keep summoning more and more creatures for each one Ethan’s machinations took out. Late in the game, he was starting to pull out the big guns.
 
   “I’m spending 15 yellow points to summon an Ochre Manticore,” said Mark, slapping the yellow-bordered card onto the wooden table. “Ochre Manticore is immune to poison, and can’t be charmed by an enemy spell.”
 
   “Can I see the card?” said Ethan, looking up from his hand for the first time in the match.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   The boy stood up and bent at the waist to read the card upside-down from across the table, a large necklace popping out from under his shirt collar as he did so. The necklace was bright pink with black veins running through it, and seemed an odd choice for a boy his age. Some of the regulars watching from the sidelines exchanged curious glances; maybe it was a roleplaying thing? Ethan had been very tight-lipped about his life outside Silverhawk, so they didn’t know what other hobbies he might have.
 
   Ethan sat back down, a mildly irritated expression marring his smooth features. He picked up his hand again and began to consider his cards seriously, seemingly at a loss for what to play for the first time. He moved as though he was going to play a certain card, then stopped and reconsidered, his fingers still clenched around the black border. A few moments passed; the smell of stale nachos and cardboard seemed to intensify in the silence. Someone opened a drink, and the pop of the metal can followed by the fizzing sound of the soda seemed unnaturally loud.
 
   Mark began to drum his fingers against the table. “C’mon, what are you summoning? You’re taking too long.”
 
   Ethan ran his finger through his black hair, thinking; his hair was so dark it looked shocking against his pale, freckled skin. It actually looked unnatural, although none of the regulars could imagine why an 11-year-old boy would choose to dye his hair.
 
   “I….” he started hesitantly, then began to cycle through the cards in his hand again.
 
   Several of the watching players exchanged amused glances; was the Boy Wonder finally out of his element? Maybe someone else could win Friday Evening Sorcery for a change.
 
   Just then, there was a buzzing noise, and Ethan looked at his book bag, a look of surprise on his face. When he reached for it, Mark gave him a warning look over his cards. “No touching your phone during a match, you know that.”
 
   “Uh, right, sorry,” said Ethan, looking slightly embarrassed and burying his face in his cards again. However, as he cycled through the cards one more time, he gave his book bag a sidelong glance, obviously curious what the call had been about.
 
   Mark slammed his hand down on the table, startling everyone. “Summon something already! Don’t tell me you’re trying to run down the clock.”
 
   Ethan colored. “I’m not!”
 
   Running down the clock was one way to win in Sorcery, but it was generally considered bad form. For all his victories, Ethan had never won that way; in fact, he usually finished with a lot of time left.
 
   “Then what are you summoning?” said Mark through gritted teeth. Normally he wouldn’t be so impatient, especially when dealing with a kid, but Ethan was a legend; if the prodigy was having a bad night, and Mark had any chance of beating him, he wasn’t going to let it slip by. A little psychological warfare was fair game.
 
   “I…” Ethan started, seemingly decided on a card. But before he could play it, something strange happened.
 
   To the shock of the gamers surrounding the table, Ethan suddenly jumped up; it was an odd motion, like there was a string attached to his spine and someone far above had given it a good yank. He dropped his cards on the table, gasping for air. He threw his head back, panic obvious in his brown eyes for a fraction of a second, but then some kind of recognition seemed to dawn.
 
   Mark, who had jumped back in surprise, swallowed hard. “Dude, are you okay?”
 
   “I…have to go,” said Ethan, swinging his bookbag over his shoulder with a strange, jerky motion, like he had just remembered how his body worked. “I’m dropping, you win.”
 
   “Wait, what?”
 
   “Summoned,” said Ethan breathlessly. Then he bolted from the table, leaving his cards behind. On his way out of the store, he knocked over a display of board games with his bag, sending the colorful boxes flying.
 
   And that, puzzled players would relate to each other for months afterward, was the story of how Silverhawk’s most talented player finally lost a match, even though it was by default.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Two
 
   Cassie spun in front of the full-length mirror, wondering if the dress she was wearing was fancy enough for court. Now that she’d already made her splashy debut, Serenus had assured her that a “normal” dress was okay; she could just buy something off the rack instead of having him pay through the nose for something specially-made like last time. Still, casual was a no-go at court, and the black dress she’d chosen was low on frills. A sleeveless black sheath that covered her from neck to ankle, the only adornments were a glittery belt and a few rhinestones at the hem. It was sleeveless, but the dress came with a matching short coat, so she would be covered if it got cold at night.
 
   Cassie lifted the hem of her dress and watched the fake jewels glitter, frowning; did it even get cold in Las Vegas in March? Originally they’d been told that proceedings would be held in San Francisco, but the venue had been changed at the last minute to a fancy Vegas hotel. Something about one of the men who had recently met an untimely demise in North Carolina being involved with the venue selection committee, or something like that. Killing demons could have unexpected consequences.
 
   Of course, for the past month she’d been feeling inexplicably warm for large portions of the time, so it probably didn’t even matter what the weather was going to be like.
 
   Miri skipped into the dressing room, dragging a bunch of multicolored dresses in behind her. She took a good look at the dress Cassie was trying on as she hung up her choices on a hook near the mirror.
 
   “You look like you’re going to a funeral.”
 
   “I do not,” said Cassie, then she bit her lip. “Do you think this is fancy enough for court?”
 
   “If you have to ask, then no,” said Miri. She selected a dark green dress with beaded accents off the rack and held it up for Cassie to admire. “Now try this on.”
 
   Cassie turned and looked at the dress; it seemed to be made of more negative space than cloth. “Uh, no, I don’t think so.”
 
   Miri smiled a dangerous smile. “Try it on, or else.”
 
   “Or else what?”
 
   “Or else I tell people about the economy pack of Toaster Pies under your bed.”
 
   Cassie exhaled and grabbed the dress out of Miri’s hands, annoyed. She had thought that dress shopping with the cheerful vampire was a better bet than going with Serenus again, but clearly she had miscalculated; Serenus didn’t know about her propensity to hoard junk food, or how much it embarrassed her. At least, she hoped he didn’t.
 
   As she carefully stepped out of the modest black dress in one of the fitting room stalls, she considered how odd it was that Miri knew her so well. For reasons she’d never really understood, she’d never been close with the girls in her classes; her closest friend from childhood was Jay, and once Mike had transferred in during ninth grade, the three of them had become a trio and she’d pretty much given up on even trying to make girlfriends. Now, she had a friend who was in all her classes that she could go out shopping with, and talk about girl stuff with, but that friend was also a vampire who was essentially being paid in magic to protect her.
 
   Was Miri even really her friend? Or was she just a skilled bodyguard, good at acting friendly to take Cassie’s mind off the fact that she needed constant protection? It was a disturbing thought.
 
   Not as disturbing as I look in this thing though, Cassie thought as she finished zipping up the green dress. She had been right—there was a lot of skin showing where there shouldn’t be. The dress started from her throat, but a large cut-out at the chest showed off her cleavage, the bodice plunging deeper than anything she had ever worn before. The dress was backless, coming to a V at the base of her spine, and high slits up the sides of the skirt made sure that her legs showed whenever she moved. Her cheeks burned; this wasn’t a party dress, this was uppity lingerie.
 
   “Miri!” she yelled, stepping out of the stall and slamming the door behind her. “Are you serious? THIS is what you think I should wear to court?”
 
   “Oh!” said Miri, clasping her small hands together in glee. The vampire could look disarmingly childlike when she wanted to. “You look gorgeous in that!”
 
   Cassie stomped up to the full length mirror and snorted; the very idea of wearing this thing where people could see her was ridiculous. “Where’s the rest of it? This is half a dress!”
 
   “No, that’s the style!” said Miri, skipping up in front of the mirror and adjusting how the dress fit Cassie’s bodice. “You have crazy curves, that’s why you can pull it off.”
 
   Cassie pulled away from Miri, her cheeks burning with embarrassment. “Curves are just another word for ‘fat,’ she said, looking down. “Someone as big as me shouldn’t wear a dress that shows this much skin.”
 
   Miri clicked her tongue at that. “Oh, you silly. Look,” she said, taking Cassie’s arms and gently putting her into a model’s pose. “See, you’ve got an hourglass shape, so as long as the dress shows off your waist, which it totally does, you don’t look fat. Plus, you’re nice and firm, so you can afford to show some skin.”
 
   Miri stepped back, admiring her handiwork with a quick nod. “When you get older and you start to get cellulite, yeah, then you’re probably going to want to slim down a bit. But for now—”
 
   Cassie hopped down from the step and went back to the fitting room stall, unzipping the dress as she went. “Don’t talk to me about cellulite, Miss I’m-gonna-be-16-forever!” she snapped, keeping her voice low in case anyone else was in the dressing room. “I’m taking this stupid thing off.”
 
   As she undressed, she heard Miri come to stand in front of her stall. “You forget, I’m going to be wearing a training bra forever, too,” she said quietly. “I wish I could wear a dress like that someday.”
 
   Cassie froze in the process of putting her jeans back on, chastened. She had always thought of her body as a liability, too clumsy and unwieldy to conform to the image of feminine beauty and grace. It had never occurred to her that being 90 pounds soaking wet was something Miri might actually dislike as well. Furthermore, while at least in theory Cassie could lose weight (not that she’d ever had much success), Miri was probably stuck in her current shape for as long as she lived.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Cassie said as she exited the fitting room. “I was being stupid.”
 
   Miri grinned at her, just barely showing her pointy canines. “Are you going to get that dress then?”
 
   “Absolutely not.”
 
   The two shopped for a little while longer, eventually settling on a dress that was somewhere between their tastes. Cassie found another black dress that seemed sufficiently slenderizing, had enough glitter and lace on it to appear fancy, and showed off just enough of her body to get Miri off her back.
 
   “Yaaay, cleavage!” said Miri, clapping. “I’m sure Sam will find a way to thank me.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure he really cares,” Cassie muttered as she zipped up the dress in its protective plastic covering. It bugged her when people talked about Sam like he was slobbering all over her, mostly because it wasn’t true and it called her attention to the fact that she wished it was true. He’d made it clear that at the very least, he didn’t find her unattractive, but she still found it difficult to believe that he was lusting after her. 
 
   She pursed her lips; it was probably more like he chose to find her attractive because he didn’t have much of an alternative. They had been kind of forced on each other, in a way, and there was no point in bemoaning it. If it weren’t for the familiar bond, for the bizarre situation they were now in with regard to court, he probably wouldn’t even give her a second look….
 
   “Hey, what’s wrong?” said Miri, noticing that Cassie’s gait had turned into angry stomps as they approached the sales counter.
 
   “Nothing,” said Cassie, practically throwing the dress she had chosen down on the counter. To her surprise, the revealing green dress was unceremoniously plunked down on the counter next to it.
 
   She scowled at the redhead. “I am not buying that dress, Miri.”
 
   “Of course you’re not, silly, I am. Put them both on this,” Miri told the cashier, slapping down a shiny gold credit card.
 
   “I-I was gonna pay for my dress myself!” said Cassie as the cashier swiftly began to ring up the purchase. “There was no need for you to do that.”
 
   Miri shrugged. “I know you don’t have a huge amount of money saved up. Consider it a gift.”
 
   Cassie opened her mouth to argue, then closed it again. There was no point; Miri wouldn’t budge, and her credit limit on that card was probably higher than Cassie could even count. The Buckleys were loaded.
 
   One day though, she was determined to buy a dress for herself. It would happen.
 
   As they left Maude’s Dresses and headed back into the mall, Miri looked around and sniffed the air. “I smell waffles. Want waffles?”
 
   “We just ate dinner,” Cassie pointed out. “Besides, I gotta get home.”
 
   “Why?” asked Miri, browsing at a display in a jewelry store window as they passed. “I thought your parents were still under the super-anti-freakout spell.”
 
   “I haven’t done any practice tests for the SAT in weeks.”
 
   “I don’t understand why you even care,” said Miri, then took her phone out of her skirt pocket. After a few seconds, she stopped short, nearly tripping a couple of teenagers walking behind them.
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   Miri replaced her phone and fixed a serious look on Cassie. “We are to report to The Daily Grind immediately. They have the spell, and they’re going to be doing it tonight.”
 
   “What spell?” asked Cassie, then she remembered. “You’re kidding.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Three
 
    
 
   When Ethan burst into the back room of The Daily Grind, he was out of breath. As he took in large gulps of air, he saw that the room was occupied by Sam and Dr. Serenus Zeitbloom, who were using Dwight’s mirror to communicate with someone far away. The face in the mirror was that of a thin, older man with beady red eyes, the one Ethan remembered sitting at the center of the dais in court.
 
   “Is this the child?” said Donatello Arrigio on the other side of the mirror. “He doesn’t look like the photo.”
 
   “We took steps to prevent him from being recognized. He looks very different without the red hair,” said Serenus.
 
   “Oh, of course,” said Arrigio, seeming slightly chastened. “Forgive me, that was a foolish question.”
 
   As Ethan recovered his breath and straightened, Sam turned to him. “I need you to answer your phone, Ethan,” he said softly. “Otherwise, you leave me no choice but to summon you.”
 
   “I understand,” said Ethan, wiping the sweat from his brow. “I’m sorry, I won’t do that again.”
 
   Sam looked mildly uncomfortable at his apology. “No need to apologize, just know for next time.”
 
   “Oh, he’s such a model guardian,” someone murmured sarcastically. Ethan looked in the mirror to see someone standing at Arrigio’s shoulder, but he couldn’t see the other man’s face. Arrigio gave the man next to him no notice.
 
   “Boy, tell me about your day-to-day life since leaving Pascal,” said Arrigio. “Are you…reasonably comfortable?”
 
   So Ethan recounted what the last month or two of his life had been like: going to the private school Eugene had selected during the day, and coming home to study Greek and Latin at night. Eugene was uncompromising about Ethan’s studies, but he wasn’t merciless; as long as the boy finished his daily assignments, Ethan was allowed to watch TV, play videogames or read with whatever time he had available. The elder vampire had also been quick to buy him boxes upon boxes of Sorcery cards as soon as he had expressed interest in the game. When Ethan started talking about his trips to Silverhawk games and all his different Sorcery decks, Arrigio put up a hand to stop him.
 
   “That’s enough of that. So is it safe to say that you have little to no contact with your master?”
 
   “Huh? Uh…he did ask me to come over once so that I could help Cassie with her training, but that was the only time he ever used my magic for anything,” said Ethan. He wasn’t sure what Arrigio wanted to hear, so all he could do would be as truthful as possible and hope it was okay. He didn’t want to get Sam in trouble.
 
   Arrigio’s eyes flicked to Sam briefly. “So you are training her, finally.”
 
   “This is about Ethan,” said Sam. “Cassie is another matter altogether.”
 
   “This is all irrelevant,” interjected the man standing next to Arrigio, who remained annoyingly faceless in the mirror. “The boy’s daily entertainment isn’t our concern.”
 
   Arrigio narrowed his already-narrow eyes. “Considering that a large part of Pascal’s reason for moving the hearing up is because he claimed the boy was being tortured, I think it’s very much our concern.”
 
   As Ethan stiffened at the second mention of his former master’s name, Sam stepped in front of him, nearly blocking his view of the men in the mirror. “What does Pascal want? He’s going to answer for his crimes against me soon enough.”
 
   “Yes, but he’s also filed a complaint against you for stealing his familiar, of course. Your blood status hearing is first in the docket, but Pascal was insisting that, given the delicate nature of the boy’s condition, we should reverse the order and deal with the familiar-snatching case first. As it stands, we aren’t scheduled to deal with the theft charge until fall.”
 
   “He must be awfully desperate to get Ethan back,” said Serenus to Sam, then he turned to Ethan. “Do you have any idea why Pascal wants you so badly?”
 
   Ethan shrugged. “I don’t know. He said I was a good familiar, but I’m not amazing like Cassie or anything, and he didn’t seem to like me that much, so….” He trailed off.
 
   “Look, the fact of the matter is, it makes a lot more sense for all involved to do the familiar hearing first and save the blood status hearing for a later date,” said the man over Arrigio’s shoulder. He finally sat down in a chair, allowing Ethan to see his face; he didn’t recognize it from his trip to court. It was an unremarkable face, not particularly handsome or ugly, with a stern expression that reminded him of some of his teachers at school.
 
   “There hasn’t been a blood status hearing in living memory, and we have no idea what’s going to happen—for all we know, it could be multiple sessions before we come to a resolution. All that time, Pascal is without the use of his familiar, which was unlawfully stolen from him,” the man said to Arrigio. He sounded more than a little irritated. “We should hear arguments and rule on the familiar case next weekend, restore the boy to his former position if necessary, and then deal with the larger hearing at a later date.”
 
   Ethan took a step back; when Cassie had told him that he would never have to go back to Pascal, he had believed her. Now, he wondered if she had been speaking of things far beyond her control. Seeing him pale, Sam put a hand on his shoulder and shook his head.
 
   I won’t let them take you no matter what. Your life is here now, a voice in his head said. Ethan nodded; he would believe Sam.
 
   To Ethan’s surprise, Arrigio didn’t look much happier with the other demon’s pronouncements than Sam did. “You would have us address cases out of order?” said Arrigio; he said the words like he was sucking on lemons.
 
   The younger demon next to him swallowed. “No, I—in general no, we should deal with cases in the order they were filed, as we always have. I’m just saying, in this one isolated instance—”
 
   “But it’s not an isolated incident, is it? Once we set a precedent that we will play games with the order of cases to placate certain members of the court, everyone will be lobbying for their particular case to be dealt with when they choose. Everyone will be arguing that their case is a special exception,” he said, distaste evident on his sallow face. “Roger, if the child were being tortured—as Pascal had led me to believe—I would consider making a change. Given that he appears to be healthy and happy, and I see no signs of mental tampering, I have no desire to create a precedent that will do nothing but create complications.”
 
   The other demon, Roger, seemed practically desperate. “But—! Mr. Chairman, it’s only common sense to—”
 
   “You know what’s common sense? Dealing with our cases in the order that they have been filed, allowing for no accusations of bias and no danger of falling into disorder. I will entertain no more dialogue on the subject,” Arrigio said to Roger, then turned to Sam. “Son of Sammael, I will leave the boy in your care until further notice. The hearing as to your status under our laws will be held next weekend, as planned. I hope you are prepared to testify.”
 
   With that, the image in the mirror faded, and all Ethan could see in it was his own face. He was relieved when the communication ended, but Sam seemed agitated, pacing the room.
 
   “I don’t understand that guy. Did he really care about how Ethan was doing, or was it all part of some bizarre game?”
 
   “There’s no game that I can see,” said Serenus, pulling out a plastic chair and sitting down. “Taking children as familiars is one of the liberties the Western Court was founded on, so even Arrigio can’t reverse it, but I know the practice bothers him. I think he was being as genuine as he is capable of being, if that makes any sense.”
 
   Sam stopped pacing and exhaled. “Well, thank God at least one of them has a conscience. Pascal though…he has some nerve.”
 
   “Can I go back to Silverhawk now?” asked Ethan. He had dropped from the tournament, so he wouldn’t be able to play seriously, but some of the guys would probably be willing to play informal games with him in between their own matches. Sometimes the best games were the ones that didn’t count towards your national ranking.
 
   Sam and Serenus exchanged glances, then Sam turned toward Ethan again. “Actually, if Arrigio hadn’t asked me to bring you here, I would have called and asked you to come tonight anyway. We’re going to try to help the Buckleys tonight.”
 
   Ethan’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? Tonight?”
 
   Ever since Sam had “rebooted” Miri, for lack of a better word, the vampire had been able to eat normal food and go out in the sun for as long as she wanted with no ill effects. The other vampires were ecstatic about the prospect of gaining the same privileges, but weren’t so keen on having to lose their heads in the process; after all, just because Miri had come back from being decapitated, that didn’t mean all of them necessarily would. Apparently, whether or not a vampire could be revived from such a state was something that could only be determined after the fact, so Sam and Serenus had been searching for a way to give the rest of the Buckleys the same abilities Miri had without having to kill them first.
 
   For some reason, the way Eugene had talked about it had given Ethan the idea that giving the rest of the vampires Miri’s abilities was going to be impossible, so he was surprised to hear that they were ready to give it a try. He hoped for Eugene’s sake that the spell worked; he didn’t know his guardian all that well yet, but he was pretty sure from the way the old vampire talked about his memories of food that he missed eating very much. The idea of never being able to eat chicken fingers again was certainly upsetting to Ethan himself.
 
   “Anyway, Mike and Jay should be here soon, so why don’t you go out to the shop and wait for them. I’ll make you all hot chocolate in a bit.”
 
   “Okay!” said Ethan, then he scampered out into the café, eager to catch up with Mike and Jay. The two older boys had started playing the card game again once Ethan had gotten into it, and the three of them could spend hours discussing deck construction and play strategies.
 
   Serenus looked after the boy thoughtfully. “He’s adapting very well.”
 
   “I know,” said Sam, taking a folded piece of graph paper out of his pocket. Just a month ago, they had been so worried about Ethan; the boy had been abused by his parents, then stolen by a particularly nasty demon who had never let him go outside. It had seemed criminally optimistic to think that the unlucky boy would adapt easily to a completely new life in a new city, surrounded by a clan of vampires no less, but he had defied their expectations.
 
   Not only was Ethan doing well in school, never once giving a hint of the tumultuous life he led to his teachers and classmates, but everyone in the entourage adored him, all of the Buckley vampires treated him like a much-beloved little brother, and he was making friends through his gaming. He had adjusted better to living in Sterling as a demon’s familiar than anyone had dared hope.
 
   Sam read the words in Serenus’ meticulous handwriting for what must have been the hundredth time, but his thoughts weren’t on the spell at that moment.
 
   “We thought it would be Ethan, but now it’s Aeka that’s the problem,” said Sam quietly. According to Miri, the blond girl spent most of her time either sleeping or watching TV, barely speaking to anyone and never going outside. Sam had never thought that sticking Aeka with Nyesha and Miri was a permanent solution—angels and vampires probably didn’t make the best roommates, after all—but now, he had no idea what to do with her. Cassie was the only one the strange girl had ever seemed to trust, but for some reason Sam didn’t know (and he was hesitant to broach the subject), she didn’t want to be around Cassie lately either. 
 
   “Not to sound like a broken record, but one problem at a time,” said Serenus, crossing one leg over his knee. “If we succeed tonight, then we can worry about what to do about young Miss Aeka.”
 
   Sam frowned at the paper he was reading. “I wonder what our chances of success are. Where did you get this information again? From that old witch, Georgette?”
 
   “Something like that,” Serenus murmured.
 
   Sam looked up over the paper to the man he had known for as long as he could remember. “Do you mean, you got it in a similar manner, or you don’t want to tell me where you got it and you’re trying to dodge the question by being vague?”
 
   “It was a feeble attempt to dodge the question, yes. You’re better off not probing this one.”
 
   “Ser, I’m not doing this unless you tell me—”
 
   “It was the Liddell vampires,” said Serenus, standing back up. “They let me have access to their collection of magical texts, including several about the rituals involved in binding vampires to demons. Without them, who knows how long it might have taken to find out what we needed to do.”
 
   Sam glared at the other man. “They helped kidnapped Cassie.”
 
   “Yes, but things have changed. And now they’re afraid of being on our bad side. This was a peace offering.”
 
   “Well, good for them. But why did you approach them without telling me—why go behind my back?” Sam asked, exasperated. He was so taken aback by what Serenus had done, it was like he was too surprised to even be angry. Yet.
 
   Hands in his pockets, Serenus walked up to Sam and gently put a hand on his shoulder. Sam was a few inches taller than the professor, so the smaller man had to look up to meet his eyes. “You already know the answer to that, don’t you?” he said gently.
 
   Sam dropped his eyes. All at once, it had all fallen into place. He knew what he would have done if Serenus had suggested going to the Liddell vampires for help: demanded to know where to find them, paid them a visit and scared them within an inch of their undead lives, maybe cursed one with something vile just to set an example. Then he would have made sure they passed on the message to all of their little vampire friends that Sam and his familiars were not to be touched.
 
   It would have been satisfying, probably even deserved, but it also would have quashed any chance of obtaining something delicate like specific information on ancient vampire rituals. By leaving Sam out of the loop, Serenus had allowed for a peaceful coexistence moving forward. Instead of being mad at Serenus for the breach of trust, Sam found he just felt ashamed.
 
   “I shouldn’t be the head of this, whatever this is. I’m still the little kid throwing blocks whenever someone touches my toys,” he said bitterly.
 
   Serenus gave him a small smile. “All demons are; you’re just one of the few who knows it.”
 
   They heard the door open a crack, and Khalil poked his head in. “Cassie and Miri are here, plus I could use some help.”
 
   “Okay,” said Sam, taking the apron he had thrown over a chair and tying it around his waist. “Back to the salt mines. Ser, you want anything?”
 
   “I haven’t had coffee in an entire hour; make me a doppio,” said Serenus, following him out of the break room. “I’ll be at my usual table…or maybe not.”
 
   Somehow, over the last few weeks, The Daily Grind had become a place to see and be seen. On a Friday night, all of the tables were taken, and some guests were even leaning against the walls, holding their hot drinks in gloved hands while they chatted with friends. Khalil hadn’t been lying—there were about a dozen marked cups on the espresso bar, all drinks that needed to be made.
 
   Sam didn’t know for sure, but he thought the increase in business was due to the shop’s notoriety on the internet. Some conspiracy theorists had figured out that The Daily Grind was at the epicenter of the time skip back in the fall, and there were rumors that strange things occurred in the shop after hours. Considering the fact that they were planning a vampire binding ritual for after the close of business tonight, Sam was going to have to make especially careful that the place was properly cloaked from outside observers. Fortunately, Cassie’s magic would help with that.
 
   He nodded at Cassie as he went to take his usual position on the espresso bar. Cassie and Miri were waiting in line for drinks, the latter wearing a particularly daring see-through shirt, but it was Cassie who commanded his attention. She was wearing one of those blue sweaters that he liked, and her form-fitting jeans showed off her curvy figure admirably. He had always disliked it when women wore obvious makeup (although he had no idea why), but for some reason, seeing Cassie’s lips berry red with some product made him smile; she was partial to fruit-scented lip gloss. Upon their first meeting, it had taken him days to realize why he associated her with the smell of strawberries.
 
   She tasted like strawberries, too.
 
   He swallowed and tried to bury himself in the monotony of making the same drinks he made day in and day out, trying to push the memory of kissing Cassie from his mind. It had been a bad, wrong thing to do, grabbing her and kissing her without her permission, but he had thought at the time that he was probably going to die, so he had suspended his normal rules of conduct. Now that he had somehow survived (and it had been a close thing), he had no idea what to say to her about it.
 
   Yes, I kissed you without permission because I’m horribly selfish like that. I’d like to do a lot more than kiss, but it’s wrong, since everything about our relationship is forced and horrible and wrong and unfair to both of us, quite frankly, but especially you. You’re young, you shouldn’t have to deal with men yet, and I’m everything that’s bad about men only worse in every possible way….
 
   It didn’t sound very romantic.
 
   “Large Cinnamon Latte, extra foam. Medium Vanilla Latte, extra hot. Small Hazelnut Mocha, no whip,” he said, putting the finished drinks on the ledge. Stealing another look at Cassie out of the corner of his eye, he clenched his jaw; it didn’t matter how he felt about the situation. Court was in a week, and he was out of time. 
 
   He was going to have to awaken her as a witch, whether either of them liked it or not.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Four
 
    
 
   The rest of the vampires trickled in over the course of the evening. Liam gave Cassie a curt nod as he entered the shop, taking his favorite seat by the front window. Dmitri followed not much later, joining his friend for a quick game of chess while they waited for the shop to empty out. Though Liam was pale, tall and willowy while Dmitri had an olive complexion and a stocky build, it was obvious to anyone who cared to pay attention that the two were like brothers. Cassie didn’t know whether they had known each other during their human lives or not, but as vampires, they were practically inseparable.
 
   Eugene and Billingsly arrived together, attracting plenty of stares from the customers. Eugene looked like a slightly portly gentleman of about 65, and he liked to wear loud, shabby-looking sport jackets, even though he could afford much better. In contrast, Billingsly only wore expensive sportswear, showing off his imposing frame to good advantage. With his glistening dark skin and huge muscles, he looked like a model for a bodybuilding magazine. Tonight he was clothed in a skin-tight lycra tank top and black jeans, making him look especially photo-ready. The two made an odd pair, but it was obvious from their body language that they had known each other for a long time.
 
   Just a few minutes before closing, Nyesha walked into the café, causing Cassie to do a double-take. The former medical student tended to stay in her apartment, and Cassie barely ever saw her. The few times Nyesha had made an appearance at the shop, she tended to look down a lot and hunch over, as though she was trying to pull her entire body inwards somehow. That’s why, when a confident woman in a trench coat strode through the door, Cassie wasn’t sure for a moment if it was really Nyesha. Clad in a pair of tight white jeans, striking against her ebony skin, her hair done up in a classy French braid, the woman was almost unrecognizable. She had always been beautiful, but now, she looked polished and poised as well.
 
   Cassie looked at Miri with a raised eyebrow, but Miri simply jumped up and embraced her friend.
 
   “You’re late, Ny! What took you so long?”
 
   With Nyesha actually standing at her full height, she towered over the redhead. “I was busy reading. I know that’s an alien concept to you,” she said as she pulled out of the hug.
 
   Miri made a put-upon sound. “Cassie, tell her how much reading I did this week! I read all about the French Revolution and everything.”
 
   Cassie took a final sip of her hot chocolate and thought about that. “Well, considering you only look at the textbook between periods and during lunch, I guess you read a lot.”
 
   “That sounds about right,” said Nyesha, hanging her trench coat on the rack near the door. Miri made a pouty face.
 
   “Traitor,” she said to Cassie with mock-despair.
 
   “Attention, DG is closed for tonight,” Khalil projected cheerfully from behind the counter. “We open again tomorrow at 7 a.m. Have a great weekend, everybody.”
 
   As the last few customers slowly made their way out of the store, Khalil and Sam began to do the final closing rituals, cleaning the floors and wiping down surfaces. Sam disappeared into the back, presumably to finish washing whatever plates were left. Soon, the only customer remaining was a tall man standing at the front counter with a half-empty cup in his right hand. Khalil turned away from the counter he was cleaning and addressed him, a pleasant smile on his face.
 
   “Excuse me, sir, but we’re closed for tonight.”
 
   “Do you know what extra hot means?” the man muttered under his breath. It was barely audible.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Do you KNOW what extra hot MEANS?” the man repeated, this time loudly and slowly as though he were talking to an imbecile.
 
   “Uh…hotter than usual?” said Khalil, his smile becoming slightly strained.
 
   “No, it means the drink is supposed to be steamed to 180 degrees. I can tell THIS—” he said, pointing to the cup in his hand with obvious disdain—“was not steamed past 160.”
 
   Khalil lifted an eyebrow, but kept his tone friendly. “I see.  Sorry about that. I can make you another drink right now, if you want.”
 
   “No, I want a refund!” the man said, slamming his cup down on the counter. “I wanted it extra hot, it wasn’t, now I want my money back.”
 
   “Uh…sir, I’m sorry, but we already closed the register, so I’m afraid I can’t….”
 
   “Get me the manager,” said the man, crossing his arms and scrunching up his face at Khalil as though the man smelled bad.
 
   As Khalil stood there formulating a response, Miri pranced in front of the customer, wearing her prettiest smile. “Just FYI? This is maybe the last place on earth you want to pull this sort of thing.”
 
   “Get me the manager!” the man bellowed, ignoring Miri. “And if you can’t get me the manager, then I demand a number where I can reach your superior and—”
 
   “We’re closed, go home,” Sam interjected, coming back into the café from the break room.
 
   The man gritted his teeth, his face red with exertion. “You have to get me the manager! I’m a customer, and I have a—”
 
   The irate customer was interrupted by a crack of thunder. The whole room seemed to vibrate with an unnatural energy.
 
   “Go home NOW!” Sam yelled, dropping his disguise spell for a brief moment. The man gasped, put his hand over his mouth in fright, then turned on his heel and bolted out the door as fast as he could, whimpering all the while. After he was gone, Sam sighed and rubbed his eyes, which had returned to normal.
 
   “I’m sorry, that was childish.”
 
   “We’ll allow it,” said Eugene dryly.
 
   “That guy was mean,” said Ethan, moving over to stand at Eugene’s side.
 
   “Uh….” Sam started, looking over the assembled entourage. With the Buckleys (which now included Ethan), Cassie, Jay, Mike, Khalil and Serenus, it was almost a full gathering of the entourage. The only ones missing were Aeka, who almost never left her apartment, and Dwight, who was playing with his band at some club in Sodatown.
 
   And Vladmira, Cassie supposed, if the little bat even counted as a member.
 
   “Look, everyone sit down for a minute. This is a little complicated and I want to explain what we’re doing.”
 
   As everyone began pulling over chairs, Miri walked up to Sam, hands behind her back with a big smile on her face. “So this is going to be educational, huh? You’re going to be the one educating me for a change?” she said in a mock-whisper.
 
   Sam smiled and swatted her playfully, but she was too fast for him and scampered away. Cassie stopped in the middle of dragging a chair, suddenly feeling sick; something had changed between the two of them. There was an intimacy there, something very familiar about the way he smiled and went to touch her.
 
   “You okay?” Jay asked. “You look all pale.”
 
   “I-I’m fine,” Cassie said, moving her chair the last few feet and then plopping down into it. She looked down, head swimming. Were the two of them as close as they seemed, with everything that entailed? Or was she just reading too much into one tiny little interaction?
 
   When everyone was seated in a semicircle—except for Sam, who was leaning against the counter—he cleared his throat. “So, based on some…information I’ve received, the binding ritual we did a while back was only one way of doing it. And not the most complete way.”
 
   “That’s the only sort of binding ritual I’ve every participated in,” said Eugene.
 
   “This dates back to before your time,” Sam explained.
 
   “Does it now,” said Eugene, his expression unreadable.
 
   “Apparently, back in the day, when demons and vampires formed a contract, it wasn’t just for the standard five years of service. They exchanged powers too.”
 
   “But we already do that,” said Billingsly, his deep voice booming though the room. “When we make the contract, we get the power to alter mortal minds.”
 
   “Yes, but that’s a freebie, so to speak,” Serenus interjected. “To gain the full range of benefits of the contract—the ability to walk in the sun, the ability to eat food like a living creature—you have to renounce your ties to any former master, committing yourself fully to the demon you’ve chosen.”
 
   There was a moment of silence as everyone processed that.
 
   “I don’t get it,” Miri admitted.
 
   “See, when you all contracted to me a month or so ago, you only did it partially,” Sam continued. “You were pledging your service to me for five years, no more and no less. But apparently, when I brought you back from death, Miri, I was claiming you as my own for good. And you received all the benefits associated with that.”
 
   Mike leaned back in his chair. “I think I understand. So, Miri,” he said, turning to the redheaded vampire. “Before you were ‘killed’, you were running Sam’s magic as like, an application. But you were still running on Quentin OS, or the OS of whoever your demon was when you were made a vampire. After you were brought back, you were running pure Sam OS—you got the full upgrade.”
 
   “Everything in the world can’t be explained with computers, Mike,” said Cassie.
 
   “I don’t know about that,” said Serenus, scratching behind his ear. “After all, isn’t technology what humans have done to take the place of magic? Maybe it’s not surprising that the same concepts often apply.”
 
   “In any case, you all have to renounce all of your former masters by name, swear your allegiance to me, and drink a drop of my blood,” Sam continued. “Once that’s done, you all should be able to walk in the sun again.”
 
   “And eat food, don’t forget that part,” Miri chimed in.
 
   “No one’s forgetting that,” Nyesha said.
 
   Miri poked her friend in the arm. “Penne a la vodka. Penne a la vodka. Penne a la vodka.”
 
   “I don’t need you to remind me!”
 
   “Everyone, be careful,” said Eugene, standing up. “Only take the tiniest drop of the blood on the very tip of your tongue. We can’t handle much demon blood.”
 
   “Cassie and Ethan, if you would,” Sam said, motioning for them to come to him.
 
   Cassie took a deep breath, stood up and walked up to Sam. He held out his hand, which she took, and she felt that odd sensation of warmth leaving her body. Now that they’d spent the last month practicing this, the energy transfer didn’t leave her feeling tired like it used to, but it was still disconcerting. After he was done with her, he put his hand on Ethan’s head, and the boy closed his eyes. Cassie was curious why he didn’t use Ethan’s arm to draw magic like he did with her, but it didn’t seem like the time to ask.
 
   After performing a quick cloaking spell to guard the shop’s interior from prying eyes, Sam took out his pocket knife and slit his palm open with a quick motion, making Cassie wince. “Line up, I guess.”
 
   As the vampires lined up for the ritual, Cassie turned to Miri, who had no need to drink Sam’s blood. “I don’t get it. I thought vampires lived on the magic in blood. Why is demon blood so bad for you?”
 
   “Too much of a good thing,” said Miri, watching Nyesha line up behind Billingsly with a worried expression on her face. “It’s like a drug, a little bit makes you feel great but too much and you could OD and die.”
 
   “Do you want to drink it?” Mike asked, curious.
 
   Miri scrunched up her small face. “Yes and no. It’s probably better that I don’t, since I kind of have an addictive personality.”
 
   “Kind of?” Cassie echoed.
 
   “Shut it.”
 
   Before Liam, who was first in line, could kneel before Sam, there was a sound from the back—like someone, or something, was thrashing against the door of the break room. Sam closed his eyes.
 
   “Oh for—could someone please let her in?”
 
   Jay ran to the break room door and opened it, letting in Vladmira, who circled the room for a moment before setting on Sam’s shoulder. The little bat flapped her wings even after she had landed, like she was showing them off. Sam tilted his head to stop her wing from brushing against his ear.
 
   “Couldn’t miss a party, huh?” said Sam, petting the creature gently with his non-bloody hand. Vladmira made a soft squeaking noise in response.
 
   Without further ado, Liam knelt and began the ritual, keeping his light blue eyes fixed on Sam’s shoes.
 
   “I renounce all of my ties with Thomas, son of Belial; Harold, son of Rosekiel; and Quentin, son of Asmodeus. I pledge my service, now and forever, to Samuel, son of Sammael,” he said. At that, Sam lowered his hand and Liam took the smallest drop of blood, using only the tip of his tongue as Eugene had instructed. He shuddered slightly as he swallowed, then stood back up and moved to the side so Eugene could take his place.
 
   “I renounce all of my ties with Crocus, son of Zethiel; Caius, son of Kekul; Julius, son of Matariel; Groth, son of Asceliel; William, son of Zerael; Joseph, son of Belial; Theodore, son of Deomondiel—“
 
   As Eugene continued, listing dozens of demonic masters, Cassie turned to Miri again. “Um, how old is Eugene, exactly?”
 
   Miri shrugged. “I don’t really know either. I know he assumed the name ‘Buckley’ though. Back in his time, people didn’t really use last names.”
 
   “Oh,” said Cassie, swallowing painfully. Just thinking about Eugene’s probable age seemed to hurt her brain.
 
   After Nyesha, Billingsly and Dmitri had also completed the ritual, Sam took a deep breath. “I accept all of your pledges; I am yours, and now you are mine.” He mouthed a word Cassie didn’t recognize and closed his eyes. She was expecting a thunder clap, a vibration, anything, but instead there was silence in the room. The only sign that anything was happening was that Sam seemed unusually tense.
 
   After a few moments, he resumed his normal posture and went behind the counter. It wasn’t until Cassie heard water running that she realized he’d went to go wash off his bloody hand.
 
    The vampires all stood in an informal circle, like they were waiting for something to happen. Khalil, who had been watching the whole thing silently from his chair, addressed the group in general. “So, did it work?”
 
   “Dunno. I don’t feel any different,” said Billingsly, after a pause.
 
   “We won’t know until sunrise,” said Nyesha quietly. “We shouldn’t assume anything until then.”
 
   “Yes, no one jump to any conclusions until we….” Eugene began, then suddenly inhaled and shuddered. The motion surprised Cassie; it seemed so very unlike him. “Good lord, does anyone else smell that?”
 
   “Smell what?” said Nyesha, then her nostrils flared. “Oh, my God. It’s cinnamon. It’s cinnamon, and sugar, and…and.…”
 
   They all began sniffing the air, dumbstruck. Liam staggered back, like he’d just been punched in the gut. “What is it? WHERE IS IT?”
 
   “There,” said Miri, pointing to a tray containing a slice of cinnamon crumb cake on top of the pastry display. “You’re all smelling the cakes and—”
 
   In her time as a demon’s familiar, Cassie had seen a lot of bizarre things. But she had to admit; seeing five vampires converge on the pastry case, ravenously tearing into cakes and tarts with their fangs, was in a class all its own.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   The Buckleys didn’t stop eating until the pastry case was almost empty. Eventually, they all collapsed, holding their stomachs and sighing contentedly. Finally, Ethan broke the silence.
 
   “Can I have a cookie now?”
 
   Khalil blinked a few times as though waking from a trance. Watching the vampires devour all the food had been captivating. “Sure, buddy. You can pick one from whatever’s left.”
 
   “What was the white one with all those little bits in it?” asked Billingsly from his place on the floor.
 
   “White chocolate macademia nut cookie,” said Cassie.
 
   The muscular vampire chuckled. “We didn’t have those, back when I was eating food.”
 
   “Such a wide variety of strange little dishes you have in this day and age,” Eugene added. “In my day, it was different…you had much fewer things to choose from. A leg of mutton, a hunk of simple bread, spiced wine…” he trailed off, a faraway look coming into his eyes.
 
   Billingsly balanced himself on his elbow, looking at his elder with a glint in his eye. “Are you sure they didn't have all those different foods back then? Maybe they had ‘em, and you were just too poor to eat any of it.”
 
   Eugene laughed out loud at that. “It was probably a little of both.”
 
   “It’s strange. Why wouldn’t every vampire want this?” said Dmitri, leaning back in his chair. “I don’t see why such a practice would have fallen out of use.”
 
   “Probably because it doesn’t work, most of the time,” Serenus said. “You have to keep it quiet, too; if word of this gets out….”
 
   “Then vampires from all over the world are going to be knocking down your door,” Nyesha finished.
 
   “And utter bedlam would follow. We understand; we will do whatever is necessary to keep the secret,” said Eugene, standing up with far more grace than his pudgy body seemed capable of. “It is the least we can do to show our appreciation to such a generous master.”
 
   “If you call me that one more time, I swear I’m going to hit you,” said Sam. “I don’t care that you’re my elder.”
 
   “Then what should I call you?”
 
   “Sam.”
 
   “That’s far too casual an address, even if you choose to allow it,” said Buckley. “It would be…very uncomfortable.”
 
   “Well, you’re making me uncomfortable,” said Sam.
 
   Eugene looked downright puzzled at that.
 
   “I…see.”
 
   “Remember everyone, don’t forget to also feed normally, ok?” Miri interjected. “When I started eating food again I felt full for a while and didn’t bother to feed, then I got super-hungry and went on a blood binge. You still need to feed normally two times a week, at least.”
 
   “Yes, Momma,” said Billingsly.
 
   Ethan yawned around his mouthful of cookie, and Eugene extended a hand to him. “Come, boy, it’s past time for you to go to sleep. And I plan to wake you up early so we can watch the sun rise together.”
 
   “Okay!” said Ethan, running Eugene’s side. “G’night Cassie, g’night Jay, g’night Mike, g’night Khalil, g’night Master—”
 
   “How many times do I have to tell you to stop that?”
 
   After most of the vampires had left, Cassie nibbled on one of the remaining pastries. She had been eating a lot lately, but didn’t seem to be gaining weight for once; it was weird, but she wasn’t looking a gift horse in the mouth. “Nyesha seemed like a different person,” she ventured.
 
   “That’s how she was before,” said Miri. “The time you met her was when she was different.”
 
   “I suppose her tormentor being dead rather agrees with her,” said Serenus. “I’m going home. Don’t stay up too late, children.”
 
   “Are you sure you’re all right going home alone, Ser?” asked Sam. “It’s past midnight.”
 
   Serenus smiled. “Thank you for your concern but, despite appearances, I’m not entirely helpless, you know.” Then he left, tossing the cup from his umpteenth espresso drink in the trash on the way out.
 
   “We should get going too,” said Mike, indicating Jay and Cassie. “Not everyone’s parents have been magicked into oblivion.”
 
   “What, are your parents suddenly paying attention to you now?” Cassie asked. She realized after she said it that it had sounded more biting than she had intended, but Mike didn’t seem to mind.
 
   “They’re getting there. My Mom actually asked me what I was getting up to these days.”
 
   “My Mom thinks I’m at the library studying,” said Jay.
 
   Cassie and Mike exchanged glances.
 
   “She’s as gullible as you are,” said Cassie.
 
   “I am NOT—”
 
   “Cassie, can I speak to you for a moment?” asked Sam from behind the counter.
 
   Cassie felt a pull in her stomach. “You guys go home. Miri and I will catch up with you at the bus stop.”
 
   When Cassie went behind the counter to talk to Sam, Miri followed her. “I said I wanted to talk to Cassie,” said Sam pointedly.
 
   “I’m her bodyguard. Where she goes, I go.”
 
   “I don’t need you to protect her from me.”
 
   “Oh, you say that now,” she said with a wink. Sam just sighed.
 
   “Anyway Cassie, I wanted to ask you if you were…free tomorrow after work.”
 
   “You mean, for a magic lesson?”
 
   Cassie wasn’t sure why he would want to practice magic with her, because the truth was, they had plateaued. They had made some progress with her training, since she was much better at energy transfers now (and, presumably, could provide much more magic if need be, although Sam only ever took a drop), but her magical senses were still wildly unpredictable. Sometimes, she could feel everything Sam was doing, almost as though she herself was the one casting the spells, and sometimes, she was like a brick wall.
 
   They hadn’t been able to find any common denominator that distinguished the times she could sense magic from those she couldn’t. The whole thing had gotten more than a little frustrating, and she was pretty sure Sam and Serenus were both at a loss.
 
   “No, I meant...” Sam looked off to the side and seemed to be struggling for the right words. “I meant, just to be together.”
 
   For Cassie, the whole world seemed to stop—and she had experience with time actually stopping, so that was saying something. Sam seemed unsure what to do with his hands, and finally shoved them into his pockets. He still wasn’t quite making eye contact with her.
 
   “We could go back to my apartment, and I could make you dinner—if you want. We could also go out for dinner if you would prefer that….”
 
   Miri grabbed Cassie’s arm. “Cass, he’s asking you out!”
 
   “I know that!” said Cassie, knowing her face must be red as a tomato. “Um, well, okay. If that’s what you want.”
 
   Miri jumped up and down. “Yaaay! This is exciting!”
 
   “Aha!” said Khalil, jumping out from behind the break room door. “We have a cradle robbery!”
 
   Sam, who had jumped ever so slightly when Khalil popped out of nowhere, glared at the other man. “What are you still doing here? I thought you went home!”
 
   “Naw, why would I do that?” said Khalil. “Now I can report this shocking incidence of cradle robbery to all of the appropriate parties.”
 
   “Wonderful,” muttered Sam.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Cassie woke up the next morning to the sensation of her little brother poking her face.
 
   “Wake up, we got it! It came in the mail!”
 
   “What did?” said Cassie, bleary-eyed. If the mail had already come, that meant she had slept later than she intended.
 
   “Car Fights 3!”
 
   Cassie groaned inwardly; Car Fights was one of Hunter’s favorite videogame series, and it was one of the few that Cassie would actually play with him from time to time. She wasn’t very good at it, but she was good enough that she could occasionally beat him, which was more than she could say for most videogames she played. Something about driving a virtual golf cart and firing lasers and rockets was fun sometimes, but she still didn’t feel like playing.
 
   “Hunter.…” she began, sitting up and rubbing her eyes.
 
   “See they revved up the golf cart, now if you have enough money early in the game you can buy the Super Golf Cart and it shoots double the amount of lasers, and it also flies for 30 seconds whenever you hit a blue power-up,” he babbled excitedly. “I want to drive the cement truck, that one lets you go invisible when you hit the power-up and it has a flame-thrower and—”
 
   “Hunter, I don’t feel like playing it now, okay? Maybe another day.”
 
   “But you said you’d play!” Hunter said, the expression in his blue eyes pleading. “You told me you’d play with me again when the sequel came out.”
 
   Cassie could have kicked herself; of course, she’d promised him that ages ago to get him off her back for never playing with him. She’d been secretly hoping the stupid thing would never be released. 
 
   “Look, just not now, okay? I just got up, I need to go out later, and—”
 
   She trailed off, feeling that familiar pull in her stomach as she remembered last night’s events. Yes, she needed to go out later—with Sam. And it was less about going out than it was going home with him, because she’d understood the subtext of his invitation. They were out of time, and if she wasn’t made a witch, the entire Western Court would have a fit….
 
   Perhaps mercifully, an annoying little sibling cut off this line of thinking.
 
   “You always say ‘not now,’ and then you never do it,” Hunter whined.
 
   Cassie looked at him, puzzled; she knew he and Ethan were very close in age, and with their mutual gaming obsession, they had a lot in common. So why did her little brother seem so much younger than the other boy? “Look, I’ll play it tomorrow, okay Hunt?”
 
   “You’re lying, you always lie!” he said. He seemed awfully upset, and seeing Hunter get so emotional made Cassie defensive, against her better judgment.
 
   “What’s the big deal, getting all worked up over it?” said Cassie, finally getting out of bed and stretching. “It’s just a stupid—”
 
   She felt a sharp pain against her forehead, and saw the game case lying at her feet; it took her a moment to realize that Hunter had thrown the Car Fights 3 case at her face.
 
   “Hunter!” she yelled, putting her hand over her right eyebrow where the corner of the box had hit her—she was definitely going to have a mark. Shock warred with outrage; he hadn’t thrown anything at her since they were both little. “Are you psycho!? You, you can’t throw things like that!”
 
   “You suck, skankface!” he bellowed, then ran out of the room. She heard the door to the den slam, hard, and knew he was going to bury himself in games for the entire day, or at least until Annette stopped him. He wasn’t going to be playing Car Fights 3 though, because that game was still lying at her feet.
 
   She picked up the case, frowning and feeling guilty. When was the last time she had played with him, anyway? She had no idea when Car Fights 2 had come out.
 
   She realized with a stab of regret that lately, she’d been treating Ethan far more like a little brother than her actual little brother; Hunter, she just ignored more often than not. To be fair, part of it was because she wanted to protect him—she didn’t want him getting mixed up in any of the demonic nonsense that now dominated her life—but a lot of it was also pure selfishness. She just hadn’t wanted to be bothered.
 
   Still, even if she was somewhat in the wrong, throwing things at her head was not an acceptable response, and she had to tell her parents about it. When she went to the bathroom to wash up, she checked her forehead in the mirror. Yup; she had a small, but distinct, red mark where the case had hit her.
 
   When she came into the living room, Annette was reading on the couch. “There’s coffee left in the pot for you,” her mother said nonchalantly.
 
   Cassie looked to the mantelpiece, where, next to pictures of her and Hunter as small children, an enchanted item that kept her parents from worrying about her rested. No one had so much as blinked when Cassie put the pretty conch shell on the shelf, but as long as it was in the house, her mother and father assumed she was okay and didn’t question her staying out late. Sam had made it for her, using a drop of her blood and help from a witch named Georgette that Cassie had never met, and it was the most subtle spell she’d ever seen him create. It seemed somehow much less sinister than having Miri hypnotize her parents into submission, even though it basically accomplished the same thing. Putting aside coffee for her was about as much as Annette seemed to think about Cassie lately.
 
   “Mom, Hunter just did something horrible,” she said, sitting on the couch next to her mother. “He got mad and threw a game case at my head.”
 
   Annette didn’t look up from her book. “That’s nice.”
 
   Cassie shook her mother’s arm. “Mom, look at me! He gave me a mark!” she said, pointing to her face. Annette barely glanced at her.
 
   “Well, that wasn’t very nice of him,” she said, returning to her book.
 
   Cassie bit her lip; maybe Annette wasn’t worried about Cassie, but she should still be worried about Hunter. Physically hurting someone was the kind of thing he needed to be disciplined for, at the very least. “Mom, aren’t you worried about Hunter? What if he’s acting out, and hurts someone in school or something?”
 
   Annette turned a page, her expression mild. “Don’t worry, your brother is fine,” she said.
 
   “He’s not fine! You need to tell him not to—”
 
   “Your brother is fine,” Annette repeated the phrase like it was a mantra, then seemed to become absorbed back into her book.
 
   Frustrated, Cassie stood up and stomped back to her room. Suddenly, Hunter’s behavior made a little more sense. Clearly, the spell that was supposed to keep her parents from worrying about her applied to Hunter too, and for the time being, it was like he had no parents at all; she couldn’t even remember the last time she heard Annette yell at him, come to think of it. No wonder the kid was acting out.
 
   She wasn’t sure what to do. She’d come to accept the upheaval in her own life, but did she have to be responsible for ruining her brother’s childhood too?
 
    
 
   
Chapter Six
 
   It was a busy Saturday afternoon at The Daily Grind. Francesca, a middle-aged Brazilian woman Dwight had recently hired, was working the register while Sam manned the espresso bar. He was a little concerned about bringing another person into the somewhat bizarre situation at DG, where who knew what supernatural horror might walk in the door at any moment, but he supposed that Dwight did have a right to staff his store properly.
 
   Typically his mind wandered when he made drinks for hours on end, which normally wasn’t a problem, but today he kept thinking about Cassie. He was already nervous enough about his plans with her without dwelling on every single thing that could possibly go wrong, but he found he couldn’t stop. No matter how he tried to edit it in his mind, every view of the night ahead seemed to end with her looking at him with horror-filled eyes….
 
   She’s not a helpless little child. She can tell you what she wants, what she likes and doesn’t like. Stop making up problems before anything’s even happened.
 
   He was so lost in thought that he nearly jumped when Khalil tapped him on the shoulder.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “We need you in the back for five minutes.”
 
   “Do you?” said Sam, wiping his hands on a wet towel and drying them on his apron. He had a feeling this meeting was not going to be coffee-related.
 
   In the break room, Dwight and Jay were waiting. Dwight was wearing his shades; he was one of the few people Sam had ever met who could truly pull off wearing sunglasses indoors without looking silly, but it hid his eyes from view. Jay was standing with his arms crossed, looking at Sam over his glasses with a glare that was probably supposed to be menacing. Khalil moved next to Jay and crossed his arms as well, mimicking the boy’s pose.
 
   “What’s this about?”
 
   The three men (or two men and a teen) exchanged a quick glance. Jay spoke for them.
 
   “Is it true you’re going out with Cassie tonight?”
 
   Sam sighed; he had thought this was probably about her. “Yeah, what about it?”
 
   The three exchanged another glance, their faces solemn. Khalil stepped forward. “Now Sam, my friend, you are a demon superpimp; we all know this.”
 
   “I am not a pimp! I am not anything remotely like a pimp.”
 
   Khalil waved his hand dismissively. “A super-duper wizard king, whatever. We puny humans know better than to pick a fight with you super-powered dudes. BUT—”, and with this his eyes narrowed, “—if you hurt Cassie, I swear, I will find whatever your kryptonite is and I will shove it up your ass. So far up your ass.”
 
   Dwight and Jay nodded solemnly, in unison.
 
   “She’s my best friend, and if you don’t treat her right, I will hurt you,” said Jay, still giving Sam his best death glare. “I will make you sorry you ever touched her, and even your magic won’t save you.”
 
   “I’m not going to be all melodramatic about it, I’m just saying: Watch yourself, man,” Dwight contributed.
 
   Sam just stood there for a moment, not quite sure how to respond. For a moment, the silence grew awkward. Jay sniffed loudly and shifted his weight.
 
   “Is Cassie aware that you three have appointed yourselves her knights in shining armor?” Sam asked finally.
 
   “No need to tell her. Just know that we’re watching you,” said Khalil, pointing to his eyes and then to Sam.
 
   “Yeah, this is between men,” said Jay with great emphasis on the last word. Dwight and Khalil exchanged bemused glances over his head while Sam tried not to laugh out loud. He didn’t want to hurt Jay’s feelings.
 
   “Where’s Mike anyway? He’s not part of Team Chivalry?”
 
   Something changed in Jay’s face. “He’s not part of this.”
 
   Mike was the practical sort; he probably figured that Cassie could take care of herself. Sam exhaled slowly, wondering how to get them all to drop it.
 
   “You know I don’t have a choice, right? It’s not like I asked her out because I wanted to. ”
 
   Khalil made a pshaw noise at that. It sounded contemptuous. “Yeah man, I’m sure it’s just a chore to have to ask a cute girl to go back to your place—wait, you do have a place, right? You’re not taking her to freakin’ Bob’s Motel, are you?”
 
   “No! I have an apartment now, Eugene set it up,” Sam said, defensive. He was kind of embarrassed by how long he had been living out of a suitcase at Bob’s. Of course, if he hadn’t been stuck at the budget motel for months, he never would have met Vladmira….
 
   “Oh, well thank God for that at least. Anyway, don’t lie and say you don’t want her. We’ve all seen how you look at her.”
 
   “I don’t look at her.”
 
   It was true; he made a point not to. Unless she was speaking to him directly, he tried to act like she wasn’t in the room. It was safer that way.
 
   “Yeah, my point exactly. You’re the only man at DG who doesn’t stare at her boobs. It’s abnormal,” said Khalil in an accusatory tone. To Sam’s surprise, Dwight nodded at that.
 
   “Stop objectifying her!” Jay interjected, red-faced. “D-don’t talk about her like that.”
 
   Khalil threw his arms up. “Look, she’s a sweetheart and she’s my friend, but the girl’s got nice breasts, okay? That’s just a fact. ”
 
   “I am going back to work, you people do whatever the hell you want,” Sam said, turning on his heel and leaving the break room behind.
 
   Francesca turned at the sound of the break room door closing. Her eyes widened in surprise at the look on his face. “Is everything all right?” She had a thick accent, but other than that, her English was perfect. He wondered if she had heard any of what they were talking about in the back. Normally, you couldn’t hear what was going on in the break room from anywhere in the café, but they had raised their voices a few times.
 
   Sam ran his tongue over his teeth, thinking; they were going to have to be more careful. The fact that, until now, every worker at DG had been a part of the entourage had allowed them to be far too sloppy.
 
   “Fine, I’ll get back to work,” said Sam, wasting no time priming the espresso machine to make the drinks that Francesca had marked during his brief absence. He was annoyed at Khalil and co. for getting under his skin, but he knew he couldn’t really blame them; they were right to be worried about Cassie. Hell, he was worried about Cassie, more than they knew.
 
   His feelings for her had always confused him, but everything had gotten especially muddled once he’d found out that she wasn’t entirely human. Did he feel the way he did because she was part-angel and he was part-demon, and there was that temptation of something rare and forbidden? Was it because of the familiar bond, drawing them together like magically-charged magnets?
 
   Or, maybe it was just that he was a man and she was a pretty girl with a woman’s body. Were his desires really that simple?
 
   A little while later, the subject of his musings entered the shop; Cassie had a four-hour afternoon shift, after which she would be coming with him. He noticed immediately that she was wearing one of those sweaters that he liked, and he wasn’t sure if he was pleased or not.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Cassie thought that she would be a nervous wreck at work, dropping plates and maybe even hot coffee all over the customers in her nervousness. Instead, the opposite was true; she was in the Barista Zone, if such a thing existed. She repeated back complex orders without missing a beat, found time to clean the condiment bar so regularly that not even a tiny splash of skim milk dirtied it, and rang up orders so fast that the customers were visibly impressed.
 
   Once, she even grabbed a drink that was teetering over before it could spill. The customer, who had accidentally knocked the cup over with his elbow not a half-second before, let out a low whistle.
 
   “Whew, nice reflexes girl!”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   “You an athlete?”
 
   “No, I just didn’t want to waste good coffee,” she said with a laugh. “Have a nice day.”
 
   “You too, sweetheart.” The man took his drink and scone and walked away, after a little tip of his hat to her. After he had left, Cassie’s smile faded.
 
   I have good reflexes? Since when?
 
   She wasn’t clumsy exactly, and she had been pretty good at sports when she was little, but she wasn’t particularly fast or graceful; she never had been. Would she have been able to catch that coffee cup six months ago? What had changed?
 
   Cassie frowned; she had a gut feeling that the answer to that question was somehow very important, and she probably wouldn’t figure it out until it was too late.
 
   Dwight interrupted her revelry. “Cassie, can you run in the back and grab me some more UBB packets?”
 
   “Sure,” she said, moving for the break room door.
 
   “After you do that, punch out,” he said, wiping down counters absentmindedly as he talked.
 
   She suppressed a cough as she entered the break room. Was it 7 p.m. already? It felt like her shift had flown by.
 
   There were no loose packets of the beverage mix on the shelf, so she knelt and used a boxcutter to open a fresh box of the stuff. They always had a few boxcutters around in the back, if you knew where to look, but now that she thought about it, maybe keeping them around wasn’t such a wise practice. Ethan was in this room periodically, and a child could really hurt himself with a sharp blade. Granted, the kid was smart and would probably never cut himself, but why take the risk? Keeping the things in a locked locker or drawer would get annoying every time she needed to open a box, but she was going to suggest it to Dwight anyway.
 
   Taking a fistful of the white packets, she left the breakroom and put the beverage mix in the appropriate place behind the counter. Jay had already taken over her register, so she had to nudge him aside so she could punch out. As she did so, Khalil walked by and stooped to whisper in her ear:
 
   “Just lie back, and think of Narnia.”
 
   “Khalil!” she yelped, but he was gone before she could retaliate.
 
   “Sam, stop stalling and punch out already,” said Dwight from behind her.
 
   “I’m not stalling,” Sam said, wiping his hand on a wet cloth and walking slowly to the opposite register to punch out. When he was done, he turned to her, his expression blank. “Are you ready to go?”
 
   “I just need to get my coat,” she said quickly. He nodded, and she went to the back to get it. Before putting her coat on, she untied her work apron and put it in her locker; no need to start the evening smelling like steamed milk.
 
   Well, no more than she already did.
 
   When she was back in the main room, Dwight finally glanced up from his clipboard and looked at both of them. He popped his gum once, then looked back down. “Be safe, you two.”
 
   It was the kind of thing Dwight typically said to his employees when they left at night, but the connotations of the word “safe” made Cassie’s cheeks burn.
 
   “Call me if you get a rush you can’t handle,” said Sam over his shoulder.
 
   “If I can’t handle it, you would be useless, my friend,” said Khalil solemnly. 
 
   When the two of them were outside the shop, Cassie stopped suddenly. “Oh, oops.”
 
   “What?” said Sam, sounding guarded.
 
   “I forgot to mention the boxcutters to Dwight. We shouldn’t be keeping them loose. I’ll tell him next shift.”
 
   “Why’s that?” he said, heading off to the right with the expectation that she would follow.
 
   She fell into step with him. “Isn’t it obvious? Someone could hurt themselves with one of those things.”
 
   “An idiot, maybe,” said Sam. “Everyone retracts the blades when they put them back on the shelf. It’s common sense.”
 
   “You think that anyone who makes any kind of mistake must be an idiot,” said Cassie, then flinched slightly when she realized how accusatory she sounded. Did she really want to start this evening off by bickering with him?
 
   “Sorry, force of habit. Where to?” She was following him, but wasn’t sure where they were headed.
 
   “My apartment, if that’s alright with you,” he said quietly.
 
   “Oh. So we’re going in, instead of going out.”
 
   He stopped suddenly. “If that’s not what you want, we can go to a restaurant, whatever you like. Only, when I talked to you about it yesterday, it didn’t seem to matter to you where we went, so –”
 
   “It’s fine, it’s fine,” she said hurriedly. “I was just making conversation.”
 
   They walked for a few moments in silence. Cassie figured that they were probably walking to the 110th street bus stop, since there were few apartment buildings in the direction Sam was taking them. She cleared her throat.
 
   “Are you going to…cook? Do you know how?”
 
   He looked as though he was about to snap at her, then changed his mind. They were working on it, this not-bickering-constantly thing. “Well enough. I can’t make too many things, but what I do make, I make very well. Or so I’ve been told.”
 
   “What are you making tonight?”
 
   “Chicken parmigiana,” he said, then his eyes widened. “Wait, you’re not lactose-intolerant, are you? If you are, I can change it and do a—”
 
   “No no, it’s fine. I like chicken parmigiana actually,” she said, flustered. It wasn’t like it was unusual for him to check that she would like what he was making, but the words sounded odd coming out of his mouth. It wasn’t that he didn’t care about her, but it had always seemed like little details like what she liked to eat and drink were completely beneath his notice. Being in a situation where he was expected to care about her tastes felt weird.
 
   As they reached the bus shelter, a cold breeze ruffled her bangs, lifting them off her forehead for a moment. Before she realized what was happening, Sam was in front of her, tilting her chin up to look at her face. She almost gasped.
 
   “What is that?” he asked, his eyes narrowing.
 
   “What’s what?” she said, then remembered when she saw his eyes focus on the left side of her face. In the harsh light of the bus shelter, it probably stood out far more than it had in the relatively dim shop. “Oh, Hunter threw something at my face. It’s okay, doesn’t hurt.”
 
   He frowned. “It was your brother?”
 
   “Yeah, and I need to talk to you about that, but maybe not here,” she said, shifting her eyes. There were several people milling around the bus station, and a few of them were glancing their way.
 
   He let go of her. “Okay. As long as you’re alright,” he said, and put his hands in his pockets. Cassie stared: was he…disappointed?
 
   Yes, of course he is. He wanted someone to have done something bad to me so he could hurt them for it. That’s what I am to him: an excuse to take out his rage in the guise of protecting me. I’m the perfect excuse.
 
   She knew the thought was unfair, because the fact was that she did need protecting and he really didn’t have a choice. But still; as they waited for the bus silently, she wondered how much of whatever regard for her he had was due to the fact that she gave him reasons to use his powers without guilt. She felt pretty confident that he would never use a really nasty spell on her—and had for a while, actually—but in some ways, that only made it worse.
 
   He wouldn’t hurt her because he needed her too badly, and the depth of that need scared her. She frowned; could he even see her as a person, when what she really was to him was a walking Get Out of Jail Free card? 
 
    
 
   
Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   When the two got off the bus near Sam’s new apartment, his nerves were already tested, and the night hadn’t even started yet. It wasn’t Cassie’s fault; he could tell she was trying to be laid back and agreeable, which he did appreciate. It was just that knowing how their night was supposed to end seemed to color everything around them. On the bus, he noticed that some men were looking at Cassie, clearly wondering what kind of a figure she had under her bulky coat. It angered him, but he knew he had no reason to be angry; they weren’t being aggressive, weren’t obviously leering, just subtly appreciating the sight of a pretty girl nearby. They were harmless, so why did he have a strong urge to smash their faces in?
 
   He had ridden on a bus with Cassie once before, back in the fall when he needed to curse her house to protect her from being familiar-napped. Back then, if any men had been looking at her, he hadn’t noticed or cared. Even before she was his familiar, he did get irritated on the frequent occasions when male customers at the shop addressed their orders to her chest and not to her, but he thought that was just common decency; he would have been offended for anyone being disrespected that way. When did he become so hyper-sensitive to her?
 
   What does it matter? He thought as he took his keycard out of his back pocket. You are, whether you like it or not. Learn to deal with it, or make a fool of yourself. Those are the only two choices.
 
   “This is an old one,” said Cassie behind him, breaking the silence. She took a generous step back and craned her neck to see the top of the building. “I’ll bet this is one of the originals, from when the city was first built. It even has gargoyles. That’s pretty cool,” she said with appreciation.
 
   Sam smiled as he ran his card through the reader. “Actually, that’s Vladmira and some of her friends up there.”
 
   “Really? No way!” she said.
 
   She was quiet as they made their way through the lobby, taking in the sight of the building’s antique furniture and trimmings. Frankly, it was all a bit too upscale for Sam’s tastes, but as Khalil had pointed out, it was certainly much better than having to take the poor girl to the likes of Bob’s Motel.
 
   “So how many bats do you have now?” she finally asked in the elevator.
 
   “Well, I only really have Vladmira,” he said. “She’s the only one who flies in and out of the apartment. The others just seem to like being on the roof for some reason.”
 
   “Kind of adds to the whole gothic-charm thing this building has going on.”
 
   “I suppose.”
 
   The elevator binged, and they got off. This is great, if we can just keep talking about bats all night, it probably won’t end with her screaming.
 
   He got out his keys and went to open the door to Apartment 12B, feeling strangely vulnerable with his back to her. For some reason, he wanted to be able to see her face at all times.
 
   He opened the door and gestured for her to enter. She did slowly, taking in the sight of his living room. Despite the building’s aged façade the apartments—or at least Sam’s apartment—were modern in style. He had sleek black furniture, a big, flatscreen TV fixed to one wall, and a nice-sized eat-in, open kitchen overlooking the rest of the apartment. The furnishings were a little sparse, since he really hadn’t added anything to what had already been there when he arrived, but what was there was quality.
 
   Cassie took a few steps forward, her large blue eyes taking measure of the place. She came to stop just in front of his low mica coffee table. “Pretty nice. Could use some rugs though.”
 
   “I like the hardwood floors. But I can’t take credit, Eugene set it all up,” he said gesturing to the furnishings with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Let me take your coat.”
 
   As she slipped out of it, he realized that he probably should have walked over to her and helped her off with her coat in proper gentlemanly fashion, but it was too late now. She tossed it to him and he caught it with one hand, then went to hang it up in the closet next to his sole winter jacket. The two jackets looked almost companionable together, all alone in the closet….
 
   I need to stop thinking so much before I lose my everloving mind.
 
   “Can I sit down?” she asked, pointing to his leather couch.
 
   “No Cassie, I expect you to stand at attention for several hours. Of course you can sit down.”
 
   “I was just being polite.”
 
   “It’s a bad habit,” he said, then turned toward the kitchen and stopped. “I have to make the food now, but um, you can…you’re free to….” he trailed off. He really hadn’t thought this part out.
 
   Luckily for him, Cassie had found the TV remote and wasn’t even looking at him. “It’s fine, I’m busy, go be a kitchen demon,” she said, waving him away.
 
   “Are you sure? I can get you a book, or something.”
 
   “Shhhh! Cupcake Empire is on, go cook food,” she said, seemingly enraptured by all the colored frosting on screen. He didn’t know if she was really as captivated by the show as she was pretending to be, but having her occupied was a relief.
 
   He actually didn’t go directly to the kitchen, instead stopping in his bedroom quickly to change. He didn’t want to spend the whole night smelling of coffee and milk if he could help it. He briefly entertained the idea of putting on his black suit for court, and smiled at the thought of it. He would look ridiculous, puttering around his kitchen in satin and white gloves while bread crumbs got everywhere. He settled on tan slacks and a black T-shirt, then hesitated and changed to a black button-down shirt. He was on a date, wasn’t he? He was pretty sure that shirts with collars were generally preferred on dates.
 
   He also changed his briefs and undershirt; it was amazing, how deep that coffee smell could penetrate.
 
   In the kitchen, making dinner went smoothly, the innocuous babble from the TV in the living room mixing well with the sizzling sounds from his pots and pans. He had made chicken parmigiana at least 100 times before, which was why he was making it tonight; he had enough to worry about without screwing up some complicated recipe in an attempt to impress her.
 
   It probably wouldn’t work anyway, he thought. Didn’t she say once that her favorite food is hamburgers? Not a lady of particularly refined tastes, my familiar. But I like that about her.
 
   The forty-five minutes it took him to cook seemed to fly. “Food,” he called, confident she would hear him over the TV. It sounded uncouth, even to him. But what was he supposed to say?
 
   Milady, I have finished preparing our most sumptuous repast. Now, if you would be so kind as to join me in the dining room at your leisure…
 
   Cassie entered the kitchen, then stopped short when she saw the spread on the table, which included the chicken, a bowl of pasta, and freshly-baked garlic bread. “Wow, that looks good. I’m impressed.”
 
   He smiled, motioning for her to sit. “I told you I can make a few things. You shouldn’t be so surprised.”
 
   “Yeah, but I thought that the people who told you that your cooking was good might have just been afraid of you. No offense,” she shrugged as she sat.
 
   He considered how to respond to that as he took his seat. “I know this may come as a shock to you, but most of the people I associate with have no idea what I am. Until recently.”
 
   She began cutting the golden-brown chicken breast on her plate. “Yeah, but you’re pretty scary even when people don’t know what you are.”
 
   He paused, knife and fork in hand. “What is that supposed to mean?”
 
   She shrugged again. “Just what I said. We were all a little scared of you, you know. Before we knew anything. We just didn’t know why we were scared.”
 
   Hearing that hurt. He’d took pride in his cultivated ability to blend in, to be unremarkable. He’d thought for years that he never gave his coworkers at most jobs any inkling of what he was, but maybe he’d just been seeing what he wanted to see.
 
   As Cassie began bolting down the chicken, a more immediately pressing thought occurred to him. “Oh wait…I forgot to make the salad,” he said, feeling foolish. “I knew I forgot something.”
 
   “Oh, I’m so heartbroken,” Cassie deadpanned as she chewed. “This is so yummy, why ruin it with vegetables?”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   They talked mostly of work while they ate: the new byzantine cleaning standards that corporate was imposing, the new spring-themed pastries that no one was buying, and the usual rogues’ gallery of customers that all the employees hated. Cassie felt as close to relaxed as she had all day, in no small part because dinner was so good. 
 
   It was the perfect chicken parmigiana: crispy and crunchy on the outside, moist on the inside, and with just enough cheese to feel indulgent without crossing the line into greasiness. She knew it was probably so delicious because Sam had made it a billion times rather than learn to cook something else, but still, tasty was tasty.
 
   After dinner, she sank back down onto the comfy living room couch while Sam cleaned up, amused to find that another episode of Cupcake Empire was on. The channel seemed to be having some kind of cupcake marathon. When Sam emerged from the kitchen, he set a large black mug down in front of her on the coffee table.
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   “Chamomile tea. I know we’ve both had enough coffee today, but a heavy meal like this goes down better with a hot drink at the end.”
 
   She cradled the mug in her hands and smelled the steam rising out of it. She briefly had an absurd thought that maybe Sam had put some kind of love potion in it, but that was ridiculous. Why would he even need a potion? She was his familiar; if he commanded her to do anything, she couldn’t say no.
 
   She frowned, letting the warmth from the mug soothe her nerves. She used to be a lot more concerned about being compelled to do things; she’d even had nightmares about it. But she just didn’t believe that Sam would ever force her to do anything against her will without a very good reason. The few times he had done it, it had been in the attempt to save her life. He’d never said so directly, but she got the distinct impression that he found the very idea of it distasteful. Whether that was on moral grounds, or just because he considered that particular kind of magic beneath him, she was relieved that she didn’t really have to worry about it anymore.
 
   Much.
 
   Still, the idea reminded her of what she and Sam were ostensibly going to do that night, which she’d done a good job of ignoring for the last hour. As she sipped her tea, her thoughts briefly settled on the time she had thought a demon was going to rape her. West coast demon lord Bennet Marcus had kidnapped her, had even had her bathed and dressed and delivered to his bedroom (in that order, fortunately) but had been entirely unprepared to commit actual violence against an underage girl.  Still, at the time she had been resigned to it, less afraid than simply sad.
 
   Was this the same? Not really. There was an obvious element of coercion, since she and Sam wouldn’t even be doing this if it weren’t for the Western Court, but it wasn’t just her; Sam didn’t want this either. If there was any violation, really it was both of them that were being violated by the court in general. But did Sam really count as a victim since, well…he was a guy getting sex? All her life, television had been telling her that men always, without fail, wanted sex, but how could it possibly be that simple?
 
   Sam sipped his own tea and reached for the remote, turning off the show right when they were getting to the Holy Tower of Cupcakes challenge. There was silence for a few moments after the screen went dark. The light of the day had long since faded, and without the blue glow of the TV, there was very little light in the room.
 
   “You probably hate dumb reality shows like that,” she ventured finally. He was sitting on the other side of the couch from her, around an interior corner, so he was pretty much facing her. In the dim light, she could still see him, but the rest of the room had faded to black.
 
   “Less than you might think. Sometimes I leave them on in the background these days. The sheer stupidity of it is kind of comforting, in a strange way,” he said, not looking at her. He sipped his tea quietly.
 
   “Yeah, I know what you mean,” she said.
 
   Silence.
 
   Cassie flushed and looked at the floor. They were supposed to talk, that had to have been Sam’s intention when turning off the TV, but about what? They’d used up all the good Daily Grind-related topics over dinner.
 
   “Hey Sam, can I ask you something?” she ventured after the silence had grown intolerable.
 
   He gave her a tired smile. “You can ask—”
 
   “—anything I want, but whether or not you choose to answer is a different story, blah blah blah,” said Cassie dismissively. “I’m used to your whole literal-Nazi thing.”
 
   “Then go ahead.” He put his mostly empty mug down on the coffee table, stretched and leaned back into the couch, putting his arms behind his head. The fact that he finally looked comfortable lessened the awkwardness a little, Cassie thought.
 
   “Why do you work at The Daily Grind anyway? I mean, not DG specifically,” she said gesturing quickly with her hand, realizing he might misinterpret the question. “I mean, why do you only work minimum-wage jobs? You went to college, right?”
 
   Sam thought for a while before he answered, looking at the ceiling instead of her. “You’ve met my mother,” he said finally.
 
   “As if that explains everything.”
 
   “Doesn’t it?” Sam chuckled softly and took a deep breath. Cassie figured that he was gauging how much he cared to reveal. “Helen, I think she was always disappointed in the world…that she couldn’t have everything she wanted from it. I think she wanted to use me to fix that; to create someone who could have the world as their oyster,” he said. He squinted, as though trying to see through to the core of his mother’s soul in his memories.
 
   “She planned for me to have everything. That’s why she summoned a demon to father her child; just being human wasn’t enough for what she wanted for me. I think she wanted to make me King of the World, or as close as someone can be to that.”
 
   “That seems like something she would do.”
 
   “It was stifling,” he said, shifting in his seat. “I hated it. I just wanted to know why the other kids in town were scared and wouldn’t play with me, but she was too busy trying to mold me into this…this monument to perfection, that she didn’t care how I felt. She started teaching me calculus in the third grade,” he said, eyes glazed over with reminiscing. He took another deep breath. “I was so bored in school, but she wouldn’t let me stop going, because I still needed ‘proper socialization,’ as she said. The other kids resented me, started to bully me. I fought back once, and the kid nearly died, so the bullying stopped, but then they wouldn’t even talk to me.”
 
   Cassie exhaled, trying to imagine what the horror of a childhood like that was like. To her surprise, it hurt to hear it, not so much for Sam’s sake—although she did feel sorry for him—but because it made her think badly of Helen. She hadn’t consciously realized it, but she had seriously idolized the older witch. Cassie herself so often felt powerless, yet Helen ordered Lords of Hell around like it was no big deal, and even better, they listened to her.
 
   Of course, it made sense that a woman like that would have a dark side, but that didn’t make hearing about it any easier. Cassie hugged her shoulders, though it wasn’t cold.
 
   “So…did you ask her to stop? To let you have a normal life?” she asked, although she felt she knew the answer already.
 
   “Only a million times. But my opinion on the matter was not considered relevant,” he said, with a cold bitterness that seemed to slice the air between them in two. “Eventually, I realized the only way I could get back at her was to fail. I tried failing my classes, but the teachers passed me anyway because they were scared—more of her than of me, I think—so that didn’t work. When I took a job at a gas station though, that’s when I really started to get to her,” he said, smiling at the memory. “The lower the job was on the social scale, the more it bothered her. It became my perfect revenge: take everything she’d given me, and do nothing with it.”
 
   Despite the wonderful meal, Cassie felt slightly nauseous. Helen turned him into this, because she’s crazy. He’s had a horrible life because she never let him just be himself. This is sick, this is just so sick.
 
   She cleared her throat, trying to find a way to phrase what she wanted to ask next without offending him.
 
   “So, even now...even though you haven’t lived with her in years…you’re just living to get back at her?”
 
   He cocked his head as though the question intrigued him. “That would make me pretty stupid, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “That’s not what I meant,” she said quickly.
 
   “No, it isn’t just about her. I find I’ve adapted to this…lifestyle.” He said, moving to lean forward in his seat. “Never having a secure job means never being tied down to any one place…I can leave at a moment’s notice. Which is just common sense for me, really. Everyone knows I don’t belong, so they mostly leave me alone, and I can keep to myself with my books and be reasonably happy.” He finished with a shrug, as though daring her to contradict him.
 
   She didn’t though; she sat back in her chair, awestruck. After a moment’s pause, he broke the silence again.
 
   “Do you want to run out the door screaming now?” he said with a weak smile.
 
   “No, I just…I mean, I thought my Mom was bad,” said Cassie looking at the floor. He laughed then, but there was no real humor in it.
 
   She was about to speak again, to talk about how Annette put so much pressure on her to do well in school that she could relate to Sam’s situation at least a little bit, when he surprised her by interrupting.
 
   “It’s not an excuse,” he said, looking down again. “What she did to me isn’t an excuse for how I treat other people, how I treated you when we first met. That’s a choice I made. But…” he said, finally looking at her again. “…maybe you can see why it’s so hard for me to be what other people want me to be.”
 
   “And what is that?”
 
   “Someone…reliable. Someone who can be trusted with other people’s safety. All I ever wanted was to be left alone,” he said, so quietly she could barely hear.
 
   Cassie didn’t remember her eyes welling up, but before he had even finished speaking, hot tears were running down her face. She was sad for him, true—but as he said, how he lived was his choice. She believed that. It was more the idea that someone could have so much, yet be rendered completely incapable of enjoying it, that made her cry. She wiped her eyes on her sweater, even though she knew it would just make her eyes itch.
 
   Through her blurred vision, she saw Sam stand up. “Let me get you some tissues,” he said. When he came back, he knelt in front of her place on the couch and began wiping her face himself.
 
   Acting on a sudden impulse, Cassie put her hands on the back of his head and pulled him close so she could kiss him. It felt strange, tasting the saltiness of her own tears as well as his mouth, but her heart started pounding as she felt that queer mix of nervous excitement that she only felt around him. She had surprised him, and his obvious surprise only made her heart pound more. The fact that she could feel him breathing, so close to her, seemed dangerous somehow.
 
   It was a long kiss, but eventually, he pulled away. “No.”
 
   She couldn’t talk without sniffling now, which made her feel ridiculous.
 
   “Why *sniff* not? That was the idea of inviting me over *sniff* right?”
 
   He put his hand on her knee. “But I don’t want it to be because you pity me.”
 
   “It’s not pity,” she said in a reedy, wavering voice. She hated the way she sounded when she cried. “It’s just, I wanted to do something to show I understand….”
 
   His hand tightened on her knee. “That’s called pity.”
 
   “No, it’s not,” Cassie started, then gave up. Maybe it was pity, she didn’t know what she felt anymore. Everything seemed crossed, confused.
 
   A strange sensation came over her and then she remembered the last time she and Sam had been in this position, with him kneeling on the floor before her. It had been at court, the night before proceedings where they’d had a big argument that led to him throwing something at the wall.
 
   “Hey, remember that fancy hotel in New York?” she said, barely knowing what she was saying. “You were in front of me just like this, telling me why you didn’t like me.” Even out of the corner of her eye, she could see his eyebrows shoot up at that.
 
   “Cassie—”
 
   “That I would be nothing if I didn’t have magic, that I was shallow, that I was just an average girl who wanted an award just for being av—”
 
   She stopped talking then, because his mouth was on hers. While her kiss had been tentative, exploratory, his seemed hard and desperate, to the point that it almost hurt. He moved closer to her, and faster than she would have thought possible, they were both on the couch, with him on top. She struggled for breath when he broke the kiss.
 
   “No,” he said again, his dark eyes searching her face. “Too soon.”
 
   He moved quickly again, and somehow, she was in his lap, facing forward. He pulled her close to his body so her back was against his chest, and began to caress her arms and shoulders. Even through her sweater, she felt vibrations in her skin. She shivered, and found that the shiver made the sensations more intense.
 
   Then she gasped as she felt him kiss the nape of her neck. The kiss, light and gentle as a feather, sent ripples of sensation down her back. Slowly, carefully, he began to shower her neck with gentle kisses, all the while continuing to caress her arms and shoulders. She kept waiting, breathless, for his hands to move and touch her in a more intimate place, but he continued; almost innocent in the way he handled her.
 
   She was glad he couldn’t see her face, because her eyes were rolling to the back of her head and she was open-mouthed, greedily taking in air like she would never get enough. She wanted to lose herself, to stop thinking and just feel what she was feeling, forever if possible, but an unwelcome thought burst forth from somewhere and made her eyes flutter open.
 
   He’s good at this. Someone taught him how to do this.
 
   It was another moment before she trusted her voice enough to speak.
 
   “Sam.”
 
   He shushed her gently.
 
   “No, Sam,” she said, wriggling forward so he couldn’t continue distracting her so easily. “Did someone teach you how to do this? Was it Miri?”
 
   His hands stopped suddenly, shocked. “She told you?”
 
   “No. I guessed.”
 
   He moved his hands so they were at her waist. He pulled her close to him again, but didn’t continue caressing her. “Why are you only really smart when it’s inconvenient?”
 
   She giggled at that, but then stopped herself, afraid the giggling would turn to tears. What was with her and crying tonight?
 
   “Does it matter?” He asked finally.
 
   She leaned back against him, wondering if it should. It wasn’t like she had any kind of exclusive claim on him; she’d never treated him as her boyfriend, or expected him to act like it. She could admit that she was jealous, but did she really have any right to be?
 
   She knew that Miri took a pretty casual, shame-free view of sex, so if the vampire wanted Sam, she would have no problem letting him know about it. What surprised her, she realized, is that she never believed he would agree to it.
 
   Not until the evidence was all around her.
 
   “Were you guys ever going to tell me?” she asked finally.
 
   “I don’t know,” he said. He sighed, and she shuddered at the feel of his breath on the back of her neck again. “It’s not…romantic…with us. It’s functional. I don’t know what the etiquette is for that; I don’t know if there is any etiquette. This is all new to me.”
 
   Cassie leaned back against his chest. She could chew him out all night for keeping his relationship with Miri a secret from her, but frankly, she didn’t know the etiquette either. She was pretty sure he should have told her, but their relationship was too strange for there to be any clear guidelines. What did “functional” mean, anyway? Did she want to know?
 
   “Is she more your type?” she asked finally.
 
   He rested his chin on her shoulder. “Do you really want to spend tonight talking about her?”
 
   “Don’t dodge the question.”
 
   He tightened his grip around her waist. “You’re my type.”
 
   She felt a surge of excitement in her belly, and wondered if he could feel it too. “When we met, I thought you hated me. Did you act like that because—”
 
   “—the opposite was true? More or less,” he said softly. “I was angry at myself for being attracted to you, and that manifested as anger at you. And I knew how stupid that was, and that just made me angrier.” He began tracing the contours of her ear with his index finger, and she shivered again.
 
   Still, her mind was working furiously. So he says he’s been attracted to me all along, but why? What’s there to be attracted to? I’m just a short, chubby girl…I’m kind of pretty I guess, but I’m not beautiful like Aeka or sexy like Miri, and he’s so….
 
   “You know better than that,” he said quietly. “Either you’ve noticed how men look at you, or you’re blind as Vladmira.”
 
   She very nearly jumped off his lap, but his arms restrained her. “Hey! No fair!”
 
   “I’m sorry. When we’re this close, it’s a lot easier to read your thoughts than usual.”
 
   “Yeah, well, stop it,” she said. She furrowed her brow; she was missing something. There was something important she had to know, and she would likely never get a better chance to ask.
 
   “So you like me, but what is it about me that you like?”
 
   He began fondling her again with gentle hands. “Do you need me to draw you a map?” he said. He ran his middle finger over the chain of her amulet, coming dangerously close to the top of her breast. She swallowed.
 
   “That’s not what I mean. I mean, is it me that you like…or just what I am?”
 
   His fingers stopped cold. “I already told you. I liked you before I had any inkling of what you were.”
 
   “But you could probably sense it,” said Cassie, filling in the blanks in her mind while she talked. “You’re a demon, I’m an angel—at least, sort of. Like Helen says, magic calls out to magic.”
 
   “I know where you’re going with this and I think you should stop,” he whispered. She continued, undaunted.
 
   “If I was just me—without being an angel, without the magic, would you even care? Or does who I am not even matter?” Awkwardly, she turned so she was facing him, sitting sideways on his lap. “And don’t give me a copout answer, like ‘You are you,” or something.”
 
   He looked angry, though not necessarily at her. “How do you expect me to answer that? How could I know how I would feel about you in an alternate universe where everything was different? It’s a nonsensical question.”
 
   But she wouldn’t be deterred; somehow, she felt she had to get a straight answer out of him, even if it was something she didn’t want to hear. “Does it even matter what my personality is like? I mean, could it be Madison Clarke’s brain in my body, and it wouldn’t make a difference?”
 
   “Who the hell is Madison Clarke?” he said through partially gritted teeth.
 
   “Just a dumb girl.”
 
   She felt brave, looking him in the eye for so long without looking away. In the dim light, his dark eyes became inscrutable pools of black. She almost wished he would drop his disguise spell so she could see his expression better, but it would probably hurt to look at his natural eyes from this close.
 
   “This is uncomfortable for me. Move,” he said finally, and he guided her body with his hands until she was straddling him. She drew in her breath quickly when he placed his hands on the small of her back, feeling the blood rush to her face. But she wasn’t the only one excited; to her surprise, she could feel through his wrists on her back that his pulse was racing too.
 
   “I have no way of knowing how I would feel about you if you weren’t…what you are. You know that,” he said quietly. Their faces were so close that even a whisper was loud, and for once, he sounded breathless too. “But I’ll tell you what I do know: I know that tonight, I want to keep touching you, and kissing you, and do many other things that I could go to jail for.”
 
   “You won’t,” she said, after a pause. “The age of consent here is 17. I’m legal now.”
 
   He laughed at that, although it was more of a quiet rumble from deep in his throat than a true laugh. Somehow, she felt like she could feel the vibrations of his laugh in her own throat. “Well, thank heaven for small favors. Now, do you want me to stop?” he said, tapping his fingertips on her hips impatiently. More vibrations, this time in lower places, took away her ability to speak for a moment.
 
   No don’t stop, don’t ever stop. Wait, he can’t hear me, I told him not to listen…he’s probably listening anyway, evil lying demon…hey, if you can hear me right now, then kiss me. Touch me in all the places you won’t look at, and kiss me so I don’t have to hear myself think anymore...
 
   He did kiss her then, and they stayed on the couch together for a while.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   “Ooh, Cupcake Empire!” Miri exclaimed, turning the volume up and throwing the remote back onto Khalil’s messy card table. She pulled the bowl of extra-butter popcorn into her lap and got comfortable.
 
   “Figures you would watch the one food show that even I won’t watch,” said Khalil. He reached over to the bowl of popcorn, but Miri hissed and slapped his hand away.
 
   “You said I could have this popcorn, make more if you want it. And don’t be a TV snob,” she said, chewing on a particularly buttery kernel. “You’re as bad as Sam.” 
 
   “Actually Sam’s coming around,” said Khalil, stretching out on the couch next to her. “He admitted to me that he actually watched half an episode of Top Chef the other day before he got bored out of his mind.”
 
   Miri stopped with a handful of popcorn halfway to her mouth. “Sam? No!”
 
   “Yes!” said Khalil, breaking into an enthusiastic yawn. It had been a long shift at The Daily Grind. In general, he liked the fact that the shop was getting more business, because it meant more job security for Dwight. But in practice, the nigh-constant flood of customers got tiring.
 
   He looked at Miri, who was bolting down her popcorn, enraptured by the TV show. It was amazing how fast his feelings had changed towards her. At first, he could only think of her as creepy vampire, something that shouldn’t even exist in the world. But after she’d very nearly given her life (or unlife, whatever) trying to protect Cassie, he couldn’t help but notice how positive she was: funny, fun-loving, and caring.
 
   Also, she was gentle; even when she had just had her head chopped off and needed blood desperately, he could tell that she was holding back the one time she had fed on him. As bad as her own condition had been, she was still concerned about someone else. Once he knew for a fact that vampires could be empathetic and self-sacrificing, his blanket disgust towards their kind seemed increasingly silly.
 
   Which didn’t mean he had to like every vampire, of course. Dmitri? That guy creeped him out. Seriously, forget that guy.
 
   Thinking of the one time Miri had fed on him reminded him of something he kept meaning to ask her about: why she had never tried to do it again, even though they’d been hanging out together for weeks. It wasn’t that he was eager for her to do it really; more that he wanted to make up for his original revulsion towards her by showing that he was okay with it.
 
   Or, maybe he did just want to try being fed on again. It was strangely hot, and maybe he should be okay with the fact that he thought it was hot. After all, he was okay with other people doing whatever turned them on, even if it was dressing up as cats or elephants or what have you, so that same courtesy should extend towards himself, right?
 
   He cleared his throat theatrically. “You should just let me have the popcorn, for you have this delicious feast before you,” he said, gesturing to himself with fluttering fingers.
 
   Miri was still involved in the show and didn’t turn to him. “No thanks, I’m full.”
 
   He scowled. “You’re eating that popcorn like it’s going out of style.”
 
   “I mean, I’m blood-full.” She still wasn’t looking at him.
 
   “Oh really,” he said, turning back towards the TV, suddenly angry without really understanding why.
 
   “If my blood isn’t good enough for you, you could just say so, you know. No need to be a bitch.”
 
   Miri turned to him, wide-eyed. “Jesus Christ Khalil, where did that come from?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said, but as he talked, he figured out why he was irritated. “It’s just that I kind of figured that dating a vampire meant giving blood, but you never ask. And the first vampire I ever met told me I smelled bad. So I guess I’ve just been wondering if my blood is only good enough for you when you’re dying,” he finished sullenly.
 
   Miri chewed her popcorn thoughtfully. “What did you eat for dinner last night?” she asked suddenly.
 
   “What does that have to do with—um, pizza rolls. Frozen pizza roles.”
 
   “And the night before that?”
 
   “You expect me to remember? I don’t know, probably something else frozen. Maybe a cheesesteak?”
 
   Miri giggled. “There’s your problem right there. You’re full of fillers and preservatives. Vamps, especially older ones, can get really snotty about that. They like the blood to be as free of artificial tastes as possible.” She put a gentle hand on his knee. “The first vamp you met was probably old, and he was just smelling all the High Fructose Corn Syrup in you. It’s not that there’s anything wrong with you.”
 
   “Oh,” said Khalil, feeling sheepish. He had never really thought about it before tonight, but he guessed his feelings had been kind of hurt by the initial vampire brush off. If you had to live in a world with vampires at all, you wanted to believe that your blood was a sweet nectar they held in high esteem; having crappy blood just seemed like a personal failing.
 
   “So…are the preservatives in my blood the reason why you…?”
 
   Miri snorted at that. “No way, I’m not that old. I grew up eating practically the same crap you do. I don’t need my blood to taste like it’s from before the Industrial Revolution.”
 
   Something still wasn’t adding up. “So then why do you never want to feed on me?”
 
   Miri put the bowl of popcorn on the table and nestled into his side. Khalil was surprised that she would voluntarily put down food. “It’s not that I don’t want to, it’s that I think it’s better not to. I’ve had bad experiences mixing feeding and relationships,” she said, tracing the line of his collarbone with a pale finger. “Eventually, no matter how careful I am, you’ll start to feel like I’m just using you, and I don’t want you to feel that way. Maybe if we end up staying together for a while, and you still want to, we can try it. But I’m not going to risk making you feel bad just for a feeding here and there.”
 
   Khalil picked her hand up off his chest and kissed it. The TV blared on in the background, completely forgotten. “I’m sorry I snapped at you, babe. I’ve got some bad habits left over from ex-girlfriends who weren’t half as smart as you.”
 
   She began running the fingers of her other hands through his hair, stopping to trace the line of his cheekbone. “I figured. Most girls can’t be as awesome as me.”
 
   “Nope,” he agreed.
 
   “And you thought I was just an evil vampire,” she said, leaning in for a kiss.
 
   “Did I say evil? I meant “wicked-hot,” he said, kissing her deeply.
 
   They stayed like that for some time, just holding one another and kissing. Eventually he moved so he was on his back with her on top. It ended up being fortunate that he had chosen that position, because if she was on the bottom, they would have knocked heads when she suddenly jerked up like someone above had pulled a string attached to her spine.
 
   “Sam!” she gasped. Before he knew what had happened, she was off the couch, fumbling to find the stockings and shoes that she’d thrown somewhere in the living room with unnatural speed.
 
   “What? Is there an attack?” said Khalil, sitting up as rapidly as he dared.
 
   “Hmm? Oh no, nothing like that,” she said as she pulled on one lacy black stocking. “It’s Cassie. I think she just gut-punched him.”
 
   He stood up, shocked. “Don’t tell me he’s–!”
 
   “No, no!” she said, waving her hands back and forth. “I meant emotionally. He’s hurting and he needs help, bad. I need to get there.”
 
   As she finished getting her things together, a sinking feeling came over Khalil. “It’s always going to be like this, isn’t it? You’re never off the clock.”
 
   “Working for a demon isn’t a 9-to-5. I’ll be back tonight, if I can,” she said, grabbing her purse.
 
   “It’s like you’re choosing him over me,” he said quietly. Why beat around the bush?
 
   Miri sighed and closed her eyes. “Khalil, not now, okay? I don’t have time, I have to go.”
 
   “Sure, go. Be sure to let me know if you’re ever your own person.”
 
   “Khalil!”
 
   “Go!” he bellowed.
 
   He knew she wasn’t scared of him; despite her slim frame, the girl could beat him in arm-wrestling three times over if she wanted to. But that look on her face before she turned on her heel and left, as though frightened that he could be so cruel, was something that would haunt him for a long time after.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   On Sunday morning, Miri didn’t go straight to Cassie’s house from Sam’s apartment. Instead, she went home, showered and changed. She had been planning to wear her favorite stockings that day (the ones with the little silk bows), but she just wasn’t feeling very festive. Instead, she opted for frayed black jeans and a slate grey T-shirt. As she took out her copied key to Cassie’s house, she couldn’t help noticing that it felt odd to actually be wearing pants. How did Cassie wear pants all the time? They were just so…constraining.
 
   Once in the house, she immediately began making coffee. Not the black sludge that Annette favored, but the toffee-flavored blend that she knew Cassie preferred. Dimly, she could hear music and electronic bleeping sounds from down the hall; on weekends, the boy woke up before anyone else in the house and played videogames for hours. Sometimes she worried about him overhearing her conversations with Cassie, but she highly doubted he would get up from his games anytime soon.
 
   She paced back and forth in the kitchen while the coffee brewed, with her arms crossed. Aside from that one time Miss Angelfood Cake had cut off her head (it was a long story) she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this angry.  Well, she’d been angry for sure while Quentin was tormenting Nyesha, but that was entirely different kind of anger. That was soul-crushingly depressing; now she was just pissed.
 
   When the coffee made the pleasant bubbling sounds indicating that it was done, she poured some into a large mug with a picture of a dolphin on it, adding just a bit of milk. She also picked up a nearby measuring cup and filled it with cold water from the tap. With the coffee mug in one hand and the measuring cup in the other, she walked up the stairs.
 
   Cassie didn’t stir in bed when Miri opened the door with her hip; so much the better. Carefully, she put the steaming coffee mug down on Cassie’s night table. Then, she overturned the full measuring cup over Cassie’s sleeping head.
 
   Cassie shot up in bed with a thoroughly satisfying shriek.
 
   “Miri!” Cassie sputtered once she had gotten her breath back. She shook her wet hair, and water droplets went flying everywhere. “What the hell?”
 
   “I brought you coffee,” said Miri, pointing to the night table.
 
   Cassie looked at Miri with rage-filled eyes, but eventually picked up the coffee and began to drink it. Miri knew the girl wouldn’t just bolt out of the room if there was fresh coffee involved. She was beginning to regret not pouring a cup for herself actually, but she felt better standing over Cassie with her arms crossed. Sipping from her own mug companionably wouldn’t have created the same atmosphere.
 
   “Now that you’re awake, just what did you do to Sam? He’s a mess.”
 
   Cassie slammed her (already half-empty) mug down on her night table. “What I did to HIM?” she said, with all the indignation a 17-year-old could muster, which was a lot. “What did Sam tell you about last night?”
 
   “Not much, since he was pretty much out of his mind by the time I got there. You obviously did something.”
 
   Cassie looked like she would have strangled Miri with the bedsheets, as if that would have done any good. “You’re blaming the victim here!”
 
   Miri rolled her eyes at that. “Did he do anything to you that you didn’t want?”
 
   Cassie’s eyes dropped from Miri’s face. “Well, not really, but….”
 
   Miri sighed. “Look, all I know is that things were going fine, then you suddenly had the mother of all freak outs and bolted. You wouldn’t even let him take you home. You’re going to have to tell me what exactly happened. Otherwise, I won’t know if he’s in the wrong or not.”
 
   It seemed like all the anger had gone out of Cassie. She pulled her knees to her chest and hugged them, turning her face to the side. “He isn’t human, Miri! I tried, I really tried, but I couldn’t go through with it.”
 
   Miri knelt at Cassie’s bedside. “Tell me what happened. We’re both girls, you don’t need to be embarrassed about anything.”
 
   Cassie swallowed, still not meeting Miri’s eyes. “Well for a while, it wasn’t bad. We were just talking, then we started kissing and stuff. That part was…nice,” she said, her face flushing crimson.
 
   I’ll bet it was, thought Miri. Most men didn’t really get her “Restraint is Sexy” lesson, but Sam wasn’t most men. As clueless as he had been in the beginning, he’d proved a quick study.
 
   “After a while, he picked me up and took me to the bedroom. And that was okay for a while too, we were just holding each other, and you know…stuff. But then—”
 
   At that moment, the door swung open.
 
   “I wanna play Car Fights 3. Do you still have it?”
 
   “Hunter, knock!” Cassie yelled. Miri had to give her credit; she recovered her composure quickly in front of her little brother.
 
   “Are you going to apologize for throwing it at me yesterday?”
 
   Hunter just looked at her with a sullen expression, then looked surprised when he noticed Miri in the room.
 
   “Why are you here?” he asked.
 
   “Little boys who throw things at their big sister’s faces don’t get to ask questions,” said Miri.
 
   Hunter turned back to Cassie. “Look, I’m sorry, okay? It was stupid.”
 
   Cassie wasn’t mollified. “Are you really sorry? Or are you just saying that so I’ll give you the stupid game back?”
 
   Hunter looked down. “I’m really sorry. Throwing it at you was really babyish. I won’t do it again.”
 
   Cassie sighed. “Okay.” She got up and walked past Miri to open a dresser drawer, pulling out the game case. She walked to the doorway and handed the game to her brother. “You can have it back, but if you ever do that again, I’m taking all the Car Fights games and throwing them in the lake.”
 
   “I won’t, I won’t,” said Hunter, clearly thrilled to be getting his game back. However, he frowned when he took a good look at Cassie. “Why are you all wet?”
 
   At that Cassie closed the door in his face.
 
   “Hey!” he shouted through the door, but then he must have remembered that he had Car Fights 3 in his hand, because they soon heard his footsteps pounding down the hall.
 
   “Miri, I can’t talk about this here. Not with Hunter and Mom in the house.”
 
   Miri uncrossed her arms. “Then let’s go somewhere else. But you are not getting out of this.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   The Sunday birdwatchers were some of Dwight’s favorite customers. They were unfailingly cheerful and polite, tended to order simple drinks, and always put their change in the tip jar. More than that, they all seemed to be genuinely nice people, who were happy to spend their retirement appreciating life’s simple pleasures. Just talking to them was like listening to a relaxing nature CD that soothed his nerves.
 
   And when you worked seven days a week most weeks, those nerves could invariably use some soothing.
 
   This Sunday morning was different however, as the birdwatchers were on the warpath. They huddled together as they waited on line to order, speaking in hushed, angry tones.
 
   “They’re taking over the entire preserve. I already wrote a letter to The Audubon Society, and we should all be calling the mayor’s office,” said a woman with short-cropped white hair and binoculars around her neck.
 
   “Can the city government do anything?”
 
   “The city owns the preserve, if they pass some kind of “save the birds” initiative, I’ll bet they can start shooting those bats on sight.”
 
   “Do they have to shoot them? We don’t want to kill the bats, we just want them to go back where they belong….”
 
   “They’re encroaching on the black tern’s habitat, Sophie! The endangered black tern, I shouldn’t have to say.”
 
   “I know that, but bats are an important part of the ecosystem as well.”
 
   “Not THIS ecosystem.”
 
   Dwight exchanged glances with Khalil, who was in his regular post at the espresso bar. They didn’t know exactly what the birdwatchers were talking about, but they thought they had a good idea.
 
   “Wait, so,” Dwight began as he handed a cup of dark roast to Esther, one of the few he knew by name. “A bunch of bats have invaded the nature preserve?”
 
   “Yes, it’s terrible!” said Esther, jamming a five-dollar bill into Dwight’s tip jar. “There’s always some bats in the preserve, but they don’t interfere with the birds. This year though, there’s this giant pack of them that came up from down south, and it’s completely unnatural. They don’t belong here, and they’re competing with the birds for nesting sites. By this time next year, the local populations could be decimated.” She sighed. “And to think there are still people that don’t believe in climate change.”
 
   A very elderly man behind Esther was nodding vigorously as she spoke; he was wearing a “No Bats Allowed!” T-shirt, picturing an evil-looking vampire bat with a red X over it.
 
   Dwight was at a loss for words, because he knew too much that he couldn’t tell them. The bats had followed Sam and Vladmira up from North Carolina, so maybe Sam could send them back? Sam would probably insist that he had no control over what the bats did, but Dwight had realized a long time ago that Sam tended to claim he couldn’t do things in order to duck responsibility, even if it wasn’t necessarily true. He’d have to have a talk with him about it; enraged bird watchers messed with his typical Sunday zen state.
 
   Khalil finished two drinks and brought them over to the counter, face impassive. “Personally, I hope they kill all the bats, every single one of them. Ugly buggers don’t belong here, and if they didn’t want to die, they should have stayed down south where they belong.”
 
   Even Esther seemed slightly put off by Khalil’s antipathy towards the bats. “Oh, well we don’t really want to kill them, they are God’s creatures too of course. We’re just concerned about the environment.”
 
   Khalil smiled and showed his teeth. “The environment will go back to normal as soon as they’re all dead, right?”
 
   “Khalil, can I speak to you in the back for just a minute?” Dwight said through a forced smile. He had a feeling that Khalil wasn’t really talking about the bats at all.
 
   Fortunately, Francesca was there to cover the register for a few minutes, so Dwight could motion Khalil into the break room without much trouble. When he had closed the door and was confident the customers couldn’t hear them, he narrowed his eyes at Khalil.
 
   “What exactly is your problem?”
 
   Khalil shrugged. “I care about the black tern.”
 
   “Yeah, okay,” said Dwight. He wasn’t going to dignify that with any further response. “What are you so mad about?”
 
   Khalil sat down in a plastic chair with a nonchalance that Dwight could tell was entirely forced. “I’m not mad.”
 
   “Then why do you keep talking about killing the bats like you want to do it yourself?”
 
   “It’s like the ladies are saying; they don’t belong here. I want things to go back to normal,” he said, and then looked away. Dwight took a moment to process that.
 
   “You mean, before we knew about demons and vampires. Before there was an entourage.”
 
   Khalil just shrugged.
 
   “Did something happen with Miri last night?” Dwight ventured. At that, Khalil colored.
 
   “It’s not about her! I’m just sick of all this supernatural bull–” Khalil started, then remembered the dangers of cursing.
 
   “–stuff. I don’t know if I want to have to be a part of it anymore…and as long as I’m working here, I can’t get away from it.” He exhaled and looked off to the side, clearly considering what he had just said.
 
   Dwight stepped back and leaned against the sink, putting his elbows on the counter behind him. “So what now? You wanna quit?”
 
   “I don’t know,” said Khalil quietly.
 
   “You want to run back to med school, and make Daddy proud?”
 
   Khalil’s head snapped forward at that “Hey man. That’s below the belt.”
 
   “If you go back to school, he’ll pay your way, right? Tuition, rent, everything?” Dwight leaned further back over the sink. “You should just do it.”
 
   “It’s not about money, okay?” said Khalil, clearly frustrated now.
 
   “It’s not about money for you,” Dwight corrected, pushing forward so he was standing unsupported in front of Khalil. “Far as I can tell, there’re only two people who work here who actually need this job: me, and Francesca.”
 
   Khalil looked away at that, but even without seeing his expression, Dwight knew he’d scored a hit.
 
   “Some of us actually need to work for a living, Khalil, and I don’t have time for your self-pity act. You can do two things: be my assistant manager, and help me and Fran out front like you’re supposed to, or you can get out of here and stop bothering me.” With that, Dwight turned to go. “I’ll give you ten minutes to calm down, and if you’re not ready to be an adult by then, you may as well just leave.”
 
   “Dwight….” Khalil started. He could hear the regret in the younger man’s voice, but he couldn’t afford to soften now.
 
   “Ten minutes, Khalil,” he said, closing the door behind him.
 
   He had come back to the front just in time, since the register had given Fran a code she didn’t recognize and the transaction was being held up. As he helped sort out the usual register confusion, he hoped that his tough-love act had worked, because he really wasn’t prepared to lose Khalil. They were friends, but more importantly, he really did need the help.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   After Cassie had dressed and breakfasted on an oatmeal raisin cookie, the two of them walked to a nearby parklet in Cassie’s neighborhood. The tiny park only had a swing set and a couple of old ride-on toys for toddlers, but it was a place that Cassie had fond memories of. Even when she was too old to play with playground toys, she had spent many a summer afternoon sitting on the swings, reading. For a while, it had been the only place she could walk to by herself.
 
   It was still early Sunday morning, so the park was completely empty. Cassie sat down on her favorite swing, and Miri took the one next to her. For a while she was silent, collecting her thoughts. The sounds of tweeting birds filled the air, and the thought that spring was on the way calmed her.
 
   Miri rocked back and forth gently on her swing. “Are you ready to talk about it now?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Cassie. She took a deep breath.
 
   “So like I said, it was fine, for a while. But then we started getting undressed, and I realized what he was, you know? I was really scared, and he didn’t seem to get why I was scared, which made it worse. I had to get out of there, so I just put my clothes back on and started running. He was trying to say stuff to me but I couldn’t hear him, I just needed to get away.”
 
   She exhaled and looked down at the pebbles between her feet. She expected Miri to take immediate issue with what she had said, but instead the vampire was silent for a few moments.
 
   “What do you mean you ‘realized what he was’?” asked Miri, puzzled.
 
   Cassie flushed. If I had a dollar for every time I blushed or cried lately, I could pay for four years at Harvard.
 
   “You know! Don’t make me say it!”
 
   Miri put her hand on Cassie’s.
 
   “No, I don’t know. I’m not making you spell it out to be a pain. I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about. Please help me understand.”
 
   “H-he,” Cassie started, starting to feel a surge of panic at the memory. “He doesn’t look human, he’s a monster. He’s a demon, Miri! If he was just a guy I think I would have been okay with it, but I couldn’t…it just wouldn’t have….” She trailed off, feeling pathetic.
 
   She closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths, trying to chase the disturbing images from her mind. Miri was thoughtful for a while, just swinging gently back and forth. When she finally spoke, it was in a quiet, gentle voice.
 
   “Cassie, have you ever seen a naked man before?”
 
   Cassie swallowed. “Huh?”
 
   “I mean, have you seen what men look like when they’re fully naked? Your little brother doesn’t count.”
 
   “Um,” Cassie thought, still flushing. “Not exactly.”
 
   “Really?” She could hear the incredulity in Miri’s voice. “Movies, TV, Internet, you’ve never seen a naked guy?”
 
   Cassie turned to Miri, piqued. “Do you know what my Mom would do to me if she caught me looking at stuff with naked guys? Of course not.”
 
   Miri facepalmed. Other than Mike, Cassie had seen very few people literally facepalm in real life. “How can a kid living in the information age be so sheltered? Cassie,” she said, standing up and putting her hands on Cassie’s shoulders. “Physically, there’s nothing weird about Sam. On the outside he’s 100%”—she seemed to rethink that—“Well okay, 99% human. A solid 95%, whatever. In any case, everything you saw was totally normal.”
 
   Instead of flushing, Cassie felt herself pale. “That can’t be normal.”
 
   “Arrgh!” Miri exclaimed, running her hands through her hair. “Don’t they have sex education at that stupid school of yours?”
 
   “Well yeah, but they didn’t show us real pictures of naked people. That was all about showing us what STDs were and telling us to use protection over and over.”
 
   Miri sighed and put her hands on her narrow hips. “I can’t believe this. You freaked after absolutely nothing, made him feel like he was Frankenstein, and I can’t even be mad at you because it’s not even your fault. You couldn’t deal with it because no one’s taught you anything.”
 
   Cassie was still processing what Miri had said. “So wait, you mean what Sam was like when he…when we…all men are like that?”
 
   Miri just looked tired. Cassie doubled over and put her face in her hands.
 
   “Oh my God, I have to apologize to him. I’m such an idiot.”
 
   “You are going to have to explain it to him, at least.”
 
   At that, Cassie felt a wave of dread pass through her stomach. Suddenly, she felt angry that Miri was standing over her, giving orders. Maybe it was just a distraction from her own shame at making such a mess of things, but suddenly, the redheaded vampire seemed like the enemy.
 
   “Well, it’s all well and good for you, isn’t it?” said Cassie, crossing her arms in front of her. “You come out of this looking great.”
 
   Miri’s face remained completely blank at that.
 
   “What?”
 
   Feeling stronger in her anger, she stood up. “You should be thrilled, now you can have him all to yourself. Not that that’s stopped you before.”
 
   There was a pause while Miri processed what Cassie was saying. Then her hazel eyes flashed, and Cassie took an involuntary step back; she could practically feel the anger radiating off of the other woman.
 
   “Oh, you stupid idiot! It was for you, you sheltered little princess!”
 
   “Huh?” said Cassie. For her?
 
   Miri started pacing. “Do you think that Sam’s the type of person who hooks up with lots of people and gets laid? Do you really think so?”
 
   This was going in an unexpected direction. “Uh, well no….”
 
   “He isn’t, you know him, he’s too afraid of hurting other people. And he had no interest in me either.” At that, she turned and looked at Cassie. “Until I pointed out to him that it would be a lot safer for you if at least one of you knew what you were doing.”
 
   Cassie felt numb at that; it was like she’d felt too many emotions in the space of such a short period of time, and now she was fresh out of them. “Wait so…you’re saying that you two were only doing that…because….”
 
   “Even then, he didn’t agree to it right away,” Miri continued. “I think he always thought of himself as above all that. You know how he is. But he knew I was right; guys can be dangerous when they’re inexperienced.”
 
   It made sense. Even when Cassie was convinced that Sam and Miri were intimate, she still hadn’t quite believed it of him. She couldn’t believe he would do such a thing for his own gratification, but she knew he’d go to great lengths to try to protect her.
 
   Still, she couldn’t quite let go of her anger at Miri. “Okay, I believe you, but it all seems awfully convenient. You get to…to be all over him, and then act like you’re doing me a favor? Really?”
 
   Miri smirked and played with a belt loop on her jeans. “Hey look, I’m not saying it’s exactly torture for me. Tall, snarky demons are my type,” she said with a grin that showed a hint of her fangs. “So I’m not going to lie and say I’m being all self-sacrificing here. But the thing is, it really is for the best,” she said evenly.  “He doesn’t want to hurt you, and with that, experience helps a lot.”
 
   Cassie frowned, finally feeling the anger ebb away; as much as she wanted to stay mad at Miri, the vampire was making entirely too much sense. “Is he really that worried about hurting me?”
 
   “Oh hell yes,” said Miri. “He was about as repressed as I’ve ever seen, and when people like that finally let go, let me tell you, they let go hard. He didn’t want you to have to deal with that.”
 
   Cassie blinked. “So…he ‘let go’ with you instead?”
 
   Miri grinned wider, this time showing off her fangs to good effect. “Ohhhhhhh, he did. Want all the gory details? I totally kiss and tell.”
 
   “Oh my God, no!” Cassie said, putting her hands over her ears.
 
   Actually, I kind of do, but I don’t want to hear it from Miri. I think if I had to listen to her explain it, I would literally die of embarrassment.
 
   Miri’s smile faded and she tilted her head nervously. “So, you’ll talk to him? Let him know that you don’t really think he’s a monster? He’s really hurt right now, you know?”
 
   “Okay, okay!” Cassie yelled. “I’ll do it if you promise never to talk about this again.”
 
   “Oh, my innocent little Angelfood cake,” said Miri, putting an arm around Cassie’s shoulders. “Come to think of it, Sam is only the second-most repressed person I know.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   All Sam wanted to do was sleep, but he just kept waking up. He managed to successfully fall back to sleep once earlier in the morning, but by the time the sun was streaming through his bedroom window, he was wide awake for good. But he could think of absolutely nothing he wanted to do, so he stayed in bed, staring up at nothing.
 
   In times past, he could have at least distracted himself by counting the cracks in the ceiling, but this apartment was too newly renovated, and there were no cracks to be found anywhere. Maybe I should move back to Bob’s Motel, he thought. They liked me there, right? I didn’t eat too much of their cereal.
 
   He heard a whooshing noise, and sat up in bed just in time for Vladmira to fly into the room and make a beeline for his shoulder. He grimaced a bit when her tiny claws bit into his skin, but for the most part, he was used to it by now. He moved a finger up to her mouth, which she dutifully nibbled.
 
   “Where have you been, anyway? You missed a chance to fly into Cassie’s pretty hair,” he said. He hadn’t noticed until now, but the little bat had been oddly scarce for the last 24 hours; usually, she swooped through the apartment at least a couple of times a day, and sometimes even slept hanging upside down from his reading lamp. Maybe even she could see the disaster with Cassie coming a mile away, and had given the place a wide berth.
 
   Just then the phone rang, and the sound of it scared Vladmira off his shoulder. He grabbed the phone off the night table, fully expecting it to be Serenus calling to berate him about what a mess he’d made of everything. When he saw that the caller ID said E. Buckley, he raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Eugene?”
 
   “Samuel. I apologize for the disturbance. However, there’s something I need to discuss with you, and I’d prefer not to do it over the phone. Would it be acceptable for me to call on you now?”
 
   “Uh….” Sam’s eyes searched the room. He had been in quite a state last night, and the apartment showed it; he wasn’t eager to show Eugene the mess he’d made of his thoughtfully-furnished new home. “Tell you what, how about I come to you instead? I could use an excuse to get some fresh air.”
 
   Eugene paused before answering. “That is fine. I’m sure Ethan will be happy to see you.”
 
   I don’t understand that kid. If he’s so smart, shouldn’t he know better than to like me? “I’ll be over in about 45 minutes.”
 
   “Excellent,” said Eugene, then hung up.
 
   Sam quickly showered and dressed, glad to be needed for something. If Eugene hadn’t called, he might have just stayed in bed all day. When he brushed his teeth, Vladmira perched back on his shoulder briefly. It was a comical sight: him with a mouth full of toothpaste suds, while his animal familiar grinned at her own reflection in the mirror, flapping her wings to see her double do the same. He found himself smiling almost despite himself.
 
   It was only a ten minute walk to Eugene Buckley’s penthouse, and the abundant sunshine made it a pleasant one. Remembering that he hadn’t eaten, he bought a croissant from a food truck parked outside Eugene’s building, and watched the façade of SilverHawk Games thoughtfully while he ate. Maybe he should buy a little gift for Ethan? He considered it briefly, but decided not to. He didn’t know much about any of Ethan’s card games, and would probably end up getting the wrong thing.
 
   When he rang the doorbell at Eugene’s penthouse, the boy himself opened the door. “Sam!” he exclaimed, and the happiness in his face improved Sam’s mood by several degrees, even as he found it baffling. “Wanna see the awesome deck I’m making?”
 
   “Uh, sure,” said Sam, following the skinny boy through the entryway. When he reached the living room of the penthouse, he stopped and did a double take; Eugene’s apartment had seemingly been colonized by cardboard boxes. Cardboard boxes full of cards. He nearly twisted his ankle tripping on one of them on the way into the room.
 
   Good thing I didn’t get him any more cards. Eugene would have to start storing them inside the piano, because that’s the only place left.
 
   “I’m making a purple/orange deck, and it’s hard because there are so many different models for orange decks online, but nothing for dual-color,” he explained breathlessly. “That’s why some of my cards are out, sorry about the mess.”
 
   Sam’s eyes widened. SOME of his cards? He has more?
 
   Eugene announced his presence by clearing his throat. “I apologize for the mess as well. Normally I wouldn’t let him keep all these boxes out at once, but”— and here his eyes narrowed at Ethan—“he keeps telling me he’s almost done.”
 
   “I am almost done!”
 
   Eugene looked unconvinced, but turned away from the boy and towards Sam. “Will you step into my office?”
 
   Sam nodded and began picking his way through the cardboard obstacle course. Ethan frowned.
 
   “I was going to show him my best deck,” the boy said, and the obvious disappointment in his voice made Sam’s heart ache, just a little bit. He smiled at his young familiar.
 
   “I’ll make sure to see it before I leave,” he said, and Ethan beamed.
 
   Eugene’s office was impressive, decorated with fine paintings and various knick-knacks that looked museum pieces. Miri had told him that Eugene had replicated his office from the Buckley’s New York apartment almost exactly, and Sam had no reason to doubt her. He sat down on the antique bar stool in front of Eugene’s desk, strangely feeling more comfortable than he would in a plush chair. It seemed like the vampire’s tastes somehow suited him.
 
   Eugene sat down and shuffled some papers, seemingly thinking about where to begin. Sam would be patient; Eugene’s thoughts were worth waiting for. Finally, Eugene pulled a manila folder out of a drawer and passed it across his desk to Sam. When Sam opened the folder, inside was a page cut out from a newspaper.
 
   “Have you ever seen this man?”
 
   Sam studied the image. It was full-color, so either it was from a modern newspaper, or it was from the Lifestyles section of an older one. The picture featured a grinning older man in a sleek grey suit, flanked by a pretty young woman in a cocktail dress. The man’s face looked weathered, but in a way that many women probably considered handsome, and he had mischievous blue eyes that made him seem young at heart, despite the grey hair. The caption read O’Donnel Donates Another New Wing To Auburn Hospital.
 
   “No. Who is he?”
 
   Buckley steepled his fingers. “A rather well-connected vampire I know.”
 
   Sam studied the picture more closely. “You really can’t tell from this that he’s a vampire at all, even though he’s showing his teeth.”
 
   “I’m sure Thaddeus would take that as a compliment,” said Eugene. “He contacted me yesterday. He would like to pay a visit to our fair city this week.”
 
   Sam frowned. “Will he be bringing his own food supply?”
 
   “No doubt. Whatever his other flaws, he would never stoop to attacking humans in someone else’s territory; of that, you can be sure.”
 
   Sam handed the manila folder back across the desk. “Sounds like you have a history with this guy.”
 
   “I have more history than I know what to do with.”
 
   Sam frowned. “Correct me if I’m wrong here, but isn’t there no reason to involve me? He’s a vampire, and he wants to visit; unless he makes a nuisance of himself, it’s fine if he deals with the local vampires, meaning you. He shouldn’t merit my personal attention.” Sam felt like an utter windbag saying it, but it was true; knowing who he had to entertain versus those he could safely ignore was of paramount importance. He would be just as happy to entertain no one, but etiquette was too important in politics, and couldn’t be taken lightly.
 
   Carefully, Eugene put the folder away. “Normally, that would be true. Except...” He seemed to struggle for what to say next.
 
   “Come on, Eugene. The suspense is ridiculous.”
 
   “…except, he’s the only living person ever to have attended another blood status hearing. He will be considered an expert witness at your hearing.”
 
   When Sam’s face showed confusion, Eugene continued. “Do you know why half-demons, such as yourself, don’t take the step to become vampires? One would think that it would be useful, to have more than a human lifespan at one’s disposal.”
 
   “Because it doesn’t work. A demon can become a vampire, but loses his magic in the process,” said Sam. He was pretty sure he remembered Serenus telling him that.
 
   “Correct. But we only know that for certain because Thaddeus tested it,” said Eugene. “A few hundred years ago, he made the change hoping that he would be able to keep his abilities as a demon. He was unable to, but since he was dying at the time, he’d had nothing to lose.”
 
   “Interesting,” said Sam, thinking. “To be honest, I’m surprised the court let him live. I would think a vampire running around with all that arcane knowledge would be considered too dangerous.”
 
   “And he is dangerous. But he’s also very, very friendly and charming.” Eugene sighed. “Were it anyone else, they would have been killed the moment they no longer had the power to protect themselves, but he survives. And thrives.”
 
   Sam knitted his brow. “What demon does his clan serve?”
 
   “George Graellen.”
 
   “Ah.” Sam exhaled slowly. “So you’re saying I should give this guy a respectful welcome, otherwise he could make my life difficult at the hearing?”
 
   “Well, in theory, nothing you do at this point should affect his impartial judgment in the service of the court,” said Eugene. “However.” He left the rest unsaid.
 
   “He’s going to want something, and whatever he wants is going to be something I don’t want to give him,” said Sam, starting to get angry again. “There’s no way he’s just going to show up, have a few drinks, say ‘nice entourage you have here’ and go on his merry way.”
 
   “It’s very possible,” Eugene admitted, “But I think you should hear him out, at the very least. If he makes a request, you can always deny it; but if he has a chip on his shoulder because he thinks you didn’t show him the respect he is due, that could be very, very inconvenient for you.”
 
   “I can see where this is going, though. He’s probably going to give me some kind of ultimatum, and if I don’t agree, he’ll really be gunning for me at the hearing. It may be safer not to put myself in that position.”
 
   Eugene leaned forward and spoke quietly, so quietly that Sam had to strain to hear him. “I know it’s not my place to make this decision for you. All I can do is advise. And right now, I strongly advise granting him an audience. It’s possible that what he wants will be something you’re willing to relinquish.”
 
   “I wish I could believe that,” said Sam. He sighed. “Listen, do you mind if I talk to Serenus? I’d like to get his take on this.”
 
   “Not at all, go ahead.”
 
   Sam took his phone out of his pocket and dialed the professor, expecting his oldest friend to greet him with some sly remark that would set his teeth on edge. Instead, the phone rang several times, then there was a prerecorded message that said that the user that Sam was trying to reach was out of range. Sam hung up and frowned, looking at his phone.
 
   “That’s strange. Ser usually answers his phone, and I’m getting a message saying that he’s out of range.”
 
   “Are you concerned for Dr. Zeitbloom’s wellbeing?”
 
   “A little, yes,” said Sam, thinking. “There’s no reason why he should be out of range. He wouldn’t go anywhere without telling me.” Would he?
 
   “If you like, I can send someone to the professor’s apartment to see if anything is amiss.”
 
   Sam turned off his phone and shoved it back in his pocket, getting up off the bar stool as he did so. “Please do. Figures, the one time I actually want his opinion….”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Just by random luck, the week before court was going to be a pain academically. Cassie was going to have a chem test on Tuesday, a calc test on Wednesday, and her Social Studies project was due Friday. While it was a heavy load, it wasn’t anything she couldn’t handle; the project was the real killer, but she already had all of her research materials, so it wasn’t like she was starting from scratch.
 
   She tried to listen to Mr. Golding talking about some kind of experimental play in her first period English class on Friday, but she kept thinking about how she was going to budget her time for her other classes.
 
   Tonight’s all chem study, tomorrow I have DG but I don’t need to study for calc that much so it’s fine, then Wednesday and Thursday can be totally devoted to finishing Soc. Oh, and I have a Health quiz on Thursday, but that’s a joke; I’ll just memorize my answers during lunch right before….
 
   When her attention finally returned to Mr. Golding, she soon realized that her entire plan was screwed.
 
   “…and remember, your Drama Projects are due Friday. See me after school if you need any last-minute suggestions on that,” Golding said, then the bell rang. Cassie was frozen in her seat with panic, so Mike poked her with a pencil eraser.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   She turned sideways in her chair to face him. “Weren’t our Drama Projects due in April?”
 
   Mike smirked at her. “They were, until the midterm when Golding said he was moving them up because we were two weeks ahead. You forget?”
 
   Yes, she had forgotten, and it was awful, because there was no way she could do both projects in the same week. Even though she had a head start on social studies, it would still be time-consuming, and writing English essays always took her a while. The Drama Project was a complicated endeavor involving comparing and contrasting different elements of six different plays, and if she was remembering right, it called for at least four essays.
 
   Seeing the devastation on her face, Mike’s smile faded. “Hey, it’s not the end of the world. You can always pull an all-nighter, if you have to.”
 
   Cassie bit her lip. “Right before court, though?” That was dangerous; she was giddy when she was sleep-deprived. If she went to court after pulling an all-nighter or two, she might say something they would all regret.
 
   Coming to a decision, she began putting her books away. “I’ll talk to Golding after school. I bet he’ll give me an extension.”
 
   Mike slung his backpack over his shoulder, looking skeptical. “I don’t know, he’s been talking about this project forever. He’s probably not going to be too sympathetic that you forgot. Besides….”
 
   “Look, he probably knows that court is this weekend; maybe he’ll give me a break.”
 
   “I’m going with you,” said Miri, popping up from out of nowhere. Cassie didn’t feel inclined to argue.
 
   “Stay nearby, but let me talk to him alone, okay?” Miri nodded at that; Cassie had long since learned that just because Miri wasn’t immediately visible, that didn’t mean she wasn’t being guarded. It took some of sting out of needing to be watched all the time that Miri wasn’t always obvious about it.
 
   The Buckleys were changing up their guarding assignments as well; sometimes, Miri was at the shop while another of the Buckleys stayed near the school. Cassie didn’t know why they were playing games with the schedule, but they were the professional bodyguards; she had other things to worry about.
 
   The rest of the day seemed to crawl, while Cassie stewed in worry over whether or not Mr. Golding would see things her way. He had been a bit chilly to her recently, when he talked to her at all, but she couldn’t really blame him; he had been the target of a particularly nasty spell, and was obviously traumatized. While it wasn’t Cassie’s fault, he probably associated her with his suffering, and she couldn’t really blame him.
 
   Still, he had always seemed like an eminently reasonable man, and she didn’t really see what difference a week’s extension on her project would make anyway. It was worth a shot.
 
   However, when she approached Golding’s office after the final bell had rung, it was clear she wasn’t the only one with the same idea; Madison Clarke had somehow beaten her there.
 
   “So, like, can I have an extension? I want to do the project, but like, I have no ideas for the critical lens essay,” Madison said. She was looking up at Mr. Golding like she wanted to jump into his arms. Cassie wondered if she really needed the extension, or if it was just an excuse to flirt with her favorite teacher.
 
   Golding, however, barely seemed to be paying attention to her. Once Cassie approached the doorframe, she saw his eyes widen in alarm. “Ah, have you tried rereading the ‘Exploring the Critical Lens’ packet? I’m sure that will help you generate some ideas.”
 
   “But I don’t understand the packet,” said Madison with a pouty expression. Cassie had to roll her eyes. Oh, come on.
 
   “How about this: reread the packet tonight, and highlight any parts you don’t understand. Come back for extra help tomorrow, and I will be more than happy to go over it with you. However, I think you will find that you understand more than you think, once you get started.”
 
   “Okay,” said Madison, turning to go. “I still might need an extension though!” Shooting a sly look at Cassie, she took off down the hall. Golding watched her retreating back for a moment and shook his head subtly, sitting down at his desk. He took out some paperwork and began filling it out, seemingly oblivious to Cassie’s presence.
 
   “Don’t tell me that you don’t understand the packet either,” he said, addressing her without looking up.
 
   “I understand the packet. But um, I need to ask for an extension too.”
 
   At that, Golding did look up, with a quizzical expression on his face.
 
   “See, there’s an important meeting of the Western Court this weekend, and I have a lot of other tests and projects and stuff, and I thought that the Drama Project wasn’t due until April, so….” She trailed off.
 
   He looked back down at whatever he was grading. “Balancing school and extra-curriculars is your responsibility, Cassie.”
 
   Cassie was taken aback by that. “Court is not an extra-curricular.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. No extensions on this project, and you need to keep better track of your assignments.”
 
   Cassie’s jaw dropped. She hadn’t necessarily expected him to say yes, but this degree of coldness was surprising. He seemed almost…vindictive. She narrowed her eyes.
 
   “Look, I know you’re mad at Sam because of what he did,” she said, dropping her voice. “And it was wrong. But I had nothing to do with it.”
 
   His pen paused at the mention of Sam’s name, but it was another moment before he looked up at her. And when he did, the intensity in his eyes took her breath away. “You think I’m angry at HIM?”
 
   “Ah…well….”
 
   He tossed his pen aside and stood up, hands on the desk. No more icily professional responses now; now, she’d pissed him off. “I’m afraid of him. I’m angry at you.”
 
   “But I didn’t do anything!”
 
   He looked off to the side for a moment before continuing. “Do you know that there was a time, not so long ago, when I would have killed to have been invited to a session of the Western Court?”
 
   Cassie opened her mouth, then realized she had no idea what to say in response to that and closed it again.
 
   “For years, I served Alphonse Liddell and his clan, and it was a long time before they even allowed me into their library. I never asked to be taken to court, because if I did, they would have laughed at me. Still, when I found out that you had been made a familiar, I felt bad for you,” he said.
 
   “You hadn’t chosen this life, the way I had. I thought maybe I could guide you, help you through the worst of the transition.” He seemed to be looking at something far off in the distance. “What I was too stupid to realize at the time is that you didn’t need my help. You were royalty from the moment you were made a familiar.”
 
   This was all too strange for Cassie. He was jealous of her? Really?
 
   “Have you been paying attention at all? Do you know what demons have tried to do to me?” Cassie had to remind herself to keep her voice down. “They fight over me like a chew toy, and other people get caught up in it! It’s awful.”
 
   But he was lost in his revelry, not really hearing her.
 
   “The fact is, you entered this world from the very top, and you have no idea what it’s like for those of us on the bottom. And yet you come to me for favors,” he said bitterly. “What will I get turned into this time if I say no, hmm? A dog? A sheep?”
 
   “For the last time, that was an accident.”
 
   His sneer at that was downright malicious, anger and fear warping his handsome features.
 
   “Sure it was. And when he gets angry at me for even talking to you and takes revenge, I’m sure that will be considered accidental as well.”
 
   Cassie couldn’t believe the things that were coming out of his mouth. “He would never do that!”
 
   “You know that’s not true.”
 
   Cassie pushed her hair back off her forehead, tired and aggravated. It wasn’t that Golding didn’t have a point, but he was looking at everything in the worst possible way. Why wouldn’t he listen?
 
   “Maybe this is hard for you to believe, but I still have my pride,” he whispered. “I’m not going to become just another obedient vassal for you and your demon. And if I die for it, better that—”
 
   “John! I need you to just STOP—”
 
   Then she felt a weird sensation, somewhere between a hiccup and an electric shock, and the atmosphere in the room had changed. Cassie looked down at the desk and gasped; it seemed that there was no end to Mr. Golding’s troubles.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   At his usual table in the corner of The Daily Grind, Mike shuffled his most recent deck of Sorcery cards, annoyed.
 
   Was the deck good enough to win a tournament? Yes.
 
   Was it good enough to beat Ethan? Not a chance.
 
   He had beaten the kid before, always at informal games at The Daily Grind, but his margin of victory was getting narrower and narrower. Lately, he’d been making excuses not to play because he was afraid he might lose to an 11-year-old, and he was tired of feeling like a coward.
 
   Jay came over to the table and delivered Mike his regular white hot chocolate.  He looked over Mike’s shoulder at the page of recommended deck constructions that he had open on his laptop.
 
   “You’re making a hardcore brown deck?”
 
   Mike took a sip of his hot chocolate, then tabbed down on the page. “Maybe. I need something to beat Ethan. That kid is getting scary good.”
 
   Jay needed to get back to the register, but not before dropping a new piece of information on his friend. “He told me he’s working on an orange-purple deck.”
 
   Mike’s eyes widened at that. “Really? That’s crazy.” Then he did some quick calculations in his head. “And that’s going to hit like a freakin’ freight train.”
 
   Before Mike could sink too deeply into the despair of anticipating his imminent defeat by elementary-schooler, Cassie surprised him by bursting into the shop. She was acting strangely, hunched over and hugging her arms to her stomach like she was protecting something. She was also moving fast, power-walking through the shop.
 
   Mike called after her. “I thought you weren’t on today.”
 
   “I’m not!” she exclaimed as she made her way to the break room door. Mike followed her, feeling slightly guilty. It always felt strange going behind the counter at DG since he didn’t work there, but no one had stopped him yet.
 
   Cassie walked up to the round table in the middle of the break room and unzipped her coat. A familiar rodent hopped off her chest and onto the table.
 
   Mike looked at his bespelled English teacher, eyes wide. “He really should have just given you the extension.”
 
   “I don’t know what happened.” Cassie said, hunching over so she could look more closely at the rat. “We were arguing, and then he was like this all of a sudden. Sam wasn’t even in the room.”
 
   “You mean, someone else turned him into a rat again?” Mike said quizzically.
 
   “I have no idea. I tried calling Sam but um, I don’t think he’s answering calls from me right now.”
 
   Mike was about to ask Cassie why Sam was ignoring her calls, then remembered what little he knew about last weekend and closed his mouth.
 
   Do NOT go there. I would not go there for a million dollars and all the Sorcery cards in China.
 
   They both turned when Dwight walked into the room. He’d been on break when Cassie had arrived, but obviously hadn’t gone far. “Oh God, not this again.”
 
   “Can you call Sam?” Cassie asked. “I need to know whether or not he did this. Because I don’t think he did, but if it wasn’t him, then I’m stumped.”
 
   “Why can’t you…” Dwight started, then noticed Cassie’s pained expression. “Ah, sure. I’ll call him right now.”
 
   He pulled out his cell, hit a button and paced languidly. Mr. Golding mirrored him, pacing back and forth on the surface of the table with the kind of deliberate movement that made it obvious he wasn’t just a rodent. Mike had a strong urge to pick him up and pet him, but resisted. He didn’t think rats were normally supposed to be cute, but there was something adorable about his stuffy English teacher in that fluffy little body. Did rats normally have such bright, intelligent eyes?
 
   “Hey man, you’d better get down here.” Dwight started. Mike heard something muffled on Sam’s side of the connection, then Dwight sighed. “Yeah well, you’d better. Because it’s about a certain rat.”
 
   Sam must not have been far away, because it was barely ten minutes before he opened the door to the break room. His face fell when he saw Mr. Golding on the table.
 
   “I was hoping Dwight was just being facetious,” he said slowly.
 
   At his entrance, Cassie turned away from him and bit her lip. Mike suppressed a sigh.
 
   Don’t go there. Don’t even go there.
 
   Cassie wasn’t the only one unhappy to see him; at Sam’s entrance, Mr. Golding squeaked, jumped backwards to the far end of the table and began shaking like a leaf. This time, Mike didn’t fight the urge to pick the poor thing up. He was afraid Mr. Golding might keep backing away from Sam and fall off the edge of the table in the process. Holding the rat was a little like holding a vibrating cell phone.
 
   “I swear it wasn’t me,” said Sam. “I didn’t even think about this guy today, let alone try to curse him.”
 
   Cassie crossed her arms, still not looking at Sam. “Did you put some kind of timer on the original curse? Like, maybe he reverts back to this form if certain conditions are met, or aren’t met?”
 
   “No, it wasn’t anything that complex.”
 
   “Are you sure?” she asked.
 
   “I know you have zero faith in me, but at least give me credit for knowing how to curse someone,” said Sam bitterly.
 
   Okay. This is going to a bad place, fast.
 
   “We need to call Dr. Zeitbloom,” said Mike. “Figuring out stuff like this is practically his job.”
 
   At that, Sam seemed to lose all his energy. He collapsed into the nearest chair. “I wish we could.”
 
   Cassie and Mike exchanged worried glances.
 
   “He’s taken off without a word. Eugene sent Billingsly to check his apartment and there wasn’t any sign of a struggle, but his phone says he’s out of range and he’s nowhere to be found. He’s just gone.”
 
   Cassie’s eyes looked panicked. “There’s no way he just upped and left us, someone must have taken him. He could be….”
 
   Sam just looked at the floor between his feet. “I don’t know, Cassie. I don’t know anything.”
 
   Mike put Mr. Golding back down on the table; it seemed like the rat had calmed down once he realized that no immediate magical harm was headed his way. “Can’t you do some kind of tracking spell on him or something? Sorry if I’m talking out of my ass about magic, but that sounds like a logical thing to try to do.”
 
   Sam grimaced. “You’re right, as usual, but the person who would know how to do that is Georgette, and the only one who knows how to contact Georgette is Serenus.”
 
   “You could call someone at court and ask for their—” Cassie started, then stopped herself as she came to a realization. “But it was probably someone from court who took him in the first place.”
 
   “Maybe someone doesn’t want Dr. Zeitbloom around during the hearing,” said Mike, continuing Cassie’s thought. Sam just sat looking at the floor, at a loss.
 
   Cassie put her hands in her coat pockets and looked at the rat on the table, expression serious. “Well, we can’t help Serenus if we don’t even know how to look for him. But we can turn Mr. Golding back, at least.”
 
   Sam leaned forward and rubbed his eyes. “Not today, we can’t.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Do you think it’s been a fun couple of days for me?” Sam asked, and Cassie colored. “I don’t feel good, and I’ve been having a “bad magic day,” for lack of a better term. I don’t want to try turning him back when I might screw it up and leave him half-changed.”
 
   There was silence for a few moments as everyone processed that. For once, Mr. Golding seemed to agree with Sam, because he shook his tiny head vigorously. 
 
   “You should know, I was busy defending you when this happened.”
 
   “Don’t do me any favors, Cassie.”
 
   “You two, you’re getting carried away,” said Mike, looking back and forth from one to the other. Both Sam and Cassie were wearing expressions like death warmed over. “Okay, Serenus going missing is a big problem, I admit that. But the rat situation isn’t that bad. All Sam needs is some R&R, and in another day or two Mr. Golding will be back to normal.”
 
   Sam continued his intense study of the floor. “I hope so, but I just don’t have a lot of confidence in my own abilities right now, Mike.” At that, Cassie blushed bright crimson and began her own in-depth study of the floor tiles.
 
   I kind of hate these two right now, Mike thought.
 
   The door opened, and Dwight poked his head back into the break room. “Eugene’s here. What’s this I hear about another gang of vampires coming to my shop tomorrow night?”
 
   Sam turned his eyes up towards heaven. “That’s right, I have even more good news for everyone.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Going to The Daily Grind late at night for some kind of after-hours vampire powwow was starting to feel normal. Cassie sat with her arms crossed at one of the café tables, trying to adjust the black dress into place. It had seemed to fit her much better in the store. Next to her, Miri was also wearing basic black, a simple A-line dress that Cassie had never seen on her before. It seemed oddly conservative for the vampire that normally wore skirts that just barely covered her rear end. Even Ethan was dressed up, wearing an adorable little navy blue suit with a red tie while he played cards with Mike and Jay. Cassie was sure Eugene spared no expense on his ward’s attire.
 
   Cassie drummed her fingers on the table, impatient. She wanted to get this over with so she could go home and go to sleep, but she wasn’t that eager to meet this vampire, either.
 
   “We really should find a better place to hold these things,” said Cassie finally, breaking the silence. Their formal wear looked incongruous in the shop. Miri looked unimpressed with the idea.
 
   “Where else are we going to go at midnight on a Tuesday? I guess we could rent out a room at a bar, but half of you aren’t old enough to drink.”
 
   “Technically, you aren’t old enough to drink either,” Cassie retorted, but she was cut off by Khalil coming to stand behind Miri’s chair. Gently, he hugged her from behind. She made an irritated face.
 
   “That’s funny, it almost feels like there’s someone touching me,” she said.
 
   “I’m sorry. I was wrong. Please don’t eat me.”
 
   At that, she cracked a small smile. “I thought you wanted me to eat you?”
 
   He grinned and gave her a peck on the cheek. “The confusion tactic worked! I got her talking to me!”
 
   “What have I missed?” asked Cassie.
 
   “Are you really sorry?” Miri asked in a small voice. She reached up and tugged on one of his coat sleeves.
 
   “Yeah. Which doesn’t mean I’m okay with everything, but I know I was wrong,” he said. “I want to talk about it with you, not yell at you like some—”
 
   At that, Miri stood up and kissed him. He put his hands on her back and pulled her close, pushing her chair out of the way with his leg. Cassie poked at Khalil’s side.
 
   “Hey, Ethan’s here!” she said. “Could you please keep it PG?”
 
   “I’ve seen kissing before!” said Ethan defiantly from across the room.
 
   Just then, Aeka and Nyesha walked in, both dressed impeccably in silver evening gowns. Cassie turned her face away; it almost physically hurt to look at Aeka, and not just because she knew the blond girl was far more beautiful than she was. She had lied to Aeka in North Carolina, saying they would go back to the sea together…something that probably wasn’t even possible, but she had been desperate at the time. She’d have done anything to get Aeka to help Sam kill his attackers, and it had worked like a charm…only now, she was afraid that the girl who was like a spiritual sister to her would never, ever forgive her.
 
   Ethan smiled at the sight of them. “You both look really pretty!” he said. Then a line appeared on his forehead, as though something had just occurred to him. “Um, Cassie and Miri also look very pretty.”
 
   “Thanks,” Cassie and Miri said in unison, without much enthusiasm.
 
   “It begins,” said Mike, ruffling his fingers through Ethan’s dyed-black hair. “Now you get to see how much fun it is to have to watch everything you say around women like a hawk.”
 
   “Don’t put sexist garbage in his head! Khalil, you tell him,” said Miri, hugging Khalil around the waist.
 
   “I am not involved and have no opinion,” he replied, his face a study in blankness. Miri frowned and straightened his tie with a yank that made him grimace slightly.
 
   Sam came in from the back, wearing the black suit he’d last worn at court. Cassie supposed he only had one.
 
   “Is Mr. Golding happy in his cage?” She asked icily. She couldn’t believe he had put the poor man back in the rat cage again.
 
   “There’re too many people here tonight. If he runs around loose, someone might step on him,” Sam said, adjusting his gloves. “I want to know where he is at all times.”
 
   There were a lot of them. With Nyesha’s arrival, the entire Buckley clan was there, including Eugene. Cassie and Ethan were familiars, so of course they had to be front and center. Jay, Mike, Dwight, and Khalil were there in the capacity of human members of the entourage. And Aeka was…something. The bottom line was, O’Donnel probably knew something about her, so if she was missing, he might take it as a slight.
 
   “The only one missing is Serenus,” Cassie said sadly. Miri put a comforting hand on her shoulder.
 
   “I wouldn’t worry too much about him. That man is far too valuable to kill,” said Eugene from his place in the back of the room with his vampire sons. “You’ll see him again, and soon, I’d wager.”
 
   Eugene’s words comforted her a little, but in truth, she wasn’t really afraid of Serenus being killed. There were just so many things someone could do to you without killing you…she shuddered at the thought.
 
   The door swung open with a jolt, and the man with laughing blue eyes sauntered into the shop, a pretty brunette at his side.
 
   “Finally, we made it! You wouldn’t believe the flight we’ve had.”
 
   Before Cassie was conscious he had moved, Eugene was across the room, shaking the other vampire’s hand. “Thaddeus, so good to see you again. And the lovely Arianna.”
 
   “Please, call me Tad,” said Tad, grinning. “That goes for all of you as well, life is too short to stand on ceremony.” He clapped Eugene on the back, which Eugene accepted with a friendly stiffness.
 
   Sam cleared his throat, walking forward to meet Tad down the center aisle. “I’m Samuel Andrews; welcome to my city,” he said, sounding more gracious than Cassie would have predicted. “This is my—”
 
   “Of course, everyone knows who you are,” said Tad, pumping Sam’s hand in an energetic handshake. “I thank you kindly for your hospitality, it means a lot to me.”
 
   Spouting more pleasantries, he quickly brushed past Sam to make his way toward Cassie. Cassie quickly stood up and took his offered hand. Instead of giving her a handshake like she expected, he went down on one knee and kissed her hand.
 
   “I never thought I would see such a marvelous witch again in my lifetime. It is a true privilege to make your acquaintance,” he said, overflowing with old-world charm.
 
   “Thank you…Tad,” said Cassie, but she knew her smile was a little forced. Was he just talking in general terms, or did he think she was already a witch? If he couldn’t tell that she was still only a familiar, she wasn’t going to tell him. No one else corrected him, either.
 
   Tad also shook Miri’s hand. “Miriam, lovely to see you again. You know, half the vampires on the East Coast are still pining for you.”
 
   Miri grinned, and returned the mischief in Tad’s eyes with some of her own. “Are you including yourself in that, Tad?”
 
   “Put a finger on Eugene’s little girl, are you kidding? I’m too young to die again!” he said, winking at Eugene.
 
   He went to everyone in turn, introducing himself with great vigor. He was quick to laugh, and never seemed to stop smiling. What surprised Cassie was that he even knew all about the human entourage members like Dwight and Khalil, going so far as to be familiar with Dwight’s music. The woman, Arianna, stayed by the entrance, but smiled graciously at everyone. Cassie wondered what her story was.
 
   As pleasant as he was, Cassie felt her stomach twist with nervousness. This was going entirely too well; there was no way he had really just dropped by to say hi and shake their hands. The fact that he was alone was also curious; she had expected him to have other vampires, members of his clan, with him. Why would he come by himself, with only the silent woman for support? Was he trying to prove something: that he was strong enough to enter a demon’s stronghold without obvious protection?
 
   She could tell that Sam was thinking similar thoughts when she caught his eye. Whatever problems existed between them, she knew they would present a united front where outsiders were concerned.
 
   I don’t like this any more than you do. But I will not be the first one to turn hostile.
 
   She blinked in surprise at the sound of his voice in her head. It had been a while since he’d done that. Still, she gave a barely perceptible nod.
 
   The last person Tad went to fawn over was Aeka. “And here she is! I kept hearing rumor upon rumor saying that the Son of Sammael had added the most beautiful, angelic looking girl to his entourage, but I assumed they were all exaggerations.” He knelt in front of Aeka and reached for her hand as well. “But I see now that she is every bit as lovely as they say.”
 
   “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” said Aeka when Tad kissed her hand. It sounded forced, robotic; Eugene had probably told her exactly what phrases to say and when.
 
   However, when he had finished kissing her hand, Tad stayed kneeling in front of Aeka. He studied the girl, seemingly drinking in the sight of her with those always-laughing eyes.
 
   “Ah, but as much as they love to talk about you, my darling, no one seems to know quite what you are. Are you a witch? A familiar? Surely she can’t be a baseline human now,” he said, inclining his head to Sam.
 
   Sam’s expression was carefully neutral. “She is human. She was a familiar, but lost her power, so I took her in.”
 
   Cassie thought that was a smart answer; close enough to the truth that it wouldn’t contradict whatever Tad had already heard, but missing all the things they definitely did not want this vampire to know.
 
   Tad looked puzzled. “A familiar who lost her power? Who’s ever heard of such a thing?”
 
   “It’s quite mysterious to us as well,” said Eugene. He was starting to look uncomfortable with the attention Tad was giving to Aeka, and seeing Eugene look uncomfortable made Cassie doubly worried.
 
   “What a shame. Tell you what,” he said, finally rising to his feet. “Why don’t you let me make her one of mine? It beats the alternative.”
 
   There was a moment of silence as everyone in the room seemingly held their breath, including those who didn’t need to breathe.
 
   “What…alternative?” said Sam. He was trying to hide his agitation, but not doing a very good job.
 
   Tad yawned. “Death, of course. I don’t need magic to see that this one isn’t long for this world,” he said, gesturing at Aeka with a thumb. “She simply has no will to live. Let me take her back with me to Miami, she’ll have a whole new life filled with sunshine. I’m adamant that someone should enjoy it, though I can’t.”
 
   “I’m afraid I’ll have to refuse your kind offer,” said Sam in a monotone. “She stays here.”
 
   Tad chuckled and looked at Sam like he was an overindulged child. “Oh, it’s not like I’m being unreasonable and asking you for your Cassandra! This girl is not your familiar or your lover, is she? She’s nothing to you. And surely you were prepared to offer me a souvenir to remember my trip by,” he said. Then something seemed to occur to him and he crossed his arms, inclining his head towards the woman at the door.
 
   “If you’d prefer to trade, I’d be happy to give you Arianna in exchange. I’m sure it would be helpful for Cassie to have another witch around the place.”
 
   Cassie’s eyebrows shot up at that. Arianna was a witch? She’d figured the silent companion for either a human or a vampire; the fact that the vampire had a witch at his disposal was disturbing. Usually only demons had witches….
 
   Sam had entered that calm state; that place he went before bodies started flying. Cassie wondered if Tad even knew the danger he was in.
 
   “Mr. O’Donnel, I don’t know what you’ve been told about me. But I don’t buy, trade or sell, people.”
 
   Tad’s eyes wandered back to Aeka’s face. “No, you don’t. You take them from others and give nothing in return.”
 
   Sam took a step towards Tad, only to be stopped by Eugene’s hand on his shoulder. “You forget yourself, Thaddeus. You are in the presence of the Son of Sammael. You are in no position to be making demands.”
 
   “Which is why I’m only asking for the most minor of tribute,” Tad said stretching his arms wide. “A human in exchange for a skilled witch is a great deal; my host makes out like a bandit here. And all because this is a beauty that should never be tarnished!” He took a quick step towards Aeka and lifted her chin with his hand. “This face—”
 
   Aeka moved so fast that Cassie only fully realized what had happened later; at first, all she saw was the ribbon of blood across Tad’s throat. Her mind processed other bits and pieces one at a time: Tad, gurgling and holding his throat, for even though he was a vampire, he wasn’t immune to pain—or shock. Aeka, her face expressionless, a few drops of blood marring her perfect gown. 
 
   But Aeka wasn’t done; after opening the vampire’s throat from ear to ear with the boxcutter, she jammed the blade into his Adam’s apple, all the way up to the hilt.
 
   The girl had used the force from jumping out of her chair to open his throat, and her downward momentum to bury the blade in her victim. It had all taken less than a second.
 
   While Tad made pathetic, tortured sounds, everyone’s eyes watched him, horrified. Even Eugene looked to be at a total loss.
 
   Cassie put her hands on her ears as a loud thunderclap threatened to rip her skull apart, but there was no escaping the sound. After taking a few seconds to catch her breath, and feeling her arms explode into goosebumps at the sudden chill, she realized that Sam had frozen time.
 
   Tad was frozen in place, individual particles of bloody froth suspended in midair around his butchered throat. Ariana was frozen too, but in her case, it made little difference. Everyone else in the room was unaffected.
 
   Khalil broke the silence first, walking towards Tad’s body and examining it as he would a wax statue. “Well damn, that went south awful fast. The hell do we do now?”
 
   “Is time frozen? Is this a time freeze?” said Ethan in excited tones, then Cassie paled as she realized that the boy must have seen Aeka savage the vampire’s throat. Eugene shushed the boy, and stroked the back of his head.
 
   Sam was holding his head like he had a pounding headache. “I…I think I did it again. Too big an area. I might have frozen…everything.”
 
   Cassie felt sick to her stomach. At first, she thought it was just horror at the thought that Sam could have frozen time everywhere, but as the feeling grew, she realized it wasn’t natural. She was being pulled, from the inside out, and there was nothing she could do about it.
 
   She tried to scream, but before she could open her mouth, something seemed to twist her inside out and she didn’t know where her mouth was anymore. When she finally regained a sense of herself, and felt that all her parts were in the right places, a little girl with messy black hair was tugging on her hand.
 
   “Mommy! Daddy come and see, I got Mommy!”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Cassie swayed, unsteady on her feet. She appeared to be in someone’s backyard; a cluttered patio took up about half the yard, and there was a swingset to her right. It was warmer than where she had been last, clearly spring or summer, and the trees that rimmed the yard were full of white blossoms.
 
   The little girl continued to tug on her hand, and when Cassie didn’t move beyond swaying some more, she threw her arms around Cassie’s waist and jumped up and down.
 
   “Daddy come down, it’s Mommy!” she cried again.
 
   Okay, even for my life lately, this is weird.
 
   “What is it?” called a familiar voice, and Sam walked out the backdoor and onto the patio. Only it wasn’t Sam; something was different, something was wrong. Though the only physical difference that she could see was the lightest whisper of silver peeking through blond hair at his temples, she could immediately tell that he wasn’t the man she knew. His features looked exactly the same, yet he looked older, somehow. Tired.
 
   When Sam (whatever version of him it was) saw her, he paused and paled as though he’d seen a ghost. He looked at her in disbelief for several seconds while the little girl continued to cheer and dance in front of Cassie.
 
   “Daddy, see? I told you! I told you I could bring Mommy back!” She ran from Cassie to her father, and put her arms around his legs. “There was a biiiiiiiig knot, and I pulled the knot, and Mommy fell out!”
 
   With obvious difficulty, Sam took his eyes off of Cassie’s face and looked at the little girl. He knelt so he was at eye level with her, holding her firmly by the shoulders. “Corianne, you promised. You promised not to do any more magic without telling me.”
 
   The child struggled in his arms, frustrated. “But look, it’s Mommy!” She pointed in Cassie’s direction, and Cassie got a good look at her face for the first time. The girl had very familiar blue eyes; the same ones she saw staring back at her from the mirror every day. She felt her body go numb.
 
   “That is not your mother,” said Sam, with a vehemence that frightened Cassie. “You shouldn’t have done this, Cor. You broke your promise, and now you have to be punished.”
 
   “But Da-ad—” Corianne started.
 
   “Go to your room, now!” Sam bellowed. Cassie winced that he was yelling in the girl’s face. Corianne’s lip started to tremble, and Cassie could tell she would start crying any second.
 
   “Idiot! I hate you!” Corianne yelled, then she ran back into the house, sobs escaping as she ran.
 
   Sam sighed and rubbed his temples. Then he took a deep breath and looked over at Cassie, as though afraid she might have disappeared in the interim.
 
   “She really did it,” he said quietly. “I’m sorry. Corianne…my daughter can see specific places in time, and the easiest places for her to see are the places where I’ve already touched it. She calls them “knots,” and sometimes she pulls at the knot to see what happens. She’s pulled out an old toy, and once even a cat that had died.” He swallowed, looking pained. “If I had any idea that she would do this, I would never have left her magic free….” He seemed to lose track of what he wanted to say and just looked at her, with that same fascinated expression that frightened her.
 
   Cassie took a shaky step forward. “So this is really the future,” she said in awe.
 
   He took a step back; it was as though he thought she was a deer in the woods, and if he got too close, he might frighten her away. “To you, yes.” He seemed to catch himself backing away from her and shook his head, fortifying himself. He took a few steps toward her and offered her his arm, which she gratefully took; she was still very unsteady on her feet.
 
   He directed her back to the house, this Sam she didn’t know. “How old are you now?”
 
   “17,” said Cassie.
 
   He took a deep breath and then exhaled. “My God,” he said quietly. “Let’s sit you down inside and get you something to drink, and then we’ll see about sending you back where you belong.” 
 
   He led her through the basement, up the stairs and to the living room, where he helped her sit down on an overstuffed couch. He walked out of the room for a moment, presumably to get her a drink, and Cassie took stock of her surroundings. The house was furnished like Sam’s current apartment; sparse, but what little was there seemed expensive. 
 
   The only knick knack in view was a picture in a silver frame on the end table next to her. She picked it up, unable to help her curiosity. It was a family picture taken at the beach. She recognized Corianne, although she was younger; a toddler in a sunhat, fidgeting in her mother’s arms. Cassie recognized herself as the mother, only in the picture, her hair had grown into long black ringlets. The Sam in this picture was different, beaming as he held his wife and child. She’d never seen such a warm smile on his face.
 
   Because that was when he was still happy. What happened to me? What’s going to happen to me?
 
   Sam paused when he came back and saw her studying the photo, but didn’t say anything. He was holding a soda can and a glass with ice. “I don’t know if you’ll like it, but this is my wife’s favorite drink,” he said, placing both the can and the glass on the end table beside her. Cassie didn’t recognize the brand of soda, but when she poured it, she could tell from the smell that it was a kind of super-sweet cherry cola.
 
   “Your wife has good taste,” she said, then proceeded to gulp the soda down quickly. Apparently time travel could make you thirsty.
 
   The corners of his mouth picked up into a small smile when she downed the soda. “Want another?”
 
   “Yes, please?”
 
   In another few moments he was back with a second can of soda, which she also finished. After that, she began to feel almost human again.
 
   “So. You and I got married, and then we had a little girl.”
 
   He didn’t say anything, just looked at her.
 
   “And then I died.”
 
   He still didn’t respond, but his eyes took on a faraway expression. She leaned forward on the couch, a strange excitement coming over her.
 
   “Tell me. Maybe if you tell me how I died, I’ll be able to do something about it.”
 
   “Or maybe you die because I told you. There are never easy answers with this,” he said. “What were you doing when you were pulled here?”
 
   “Um,” Cassie started, feeling lightheaded. It had only been a few minutes, but it had also been years and years ago, and it was like she could feel that juxtaposition on some level she couldn’t explain. “We were…meeting with a vampire, at DG. Thaddeus O’Donnel. Calls himself Tad.”
 
   “Ah,” said Sam, resting his chin on the tops of his hands. “I remember that. I also don’t remember you being gone, so we must have sent you back at the exact instant that you left.” He knit his brows at that. “I should be able reverse whatever Corianne’s done, but I’d rather wait until she calms down and have her do it herself; I’m trying to get her used to undoing her own spells, rather than cleaning them up for her. I’ll supervise her of course, to make sure you’re safe.”
 
   Cassie nodded, as though it was totally normal to be discussing magical discipline with your daughter’s future father in a world where you were already dead.
 
   “Tad O’Donnel, let’s see,” said Sam, getting up and pacing his living room. “That was right after that wonderful evening when I tried to sweep you off your feet for the first time.” He smiled that same sad smile. “Of course, I do remember picking you up and taking you to the bedroom in my arms, so at least I got the sweeping part right.”
 
   The familiarity of Sam’s speech patterns seemed to have an effect on her that even seeing Corianne hadn’t, because for a second, she felt like she couldn’t breathe.
 
   Sam really is my husband. We really do get married, we really do have a little girl. And that means I really do….
 
   He rushed to her side when he heard her gasp. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I think so,” she said when she could breathe again. “It’s just, it’s so much to take in.”
 
   She waited for him to move away from her after she recovered from her panic attack, but he didn’t. When she looked at his face, he was staring directly at her, like he still couldn’t believe that she was there. When she drew back, startled, he moved away.
 
   “I’m sorry…I know you’re not really my wife. I know you’re someone else, the person she was before…you’re someone else. But, what’s making it so hard is that, well…she didn’t age much before she died. She didn’t have time. So you look so much the same…”
 
   She realized that she had a death grip on her soda can. “Tell me how I died.”
 
   “No,” he said quietly. She could tell he wouldn’t budge.
 
   “Then…tell me about Corianne,” she said, realizing that something had been bothering her ever since she’d learned that the little girl had performed the spell. “How can she be a witch? She’s still so little…”
 
   He seemed relieved to talk about his daughter instead of her, and went back to his seat on the couch. “Cor seems to defy all of our categorizations,” he said. “She’s simultaneously demon, witch, and maybe angel. All we know is, she was born with her powers active, and it’s like nothing anyone has ever seen.”
 
   Cassie considered that for a moment. “It’s got to be hard to raise a kid like that,” she mused. “Especially as a single parent.”
 
   He let out a hoarse laugh at that. 
 
   “The Western Court, though,” she said, thinking out loud. “They can’t like it that a girl has so much power. They’re so used to it being an all-boys club. Have they tried to….”
 
   “Hurt her? No. I’m fending off marriage proposals every day as we speak.”
 
   Cassie gasped at that. “Marriage proposals! But she’s a little kid!”
 
   “I know, she’s only four. She made her debut at court at the age of two; they call her The Little Queen.” He said. Through the weariness, through the grief, was that pride in his voice?
 
   “With how strong she is already, even at this age, the prediction is that she’ll have the most powerful magic on earth when she grows up. Everyone is trying to make a good impression, hoping that they can join their line to hers and rule the future.” He sighed. “I’m just worried how long I can control her.”
 
   “Maybe…it’s not about control,” she said slowly. “Maybe you’re worrying too much about controlling her, when you really should just love her.”
 
   She didn’t think he was really angry at her, but there was definitely something dark in the look he shot her. “No. You don’t get to do that. You don’t get to die, then tell me how to raise our child from beyond the grave.”
 
   “It’s not beyond the grave for me,” she said quietly.
 
   There was a long silence, though not an uncomfortable one. It was like they both mutually realized just how much stood between them, how hard it was to have anything like a normal conversation. Eventually, Sam stood up.
 
   “I’m going to see if Cor’s calmed down a bit. Maybe we can fix this now,” he said quietly, and left her alone in the room.
 
   She hugged her knees, sad. She felt sorry for him, this future husband of hers who suffered after her death. She was scared that she was going to die too, but that was almost too abstract to wrap her mind around; it didn’t seem real. But Sam’s pain was right in front of her.
 
   Maybe I should stop trying to work with him. Maybe I should be mean and horrible to him, even more than I am already, then he’ll never fall in love with me and this will never happen. None of this will happen.
 
   Sam came back down the stairs and stood in front of her, hands on his hips. “She cried herself to sleep,” he said, looking past her, out the window. “Do you mind waiting until she wakes up? I still think it’s important for her to undo the spell herself.”
 
   “Uh, okay. I guess I’m not really in a hurry.”
 
   There was a pause.
 
   “No. You’re not, are you.”
 
   Something about the way he said that bothered her. He continued looking out the window. “I wonder: as long as we put you back right when you left, does it matter how long you stay? A day, a month, a year?”
 
   Cassie’s breath caught in her throat.
 
   “You could stay for a while and watch Corianne grow up. Take back some of the time that was stolen from you,” he said, dropping his hands to his sides and balling his fists. “There’s no reason why you can’t stay here. With us.”
 
   “Sam, no. I don’t belong here.”
 
   “But where else do you belong, if not with your family?” he said. He sounded so calm, so eminently reasonable, that it sent a chill through her. There was a melodiousness to his voice in this incarnation that she’d never heard before; like he was used to making grand speeches. This version of him, this man she didn’t know, clearly was used to getting what he wanted.
 
   Instead of sitting down across from her on the couch, he sat down next to her, putting his arm over her shoulders and pulling her close. “It’s alright, Cass. It’s alright, you’re safe with me.”
 
   “Look at me! This is wrong, I don’t belong here, I belong in the past, remember? Sam—!”
 
   He pulled her into his lap, and before she could take a breath he was caressing her and leaving gentle kisses on her neck. His hands had gotten more skilled and dexterous in the intervening years, but instead of making her feel good, it drove her even further into a panic.
 
   “No, this is wrong! I’m saying no! Let me go!”
 
   I’m sorry. I don’t think I can.
 
   “No. Get your hands off me, I am NOT your wife! I don’t love you!”
 
   I’m sorry.
 
   He pulled her close one final time, and then everything was gone again.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Cassie didn’t feel the same sickening pulling sensation when she reappeared back in The Daily Grind as when she had left. Instead of being turned inside out, it was more like she blinked and everything had changed; one minute she was on the couch with Sam, and the next she was back in the shop, standing near the grotesquely frozen body of Tad O’Donnel.  She shook her head; her future husband had probably been more gentle in placing her back in time than Corianne had been pulling her out of it.
 
   Thank heavens for small favors.
 
   Miri whirled her around to face her, which made her a little dizzy. “What happened?”
 
   “Nothing,” said Cassie blankly. If she was going to try to explain this at all, it wasn’t going to be here and now.
 
   Miri was looking at her in confusion. “It was almost like you…flickered...” she said slowly.
 
   Cassie glanced over at Sam to see if he had noticed, but he was cradling his head and didn’t seem to be hearing anything. He took a deep breath.
 
   “Listen, I’m going to try reversing…to before he had…yes. Aeka, don’t cut him this time,” he growled.
 
   Aeka was still standing in front of the time-locked vampire, holding the boxcutter in her bloody hand like she was itching to use it again. “If he doesn’t want me to cut him, then he mustn’t touch me,” she said in a sing-song tone. Sam looked at her and grimaced.
 
   “I’ll handle it,” said Eugene, stepping forward. “Do it now Samuel, before the strain becomes—”
 
   The room seemed to blur, and Cassie’s ears popped. When her vision focused, Tad was standing in front of Aeka again, gesturing with his arms theatrically.
 
   “—human in exchange for a skilled witch is a great deal; my host makes out like a bandit here,” the smiling vampire was saying. “And all because this is a beauty that should never be—”
 
   At that, Eugene came up behind him and dragged him backwards, well out of Aeka’s reach. Tad’s pleasant smile quickly turned to an expression of rage.
 
   “Excuse me?” he said, pulling his arm out of Eugene’s grip with an exaggerated motion.
 
   “Please excuse the rudeness, old friend, but I’m afraid Miss Aeka does not enjoy being touched,” Eugene said.
 
   While they were talking, Cassie slowly maneuvered her way to Sam’s side. If things got violent (again), he might need her help.
 
   “I was only complementing her,” said Tad, his blue eyes flashing with anger. “I don’t understand this. I’m a guest, I make an entirely reasonable request, and I’m being treated as though I were some…miscreant.” He scowled at the room in general. “You should all be ashamed of yourselves.” 
 
   “I already told you,” said Sam. “I don’t trade in people. Ask me for something inanimate, and maybe I’ll be able to accommodate you.”
 
   Tad’s smile was back, only it wasn’t friendly this time. “And what do you have to offer me in this dull little city? The old soda plant? The pollution?”
 
   “Actually, neither of those are mine to give you either,” said Sam dryly. “But you’re getting warmer.”
 
   Tad looked at Sam as though he were a simpleton. “I cannot believe this. Can you not read between the lines here? Without my help, you have maybe a week left in this world. You must have some idea what happened to the last person who was the subject of a blood status hearing.”
 
   Sam was silent at that, just watching the vampire, wary.
 
   “Let’s bring this farce to its conclusion,” said Tad, looking around the room as though taking stock. “I can see that you won’t budge on the human girl, but I’m willing to compromise. I would also accept her,” he said, pointing to Nyesha. The woman just looked at him coolly; she was too accustomed to being bartered around like a prize to be shocked, but Cassie knew that the idea was frightening to her, even if she wasn’t showing it.
 
   “If all else fails, I would even take him,” he said, pointing at the table where Jay and Mike were sitting. Jay, who had been silent for the whole event, looked back and forth furiously to see who Tad was referring to. His eyes widened to the size of saucers when he realized that the vampire was pointing to him.
 
   “I like those big brown eyes. I can make use of a boy who looks so innocent,” said Tad in a voice that chilled Cassie.
 
   That’s it, thought Cassie. You can threaten me, threaten Sam, threaten the vampires, and that’s just business as usual. But now he’s bringing Jay into it? This guy needs to die.
 
   “You say that Sam has a week left,” said Cassie. Her voice sounded strong and resonant, surprising even her. “But right now, you’ve got much less, unless you back the hell off.”
 
   Tad grinned at her and whistled through his teeth. “Threats, now? You let your witch dictate such things, Son of Sammael?”
 
   “Cassie speaks for me,” Sam said, then gave her a sidelong glance. “In this instance, anyway. I suggest you leave now.”
 
   Tad shook his head, disgusted. “You’re just going to send me out the door, with nothing?”
 
   “Looks that way,” said Sam.
 
   Tad’s nostrils flared. He wasn’t stupid enough to try to fight Sam, Cassie could sense that, but he was about to give them all a serious piece of his mind before he stormed out.
 
   But before he could open his mouth to begin his tirade, they were all distracted by the sound of the break room door opening. Mike came back into the room, holding the rat against his chest.
 
   Cassie’s eyes widened. When did Mike slip into the back? And what the hell is he doing with Mr. Golding?
 
   “Mike, what are you doing?” asked Sam. His tone was more akin to “What have you done!?”
 
   “I don’t mean to overstep, but I think you’re all overlooking something,” said Mike, sounding more respectful and serious than Cassie had ever heard him. “Look at this rat; it’s really a person,” he said, setting Mr. Golding down on a café table.
 
   Still angry, but clearly curious, Tad took a few steps towards the table. At first he looked skeptical, but then his eyes widened. “It is, isn’t it? Those are human eyes.” He licked his lips, obviously reassessing the situation. “Prove it. Prove to me there’s really a human mind in there.”
 
   “Mr. Golding,” Mike began, “What is two times three?”
 
   The rat looked at Mike for a long moment, and Cassie imagined that Mr. Golding was thinking of all the terrible things he planned to do to Mike once he had his human form back. But still, he looked towards Tad and banged his tail on the table in sequence. Six times.
 
   “And what letter does Cassie’s name start with?” Tad added. “Bang your tail once for A, twice for B…”
 
   Golding quickly banged his tail three times.
 
   Tad was so pleased, he seemed to forget his anger for a moment. “It is a human in there after all! What an exquisite curse!” he exclaimed. He looked past the rat towards Sam. “How long did it take you to perfect this?”
 
   Sam was obviously taken aback. “No time at all. I just kind of did it,” he said, his eyes searching Mike’s. Cassie realized that he was trying to read Mike’s mind to figure out what was going on. To the best of her knowledge, he could only read the minds of his familiars, but she couldn’t be sure.
 
   Tad stood back and put his hands in his pockets, processing that. Mike leaned forward and spoke to him quietly.
 
   “Think about what this could mean for The Lupine Project, if you have someone on hand who can change people this well, this easily,” he said.
 
   Tad looked at Mike with interest, perhaps for the first time. “Who are you that you know about The Lupine Project, boy?”
 
   Mike shrugged. “Just a hacker who found some stuff online that he shouldn’t have.”
 
   “Interesting,” said Tad. He started to reach for the rat, but Mike scooped Mr. Golding up in his arms.
 
   “Uh, we can’t let you have this one, but you see what I’m saying here.” He cocked his head in Sam’s direction. “You don’t want to kill the goose that laid the golden egg.”
 
   “No, I see your point,” said Tad. His mouth became a hard line. “I will leave empty-handed for today, because as this boy knows, there are larger factors in play. But remember this, my friend,” he said, narrowing his eyes to blue slits. “I was invited into your home as a guest, and you insulted me and denied me several requests. But I take no action against you, nor do I demand recompense. Perhaps you should keep that in mind if I ask you for a favor someday.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   Tad looked at Sam for a few more seconds, considering, then turned his back to him. “Arianna, we leave.” He walked to the dark haired woman, put an arm around her waist, and made for the door. With one puzzled glance over his shoulder, he went through the big glass door and was gone.
 
   After a few moments of silence, Mike exhaled loudly and collapsed into a chair. “It worked, thank God,” he said, hugging Mr. Golding to his chest. “I was afraid he might not know about The Lupine Project.”
 
   Sam took a tentative step forward, his face carefully blank. “Mike,” he began, and Cassie could tell he was struggling not to yell. “Just what the hell did you sign me up for?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I thought it was weird that there were no werewolves. Demons, check, witches, check, vampires, check, but no one ever mentions werewolves,” Mike said, letting Mr. Golding back down onto the table.
 
   “So I looked into it. Turns out, werewolves used to exist, but they died out, and no one knows why. Kind of how witches used to be more powerful, and no one knows why. The Lupine Project is something the Western Court is doing to try to bring werewolves back, by experimenting with shapeshifing curses.”
 
   There was a pause while everyone considered that. “Maybe this is just me being dense,” Khalil started, “But why do they even want werewolves back? Is it because they’re into hot wolf-girls?”
 
   “No, Mr. Latif,” said Eugene was a slightly pained expression. “It’s because for demons, using werewolves carries many of the same advantages as using vampires. Only, they don’t drink blood, and never get the sun sickness. Of course,” he said, and Cassie could tell a put-down was coming, “they aren’t as strong as we are, nor as smart, quite frankly. But they have their uses.”
 
   “That’s what I thought,” said Mike. “Only, from what I’ve read, it’s pretty much been a non-starter. All the humans they’ve been cursing into wolves are just dying off.”
 
   Eugene stroked his chin thoughtfully. “It’s curious that Tad knew of this,” he said slowly. “I’m not surprised that such an effort exists, but I had heard nothing.”
 
   “I think that maybe the court treats Tad more like a demon and not a vampire,” said Cassie, finally calm enough to start feeling tired. “He has his own witch; vampires don’t have witches, demons do.”
 
   “If you’re all done considering this so calmly, maybe you can take a moment to figure out what it means for me,” said Sam. “Now Tad’s going to tell them that I can help with their werewolf problem, and I’m going to be forced to try to turn a bunch of people into wolves. Or who knows what else,” he said.
 
   Mike threw up his hands. “I was in damage control mode, okay? It would have been really bad if that guy left wanting to nail you right before the hearing.”
 
   “I’m not sure I’m seeing the improvement.”
 
   “Look, I admit I’m not the most knowledgeable about all this stuff,” began Khalil. “In fact, I basically know nothing. But Mike took a bad situation, thought fast, and got that guy to leave tonight thinking that he still has a reason to want you in one piece. I’m going to call that a win.”
 
   “I agree,” said Dwight softly. It was the first time he’d spoken all night. “You can’t help whoever they’re trying to turn into werewolves if you’re trapped in Hell.”
 
   Sam still didn’t look convinced, but before he could respond, Eugene interjected. “It’s very late. Ethan has school in the morning.”
 
   Sam blinked. “Yes, we should all go home. Staying here won’t solve anything.”
 
   As everyone began to leave, Sam cleared his throat and the moving stopped.
 
   “I, uh…I just wanted to thank everyone for being here tonight,” he said, looking sheepish. “I know it wasn’t pleasant, but it was important. I was glad to have all of you together…even though I wish there had been a better reason for it.”
 
   Everyone seemed slightly taken aback by that. As he often did, Khalil broke the silence. “Anything for you, boss.”
 
   Dwight mock-glared at him. “Hey, I thought I was your boss.”
 
   “You’re my normal boss, Sam is my special wizard boss.”
 
   “Oh, for—everyone, just go home,” said Sam.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Only after she was safely at home, with Miri skulking somewhere nearby, did Cassie allow herself to think about the trip to the future. She wanted to talk to someone about it, to get verification that what she’d seen had been real, but didn’t know who she could trust.
 
   She was pretty sure Sam wouldn’t know any more than she did, and dropping this on him right before his hearing seemed downright cruel. Hey, just so you know I went to the future and I saw that we get married. Only, I die right after, and you’re stuck raising the most powerful witch in the world as a single dad. Good luck with that.
 
   She could try contacting Helen, Sam’s mother, because if anyone was likely to know something, it was her. But could she be trusted? Cassie frowned around her toothbrush; there was no telling what the crafty witch would do, and she’d been aware of that even before she’d learned what a terrible mother Helen had been.
 
   Really, the only person she wanted to tell was Serenus; he had both the knowledge to be helpful, and the distance not to freak out. She was also confident that he would always look out for her best interests, even if it wasn’t always obvious in the short term; Sam’s too.
 
   She spat out her toothpaste, feeling irritated. As tired as she was, how was she supposed to sleep with this on her mind?
 
   Just then, a loud voice echoing in her mind made her drop her toothbrush on the floor.
 
   Are you away from all your little friends? Good. Summon me right now, little girl.
 
   Cassie choked, surprised. Why was Sammael in her head?
 
   Hmm, I wonder. Maybe it has something to do with the fact that you stopped existing for a fraction of a second there? I need to see you with my own eyes. I command you to summon me, right now.
 
   Cassie closed her eyes and breathed deep, fighting panic for what felt like the umpteenth time that day. He couldn’t make her do it. If he was here, that would be one thing, but while he was in Realm and she was in the real world, she didn’t have to follow his commands.
 
   I’m not summoning you. You can’t make me.
 
   Oh rats, I was hoping you wouldn’t figure that out. Fine then, now I have to play hardball. Summon me now, and maybe this guy’s day won’t get any worse.
 
   She gasped as a vivid image spread out before her mind’s eye: Serenus, chained up in some kind of cell. His bare, sallow chest was criss-crossed with all kinds of scars, his glasses were cracked, and his cane was broken in half next to him.
 
   You kidnapped Serenus? But why?
 
   The voice in her head sounded impatient, like she was being slow.
 
   No, Girl Genius, it wasn’t me. I didn’t even touch this guy when he tried to steal my wife out from under me; you think I would kidnap him just to put pressure on you?
 
   Cassie stumbled to her bedroom, confused. Maybe she was just too tired, but she couldn’t keep track of what was going on. So Sammael hadn’t kidnapped Serenus, another demon had? Unless Sammael was lying—but why would he lie about that?
 
   Stop trying to think, you’re bad at it. All I’m saying is that I know where he is, and I can make his already uncomfortable stay that much more uncomfortable if you don’t cooperate. You call me within the next five minutes, or he loses a limb.
 
   “No, wait—!” she started, but she could tell he was gone. He loved hanging up on her.
 
   She took another deep breath and sat down on her bed. What was she going to do? She could summon him right here, but she was afraid to have him in the house with her parents and her little brother. But, she didn’t have time to make it anywhere else.
 
   Except….
 
   She took off, sprinting down the hall and out the front door almost before the thought had completed. She was in her nightgown and barefoot, but she didn’t care. She began pounding down the sidewalk, hoping she could get to the parklet as fast as she thought.
 
   Please Miri, just this once, be a bad bodyguard and don’t notice that I’ve left. Please be sleeping—
 
   As if on cue, something grabbed her arm and she nearly tripped.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going at this time of night?” asked Miri, puzzled. Cassie had never tried to give her bodyguard the slip before.
 
   Gasping, Cassie took Miri’s hand in hers and began running again. “There’s no time, just come with me!”
 
   “Come with you where?” called Miri, but in a few more moments it was obvious. When they got to the parklet, Cassie released Miri’s hand and knelt in front of the swing set.
 
   “Cassie,” said Miri slowly. “You’re freaking me out. What’s going on?”
 
   “It’s going to look like Sam, but it isn’t him, okay?” said Cassie. She wasn’t wearing her earrings, so she used a sharp rock to draw blood from her finger. “It’s his father. And he’s very dangerous, so stay back.”
 
   Cassie couldn’t see Miri’s face from where she was kneeling, but it was like she could feel the vampire’s eyes widen in alarm. “Cassie, do you feel sick? You’re not making any sense….”
 
   Cassie smeared the blood on the dirt before her. “Come to me, Sammael, Sammael, Sammael!” she yelled.
 
   For a moment, there was nothing, and Cassie wondered if this was just the demon lord’s sick idea of a practical joke. But between one eyeblink and the next, Sammael was kneeling right in front of her, his face dangerously close to hers. It always unnerved her, seeing those blue eyes in a face that looked so much like his son’s.
 
   Oh God, another Sam-who-isn’t-Sam. I can’t take any more of this. I wish he would look like something else, anything else.
 
   He considered her, closing one eye, then the other. He was so close, she could feel his hot breath on her face. “Hmm, that’s funny. You certainly look like you’re still in this reality.”
 
   With that, he dropped back into a sitting position and Cassie started breathing again.
 
   “How did you know I was gone?” Cassie asked.
 
   Sammael was picking at the grass next to him, like a little boy. “Because unlike my idiot son, I notice when one of my familiars simply stops existing for a while. Then again, at the time, he was rather preoccupied with his most recent global time freeze,” he looked up at her then, expression somewhere between amused and livid. “And by the way, good fucking luck explaining that one in court! Jesus H. Christ.”
 
   “What’s going on?” asked Miri in a shaky voice. She looked scared and seeing her that way felt wrong; the vampire was always brave, even in the face of lethal danger.
 
   Sammael seemed to notice Miri for the first time. “Did you bring me a present, Cassie? How thoughtful of you!”
 
   “She’s my bodyguard. Leave her alone,” said Cassie quickly. “You didn’t hurt Serenus, did you?”
 
   He smirked at that. “Honestly, I wasn’t going to. I rather like that guy. I can bitch about my wife to anyone, but he’s the only one who really understands, you know what I’m saying?”
 
   Cassie sighed. “Then why don’t you just leave and you two can have a grand old tea party—”
 
   In that instant, he was up in her face again, holding her neck. Miri tried to extricate her, but Sammael swatted the vampire away with his free hand. Cassie winced as she heard the vampire’s small body slam into a fence, far away.
 
   “Tell me what happened to you today, now,” said Sammael. “You know I like you, but there are limits.”
 
   For a terrifying second, Cassie’s mind went blank. It wasn’t that she’d forgotten what happened, but she had no idea how to organize the whole bizarre experience into words. Somehow, her mouth found the answer before her brain had caught up.
 
   “I met your granddaughter today,” she said quietly. “One that hasn’t been born yet.”
 
   For a moment, the demon didn’t react. Then he released his hold on her neck, his face an impassive mask.
 
   “Give me the long version,” he said hoarsely. “Tell me everything.”
 
   So she did. Everything from being pulled out of time by Corianne, to seeing her future husband, to the way Sam had very nearly kept her there. At some point while she was talking, Sammael got up and sat on one of the swings, where she joined him. By the end of her story, they were both sitting on the swings, looking up at the stars.
 
   After she was finished, he was silent for a while; entire minutes passed. “She warned me about this almost 30 years ago,” he finally said, quietly.
 
   Cassie didn’t respond, waiting for him to continue. She didn’t need to ask who “she” was.
 
   “She said our children, and our children’s children, would have powers I couldn’t even begin to conceive of. I told her that she must be smoking crack. Her little brats, stronger than me? Ridiculous.” He stood up and took a few steps forward, still looking at the sky. “But I can’t do what that little girl did today.”
 
   Cassie stopped swinging abruptly. “You can’t pull someone out of the past?”
 
   He gritted his teeth; she had no doubt it pained him to admit his limitations. “No. Sure, I can go to the past,” he said, gesturing as though it was all trivial. “Or at least witness it. What I’m really doing is revisiting my memories of it, which are always perfect, I should note,” he continued. “But to pull someone out of the past, to tamper with the very nature of cause and effect…that’s…”
 
   He seemed to struggle for the right word for a long time. “That’s blasphemy.”
 
   It was strange, hearing him use that word. Cassie had known, academically, that he must have been an angel before he had become a demon. But this was the first time she had ever really believed it.
 
   Cassie stole a glance at Miri’s prone body, hundreds of feet away. She was pretty sure the vampire was conscious but playing dead. Good decision; if Miri was around, Sammael might toy with her for the hell of it. But he didn’t care about her enough to bother with her if she was keeping out of his sight.
 
   “So…what happens now?” asked Cassie.
 
   “I don’t know. Despite my intellect being superior to yours in every other way, I conceive of cause and effect in the same way your limited human mind does; I was designed that way,” he said, sounding peeved. “I’m not any more prepared to live in a world where those rules no longer apply than you are.”
 
   Cassie gulped down a mouthful of bile. This was bad. It wasn’t that she enjoyed him lording his superiority over her and acting like he was God’s gift to the universe (which, technically, she supposed he was), but it was what she expected. For him to come out and admit that he was just as clueless…well, that was downright terrifying.
 
   “I may have to tell the others about this,” Sammael said quietly. “I’ve been coy about my son and his oh-so-miraculous destiny, but I can’t keep this quiet anymore. If the very fabric of existence is coming undone, they must be made aware.”
 
   Seemingly filled with renewed purpose, he turned to her. “Don’t tell anyone what you’ve told me. And if that cursed child should pull you into the future again, do everything in your power to get back. And…”
 
   Cassie stood up. “And?”
 
   “I’m sorry I threatened your friend. I have no idea what Asmodeus even wants with him, but I’ll try to keep him in one piece.” And with that, he was gone.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Sam was still asleep when Miri arrived, his face half-buried the pillow while Vladmira flew back and forth above the bed in grand, sweeping arcs. Miri smiled; asleep, he almost looked like a little boy.
 
   She plopped down on the side of his bed and rubbed his back. “Wake up, Sam. We need to talk.” There were other ways she could have woken him up, and she was tempted, but it didn’t seem like the time.
 
   He made some noises, still half asleep. “I’m not on the schedule until 4:00. Go away.”
 
   “It’s about Cassie, it’s important.”
 
   As she predicted, that woke him up. He sat up and rubbed his eyes. Vladmira tried to settle on his shoulder, but he twisted his body so that she missed and settled on the bedpost instead.
 
   “We need to trim your claws, lady,” he mumbled in the general direction of the bat, then turned at Miri for the first time. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be guarding Cassie.”
 
   “Nyesha’s got it for me, just for an hour or two. She’s not in the school as a student, but she can sense all the kids from where she is.”
 
   “…Oh. Then what’s so important that it couldn’t wait?”
 
   Miri hesitated before she spoke. “Something happened last night. Cassie made me promise not to tell you. And I did promise her.” She took a deep breath she didn’t need. Sam’s eyes bored into her face; he was fully awake now.
 
   “I hate betraying her like this,” she said, looking down. “She’s my friend, and I love her, but I know I don’t work for her—I work for you. I realized it was my responsibility to tell you.”
 
   Sam knitted his brows for a moment, thinking. “Is she in danger? Because, if it’s not at that level of importance….”
 
   “She is definitely in danger.”              
 
   He took a deep breath. “Then no matter how mad she gets at both of us, you need to tell me.”
 
   “Okay,” said Miri, feeling dejected. It wasn’t just that she was betraying Cassie’s trust; it was the fact that she was acting like a servant, in this room. Normally she didn’t mind being a subordinate; after all, everyone had to be subordinate to someone, whether the hierarchy was explicit or not.
 
   But in this room, at the very least, she had always been in charge. She had advised Sam on what to do and what not to do, and he had never failed to listen to her. Having to relinquish that authority hurt, more than she would have thought.
 
   Sam seemed to sense something of her discomfort; either that, or he was really hungry. “Come on. Let’s go to the kitchen and I’ll make you breakfast, and you can tell me all about the latest thing Cassie did that’s going to get us all killed.”
 
   He threw on a pair of jeans and headed out, with her following close behind. “I can’t believe how much cooking you do now,” she said. “It’s adorable.”
 
   “Having an actual kitchen will do that. One egg or two?”
 
   “Two!” she chirped, plopping down at his kitchen table.
 
   “Alright. Now, talk.”
 
   Her budding good cheer quickly evaporated.
 
   “Um, okay, so…where to start…” she said as Sam gathered things from his refrigerator. “Last night, when we got back from DG, Cassie ran out to the park and summoned a demon. I think it was your father.”
 
   The sound of Sam sorting through ingredients in the refrigerator suddenly came to a halt. There was a pause, and Miri wondered if she’d handled this all wrong. Finally, he closed the refrigerator and sat down in the chair across from her, hands empty.
 
   “I’ll cook later. Talk now.”
 
   She told him all that she could; how it seemed like Cassie had summoned this demon before. How they had been talking about how Cassie had disappeared, or dropped out of reality somehow. Somewhere in the middle of that conversation, she had been thrown into a metal fence so hard that she blacked out for a while, but she still heard snippets of the conversation later on. It had been so aggravating, lying there and trying to listen, knowing she could do nothing to help Cassie if she had gotten up.
 
   Sam just listened to her, motionless as a statue. She couldn’t read his expression at all.
 
   “After he smacked me, I mostly just heard bits and pieces because I was so far away,” she continued. “He said something like, ‘I can’t do what that little girl did,’ and ‘I have to tell the others.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   She strained to remember, to make sense of the partial sentences she’d heard. “She didn’t say much, he was doing most of the talking. I think she said ‘What happens now?’ and he said he didn’t know.”
 
   Sam balled his fists on the table. “You must have misheard. My father would never admit that there was anything he didn’t know.”
 
   “I think that’s all I’ve got, though,” she said apologetically. “Maybe I should have tried to move closer once I woke up.”
 
   “No,” he said quickly. “You were right to stay down. My father’s very dangerous. You may be Cassie’s bodyguard, but I don’t expect you to fight Lords of Hell.”
 
   “I wish I knew what it all meant,” said Miri.
 
   “Me too,” he said. His eyes were looking at something far away.
 
   Miri scrunched up her face. “Are you angry at Cassie?”
 
   He was too quiet, too still. “I don’t know. I think I’m just numb,” he said, then he sighed. “And I really wish I could talk to Serenus right now.”
 
   “Oh!” Miri exclaimed, standing up. “I’m so sorry! That was the other thing I could hear. I almost forgot because it had nothing to do with anything else.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He said something to her like, ‘I’m sorry I threatened him, I don’t know what Asmodeus wants from him.’ And I heard Ser’s name before I got hit, so I’m pretty sure they were talking about him.”
 
   “Asmodeus has him?” Sam said, standing up as well. “That means he’s probably in Realm. I should go look for him.”
 
   The very thought of that made Miri uncomfortable. “Are you sure that’s safe?” She knew that Sam’s father had given him the ability to travel to and from the demon Realm (better known as Hell), but she wasn’t aware that he’d ever gone back since the battle in North Carolina.
 
   “It’s not safe, but I’m going to. I’m fumbling around in the dark without him right now,” said Sam. He leaned his weight on the back of the chair and looked to the side, obviously thinking. “I’ll need to drop by DG to get something before I go,” he said, then he turned to return to his bedroom and dress.
 
   “Wait! What about Cassie?” Miri asked.
 
   He whipped back around. “What about her?”
 
   “Are you going to…confront her about all of this?”
 
   He grimaced, as though she’d reminded him of something he’d rather not address. “I haven’t decided yet. If I confront her and she refuses to tell me, I might have to make her tell me…and then, she’ll never forgive me. But I can’t just….” He trailed off, then looked at her. “What would you do?”
 
   She was surprised that he would ask her opinion. Surprised, and a little gratified. “I would confront her. I think you have to keep her safe…even if it makes her hate you, and even if that hurts,” she said carefully. “Because nothing will hurt more than if you fail to keep her safe.”
 
   He nodded, then went to the bedroom. She heard him dressing quickly, all whooshing fabric and zippers, then he quickly moved past her on his way out.
 
   “Sorry. We’ll do breakfast another time.”
 
   “I won’t believe you can actually make eggs until you do,” Miri quipped.
 
   “You know, I’m getting a little tired of no one ever having any faith in my cooking ability,” he said as he left the apartment.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Dwight wasn’t in his office very often lately; he was needed up front too often. But with both Francesca and Khalil up front, he finally had some time to sit down and fill out some of the paperwork corporate had been hounding him about. He knew Khalil was only at partial effectiveness, considering how little sleep they’d all gotten last night, but even a half-functioning Khalil was still faster on the espresso bar than most people.
 
   He was anticipating several peaceful, if dull hours alone, but Khalil ruined everything, as per usual. The door to his office swung open so suddenly that the sound made him jump. “You have to come see!”
 
   “See what?” said Dwight, not turning around.
 
   “It is literally the greatest thing that has ever happened.”
 
   Dwight sighed and got up.
 
   “This better be good.”
 
   “I told you, it is literally the greatest thing that has ever—”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   Khalil led Dwight to the break room, and quickly stepped aside so Dwight could take in the scene. It was Vladmira and Mr. Golding. The bat was trying to play with him, taking big, sweeping dives, while the little rat buried his head under his paws, trying to protect himself from her. Periodically, the rat would gather his courage and try to run for it, only for Vladmira to effortlessly chase him down, at which point he would guard his head and shake like a leaf again. The cycle kept repeating all over the furniture.
 
   Dwight considered the sight for a few moments. “This is not the greatest thing.”
 
   “Are you sure? It’s like we’re inside the ultimate Youtube video,” said Khalil with no small amount of reverence.
 
   Dwight lifted his red-blond bangs off his face, still watching the rat scurry around. “Poor guy doesn’t deserve this. Maybe we should put him back in the cage to protect him, until Sam gets in and—”
 
   At that, Sam entered the break room from the other door.
 
   “Speak of the devil!” said Khalil. When Dwight and Sam both gave him dirty looks, he glared back at them. “Hey that wasn’t supposed to be a stupid pun or anything, it’s called a figure of speech.”
 
   “We were just talking about you because we wanted you to do something about her,” said Dwight, gesturing to Vladmira. “She’s scaring the teacher half to death.”
 
   “Stop it, you!” Sam yelled at the bat, and she whimpered and landed on the lockers, chastened. Dwight was pretty sure that normal bats couldn’t make whimpering sounds, but Vladmira seemed to have a much wider selection of vocalizations than your average bat.
 
   Meanwhile, Mr. Golding was desperately trying to find a way out of the room. With his quick hands, Khalil grabbed the rodent before he could bolt out the door between his legs. “Hey, sorry man but we can’t have you leaving here. What if you get lost?”
 
   “Put him on the table,” said Sam, “I need him for something.” He pulled a sheet of paper out of a nearby drawer and began writing something down on it. Dwight and Khalil changed glances.
 
   “Will this help change him back to a human?” Dwight asked.
 
   “Technically, no,” said Sam, still writing furiously. “But it won’t hurt him in any way.”
 
   Dwight shrugged at Khalil, and the latter put the rat on the table where Sam was writing. The fight seemed to have gone out of Mr. Golding, who didn’t move once Khalil had placed him.
 
   What Sam was writing turned out to be the alphabet. He had filled the paper with all 26 letters in a clean, clinical hand. “John, I need your middle name. Point with your nose to the letter that your middle name starts with, then the next one, and so on.”
 
   John looked about as defiant as a rat could look, then sat on his paws. He clearly did not wish to cooperate.
 
   Sam gave him a tired look. “John, it’s either this or run around while Vladmira divebombs you again. Is this really a fight you want to pick?”
 
   The rat twitched his whiskers, then slowly made his way towards the paper and started indicating letters.
 
   “B…E…N….” Khalil followed out loud. “Benjamin?”
 
   The rat nodded.
 
   “John Benjamin Golding,” said Sam, sounding it out. “Nice name.”
 
   Dwight crossed his arms. “Gotta say man, this isn’t right. It’s bad enough he’s stuck like this, don’t bully him on top of that.”
 
   “Believe me, I know. He’ll be back to normal just as soon as I can manage.” He looked at the rat with a curious expression that Dwight couldn’t interpret. “I just need to borrow him for a few hours.”
 
   Dwight and Khalil exchanged worried glances once again.
 
   “You’re absolutely sure this won’t hurt him?” Khalil said, sounding unconvinced. “I mean, don’t give me the details because I don’t think I wanna know, but sure?”
 
   “Positive,” he said, picking up the rat and depositing him gently in his coat pocket. “Gotta go now. I’ll be back in time for my shift.”
 
   “Where are you going?” Dwight asked.
 
   “Hell.”
 
   Then Dwight blinked, and Sam was already gone.
 
   The two men stood silently for a few moments. “Err…do you think we were wrong to let him do that?” said Khalil. He looked guilty.
 
   Dwight thought for a moment before he answered. “I think right and wrong are very complicated right now.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Sam ended up on a dirt road, surrounded by ragged weeds. The sun was low in the sky, but that didn’t mean anything here; in fact, he was pretty sure it wasn’t a real sun. Just a knock-off of the original, designed to mimic a small star by a one very sad demon.
 
   The only one around besides himself and his small companion was a wizened old woman, who was pulling an apple cart behind her some 100 feet to the north. He turned toward her, knowing his voice would carry farther in the strange air here than it would in reality.
 
   “Excuse me, do you know where I can find Asmodeus?” he called. The old woman stopped moving briefly at the sound of his voice, but continued trudging along.
 
   He sighed. “I’ll pull your cart for a while if you’ll tell me.” 
 
   At that she did turn around, gesturing him forward. He couldn’t see her face under her voluminous hood, and was pretty sure he didn’t want to. She gingerly moved aside, and he picked up the cart on his shoulders and began to move. It wasn’t hard; he knew that by design, it was just as heavy as its owner could possibly handle and not a smidgen more, but he wasn’t the cart’s owner. For him, it was light.
 
   He almost made the mistake of saying he’d pull the cart until they passed a large stone further down the road, but caught himself in time. “I will pull this for 100 more steps, then you will tell me where to find Asmodeus.”
 
   She nodded. It wasn’t a great deal, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. If she held out for too much, he could abandon her and find another soul to query. At least this way, she got a few moments of rest.
 
   When he had finished his labor, she pointed diagonally, back in the direction he had come and off to the left. He expected her voice to be gravelly with age, but when she sounded no older than Cassie, something in his stomach seemed to ache.
 
   “Walk that way until the sky turns purple, then red. You will see three others.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said, giving her back the cart and walking briskly back the way he had come. If he hadn’t talked to the woman, he would never have found where to go if he’d walked for a million years; here, you had to know where you were going in order to get there. Whether or not anything in this world had a fixed destination, or it was all relative, was something he had decided not to think about.
 
   He gingerly stuck a hand in his pocket, only to be rewarded with a bite from the rat. “Really, John?” he said, then somehow managed to get his hand around the rodent’s middle and pick him up again. He arranged it so that the rat could see out of the top of his pocket, supporting himself on the outside flap with his paws. John swiveled his head to get a look at the scenery and shuddered.
 
   “See, think of what this will do for you as an English teacher. You can read The Inferno and complain to your students that Dante’s version of Hell was all wrong,” he said. “This is a career-building experience.”
 
   As he walked, the scenery changed. The scrubby weeds gave way to long purple grasses, then blue flowers. He passed a half-naked man pulling a heavy stone behind him.
 
   One.
 
   He thought of the old woman and her young voice, and frowned. Was that girl really only a teenager, and it was labor that had stooped her shoulders like that? Or had some demon allowed her to keep the lovely voice she had had as a youth, even as the rest of her body crumbled and decayed as she walked? The latter seemed far more likely.
 
   Thinking of a teenager here made him think of Cassie again, and he had to stop himself from grinding his teeth while he walked. He would never let anyone take Cassie here; not even his father.
 
   He passed a set of two pale-skinned boys, who were dragging a dead ox behind them via chains attached to their necks. The ox was missing a leg, but strangely had not attracted any flies.
 
   “Nice rat,” one of them called out, and Sam nodded.
 
   Two. Looks like it’s all draggers today.
 
   The sky had turned a dusky purple, and again the scenery changed. This time, he was walking on a beautiful cobblestone road, with gardens on either side. The gardens were full of flowers, with blossoms in vibrant colors that didn’t exist side-by-side in the natural world. John leaned forward so he could get a better look.
 
   “I wouldn’t do that if I were you; if you fall out of my pocket, you’ll turn to ashes.”
 
   At that, John snapped back, his tiny paws tightening their grip on Sam’s jacket pocket.
 
   “Or I could be kidding. You’ll never know,” he said conversationally.
 
   Why do I torment this guy, he wondered. John had been involved in a plot to kidnap Cassie once, but he had been nothing but a tool; besides, he was only human. And he had been helpful in getting her back, so Sam really had no reason to hold a grudge. He thought that Cassie might have had a crush on him at some point— maybe she still did—but was that really why he was always tempted to mess with the guy? Was he really that petty?
 
   “I am exactly that petty,” he said out loud. “I know you’re thinking it, so I’ll just say it. I’m afraid you see only the worst of me, my friend.”
 
   John made some squeaking noises, and though Sam couldn’t be sure exactly what the rat was trying to say, he was pretty sure that John was taking issue with the idea that there was anything but the worst to be seen.
 
   They passed a man in a business suit, another dragger. The item he was dragging behind him, attached by a chain at his waist, was a lioness. The great animal mostly refused to move, forcing him to struggle for every inch forward, but she occasionally snapped at his legs; below his knees, his suit had been shredded to the point of nonexistence, and the muscles that should have made up his calves were dragging behind him, limp pieces of stringy meat, yet still he pressed on.
 
   Three. I should be almost there.
 
   A few minutes later, he walked over a footbridge next to a charming waterfall, and made his way to a long table with a blue satin cloth. There were glittering silver lights in the trees, and it felt like he was at the entrance to a country club on a summer evening; only the blood-red sky gave it away. A beautiful woman in a white evening gown was sitting behind the desk, but she wasn’t smiling.
 
   “I’m here to see Asmodeus,” he told her. “I’m interested in seeing a prisoner of his.”
 
   She seemed less than impressed. “Do you have anything to offer His Eminence?”
 
   “Yes, I have a soul he might find intriguing,” he said. At that, John began to go ballistic again, but Sam pushed the rat back down into his pocket. If the woman noticed or cared about the rodent in his coat, she gave no sign.
 
   “Walk to the right, then turn left at the second bell tree,” she said, face expressionless. “Then you will be taken to his private audience chamber.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Sam. He didn’t think the woman was capable of appreciating his politeness (or even feeling much at all), but he could try.
 
   As he walked further, passing trees full of not only fruits of all colors, but tinkling musical instruments as well, he whispered assurances at John. “I promise you, it’s not as bad as it sounds. You’ll see.”
 
   He knew better than to say “Trust me.”
 
   After making a left at the second bell tree, he was on a short path leading to a stately looking set of French doors. There was no light along the path, but the way was lit by a profusion of fireflies. In the strange red lighting, they took on a pink glow. 
 
   When he pushed through the French doors, he was in what looked like a study. The walls were lined with shelves, only there were no books; only gruesome trophies, like skulls and the remains of ancient weapons. A stately fireplace roared with a voracious blue fire, making lights of different colors dance on all the strange objects in the room. There were no couches, only giant velvet, overstuffed chairs. A massive wooden desk, complete with an inkwell with some rare bird’s feather sticking out of it, completed the effect.
 
   Sam lowered his head and whispered to John. “There should be books on these shelves. It’s a crime against heaven and earth for a room like this to have no books in it.”
 
   John squeaked, and Sam was pretty sure they finally agreed on something.
 
   Sam took a seat in one of the chairs, feeling small; the chair was big enough for two or three people. With nothing to do but wait, he combed through his other pockets; he had collected way too many fast food receipts recently. He kept meaning to pack a bagged lunch to take to work, but never seemed to get around to it. For one brief moment, he considered getting rid of the little slips of paper by throwing them into the fireplace, but thought better at it; who knew what effect material from the real world would have on that arcane blue fire?
 
   He didn’t know how long he waited, and tried not to think about it. Time was weird here, and what felt like five minutes could really be five days. He knew how to make it so that he would reappear in the real world only a minute or two after he left, so as far as he was concerned, it didn’t matter how much time he spent here.
 
   Well, I guess it does matter a little. I don’t want John to starve to death.
 
   He didn’t hear a door open or close, but he heard the sound of expensive leather shoes moving on hard wood and knew his host had arrived.
 
   “Son of Sammael, what a pleasant surprise,” he said, walking over to where Sam sat. Sam hopped out of the ridiculous chair and shook the other demon’s hand. Asmodeus’ appearance was a careful study in ordinariness; he had thinning brown hair, a slight frame, and skin that was beginning to sag around his neck. Sam knew that the demon could have looked like a Greek god if he wanted to, so the mild-mannered appearance had to be designed to put people off-guard. The only thing that marked him as different were his unnerving yellow eyes, similar to a cat’s, but they weren’t glowing at the moment.
 
   “Are you certain? I know you and my father aren’t the best of friends,” Sam said with a half-smile. He had a gut feeling that being relatively honest with Asmodeus would get him farther than piling on the courtesies.
 
   The demon smiled at that and gave a small shrug. “Perhaps, but as it says in a certain book, I do not hold the son accountable for the sins of the father. And as it happens, you yourself have done me something of a favor.”
 
   That was a surprise; he had best tread very carefully here. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “Quentin,” said Asmodeus, putting his hands in his pockets and turning around. “He was the most obnoxious offspring I’ve ever produced. Frankly, I should have killed him myself and put an end to the embarrassment, but I did have fondness for his mother once,” he said. “It was just as well that you rid the world of his ineptitude.”
 
   Sam pursed his lips. There was no way that Asmodeus was truly pleased that Sam had killed one of his sons (although technically Sam hadn’t delivered the killing blow, but that was another story.) He was saving face, making it seem like Quentin’s death hadn’t been any sort of blow to him. He was happy to go along with the ruse, but angry at himself for not anticipating this; frankly, he’d forgotten that Asmodeus was Quentin’s father, if he’d ever known. Sloppy mistakes like that could easily get him killed.
 
   “Well it wasn’t a pleasant task, but I did what I had to do,” he said quietly.
 
   Asmodeus sat down behind his large desk and motioned for Sam to take his seat again. “Can I get you anything to drink? Tea, coffee?”
 
   Sam was pretty sure Asmodeus wouldn’t do anything as gauche as try to poison him, but he didn’t accept food or drink here on general principal. “No thank you. Listen, I don’t mean to take up much of your time,” he said, leaning forward in his chair. “I’m here because I heard a rumor that my friend, Dr. Serenus Zeitbloom, is here.”
 
   “You heard correctly,” said the demon. “What of it?”
 
   “I’m interested in bargaining for his freedom.”
 
   Asmodeus leaned back in his chair, and put his feet up on his desk. It was a surprisingly casual gesture. “You can’t. He’s here of his own free will.”
 
   That was news to Sam. “How so?”
 
   “It’s part of a long-standing agreement,” said Asmodeus, studying his immaculately-trimmed nails. “In return for something I did for him decades ago, I own him two weeks out of every year. In years past we’ve arranged his visits over the summer, so as not to disrupt his academic schedule, but this year I called him in a little early.”
 
   Sam tried to imagine what possible reason Serenus could have had for ever making such a deal, but he shut down that line of thought; he could puzzle it out later. He hadn’t really expected Asmodeus to agree to let Serenus go, so everything was still going according to plan…more or less. “In that case, may I see him? It needn’t be for long, but I would like to ask him a few questions.”
 
   Asmodeus smiled. “You expect me to let you see him out of the goodness of my heart?”
 
   “You said I had done you a favor,” Sam pointed out.
 
   The smile faltered. “Something of a favor. Don’t push your luck.”
 
   Maybe Asmodeus just wasn’t that committed to his ‘I’m glad you killed my son’ ruse. “In any case, I’m prepared to offer you payment.” He took John out of his coat pocket. The little rat must have been exhausted, but started struggling anew when Sam touched him.
 
   Asmodeus leaned forward and raised an eyebrow. “An impressive curse. I can sense the pride in this one, even in that shape.” He licked his lips, and Sam suppressed a shudder.
 
   “I will give you a claim to him if you let me see Serenus for an hour,” Sam said. “You can have him for one day out of every year.”
 
   Asmodeus cocked his head. “One day out of every year is barely enough to get started.”
 
   “Three days.”
 
   “You have to give me more.”
 
   “Five days out of every year, and that’s my final offer. I’m only asking for a short visit with a prisoner.”
 
   “He’s not a prisoner,” Asmodeus snapped, but then seemed to consider Sam’s offer. “That’s fair. I admit, I’m intrigued by your offer, and I’ve no reason to begrudge you seeing your friend.”
 
   Actually, you do. Because the whole reason you called him in early this year was probably because you didn’t want him available to advise me before my hearing, but as I thought, you’re so hungry for a foothold on a good soul that you’re careless.
 
   “Excellent,” said Sam, standing up. “Just show me where Serenus is and I’ll be on my way.”
 
   Asmodeus frowned, not rising from his own chair. “You’re not trying to sell me part of a soul that you don’t truly own, rendering our agreement void, are you? Because let me warn you, I have no patience for that.”
 
   Sam allowed himself a grin. “No. You forget, that as I am not a full-blood, I’m not bound by all of your laws. I don’t need a verbal contract to take a soul; I cursed him, so he’s mine now. Isn’t that right?”
 
   All the fight seemed to go out of John; Sam couldn’t really blame him. It was amazing the rat had struggled for as long as he had.
 
   “That would seem to be the way of things,” said Asmodeus, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “You’ll forgive my skepticism, but I’m concerned that you may be utilizing some other loophole regarding your status to weasel out on your end of the deal. I would have this agreement stated in full, with full names.”
 
   “I, Samuel Christian Andrews, the Son of Sammael, do swear to give a portion of the soul of John Benjamin Golding to Asmodeus, High Lord of the Realm. I agree to give him the soul for the allotted time—”
 
   “Five days every year,” Asmodeus interrupted.
 
   “I agree to give him the soul for five days every year, and during said time, I renounce all claim to him.”
 
   Asmodeus nodded. “Fair enough; it is done.” He gestured with his hand. “You’ll find Dr. Zeitbloom through that door.”
 
   Sam looked to his left; next to the fireplace, a door had appeared where none had been before. “Well then,” he said, putting John back in his pocket, and turned to go.
 
   Asmodeus smiled thinly. “You’re not going to leave your little rat with me?”
 
   This is the dangerous part. Don’t screw this up.
 
   “I still own him 360 days out of the year,” Sam said. “Why? Do you want to claim your five days starting now?”
 
   There was a pause, and for a moment Sam doubted his plan. I said he wouldn’t come to any harm. I hope I didn’t lie to Dwight and Khalil.
 
   “No,” said Asmodeus. “I have more souls than I can give my full attention at the moment; I’ll make time for him later in the year, when my schedule is lighter. Just out of curiosity,” he asked, standing up. “What did this man ever do to you?”
 
   Sam smiled. “He was my familiar’s English teacher. I did not appreciate him calling her in for extra help.”
 
   That is so close to being true it may not even count as a lie.
 
   Asmodeus chuckled. “Is that so? I don’t sense much lust from him myself,” he said, considering John’s small form one more time, “But we’ll have plenty of time to get to know each other.”
 
   And with that, he was gone; the blue fire crackled and whooshed to announce his exit, and the dim electric light in the room briefly flickered.
 
   Showy, that one, he thought as he went to go find Serenus.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   It had been so long since Serenus had seen another person, then when he first saw Sam enter his cell, he thought it was an illusion.
 
   “You can’t trick me, Azzie,” Serenus drawled, only half-conscious. “I know he would never come to see me.”
 
   The illusion walked towards him slowly. “Come on, Ser. If he wanted to taunt you with a fake, why would he use me instead of Helen?”
 
   “Hmm. Well, it could be that Helen would be too obvious. I almost expect to see a vision of her as she was in her youth, only to be replaced by a giant scorpion. It’s a classic.” He found himself rapidly gaining mental acuity; this was the first mental stimulation he’d had in days. “Or he could show me someone else; despite what you may think, I have loved other women besides your mother.”
 
   “Yeah, sure okay. Besides, ‘Azzie?’ I know there aren’t many good nicknames for Asmodeus, but that’s just silly. It makes it sound like you’re both in elementary school.”
 
   Serenus sighed deeply. “Sam, you shouldn’t be here.”
 
   The younger man (whom he was now convinced was the genuine article), sat down cross-legged a few feet away from where Serenus himself was chained. “I keep being told that I shouldn’t exist, so really, I shouldn’t be anywhere. May as well be here.”
 
   “What did you pay for the pleasure of my company?” Serenus asked.
 
   Sam ignored the question. “Why did you do it, Ser? Why would you ever make a deal with him?” His eyes took in the full extent of Ser’s scarred, emaciated body. “What could be worth this?”
 
   Serenus smiled. What Sam couldn’t know, and would never have guessed, was that until this year, his deal with Asmodeus had actually been rather pleasant, all things considered. He spent much of his time here drinking tea with the demon lord, filling him in on all the things that had transpired in the real world since his last visit. Asmodeus was always curious about human progress in the sciences, so the two would often talk for hours about new advances in technology. His accommodations were never princely, but they were always civilized; he was given a bed, and regular meals.
 
   And because of that, I allowed myself to believe that he was fond of me. No, not really; I always knew it would come to this, sooner or later.
 
   “That’s a long story for another time,” said Serenus finally. “I imagine your stay here has a deadline.”
 
   “I have an hour.”
 
   “What do you need?”
 
   Sam frowned. “I’m sorry. You’re being tortured in a dungeon, and here I am, coming to you to try to save my own skin.”
 
   Serenus shook his head; the effort made him slightly dizzy. “No, don’t feel that way. I did this to myself. Tell me what’s happened in my absence.”
 
   Sam began filling him in. He glossed over the attempt to make Cassie into a witch, but Serenus was perfectly capable of reading between the lines there. When the name Thaddeus O’Donnell came up, Serenus let out a sharp breath.
 
   “Tell me you did not grant him an audience.”
 
   “I did. I listened to Eugene’s advice,” said Sam quietly.
 
   “Normally, that would be wise,” said Serenus. “But O’Donnell…he’s not what he was 50 or 100 years ago. He’s become more brazen, erratic. Buckley must have been going by what he knew of him from the past.”
 
   “I had to get him to think I could help with The Lupine Project to get him to leave peacefully.”
 
   Serenus felt a pain in his chest; he was too weak to be subjected to this much shock. “How do you know about that?”
 
   Sam began flicking some rocks on the floor. “Mike. He’s a hacker. I guess he must have found where the court stores their documents online.”
 
   Serenus considered that for a moment. “That boy is an asset,” he said finally. “I would say that he could be killed for accessing such sensitive information, but if anyone involved has half a brain, they’ll see his potential value.”
 
   “I hope so. It’s too late for me to give him the lecture about not sticking his nose where it doesn’t belong, in any case.” He took a deep breath; the air down here was thin and unsatisfying. Still, there was much more demon in Sam than there was in Serenus; the air probably didn’t have the same stifling effect on him.
 
   “Ser, what am I going to do? The hearing starts in a matter of days, and I have no idea how to pacify them. What do they want from me?”
 
   Ser thought for a few moments. He was relieved that his brain seemed to still be working; up until now, he hadn’t been sure his mind would ever be the same. “Well, let’s see. I guess the first thing you must keep in mind is that while it’s called a blood status hearing, it’s not really about the status of your blood.”
 
   Sam creased his brow. “Go on.”
 
   “If it were, it would be a very short hearing. Exhibit A: Your mother is a witch, but she started out as a human woman. No need for an Exhibit B,” he said. He didn’t know that much about previous blood status hearings, but he was pretty sure most of them had involved a demon and a non-human parent; either a fairy, an elf, or some other strange creature that barely existed anymore. Helen had no appreciable amount of fae in her lineage; he had checked for that a long time ago. “But they’ll probably get around that by saying that Helen’s status remains somewhat unclear. It’s very easy to believe she isn’t human.”
 
   “No argument from me there.”
 
   “What it really is, is a cost-benefit analysis: how much you can do for them, versus the threat you represent. I don’t think there’s any point to trying to downplay the threat; they’re not stupid,” he mused. “You should be doing everything you can to make them see just how useful you can be to them.”
 
   “But I can’t do that without lying, Ser,” Sam said quietly. “I know what kind of plans they have; I don’t want any part of it. And lying in court is worse than saying nothing…at least, that’s what you told me.”
 
   Serenus considered that for a moment. “You know, there is a way to lie in court without a witch detecting it. You just have to partition your mind: to truly believe what you’re saying while you’re saying it, even if your real beliefs lie elsewhere.”
 
   Sam let out a small groan. “You mean, become a politician. Even if I wanted to do that, I don’t think I could learn how to lie that well so fast.”
 
   “Then…” Serenus thought for a few more moments and took another breath of the dank, unsatisfying air. “Trust your mother. She’ll be there, I can’t believe she won’t have a plan.”
 
   Sam looked at him in disbelief. “You really think she’s going to outwit the entire Western Court? I know she’s smart Ser, but you love her so much you like to think she’s unstoppable.”
 
   “It’s not out of love. I just know her much better than you do.”
 
   Sam opened his mouth to respond to that, then closed it again; he probably couldn’t argue that Serenus knew her better. He’d spent too much of his life running away from her. “I can’t rely on my mother to save me for my entire life.”
 
   “No, but remember, she created this problem by choosing to have you, in the matter that she did, in the first place. When you are in a situation that’s truly of your own making, then you will be responsible for getting you and yours safely out of it.”
 
   Sam looked unconvinced. “And when will that be?”
 
   Ser stretched, and clinked his chains. “I don’t know, Sam. But when it comes, I think you’ll find yourself wishing that you still had your Mama bear, protecting her single cub with all her might.”
 
   Sam leaned his head against the wall, considering that. “I have one more thing I need to ask you.”
 
   “I’m all yours.”
 
   It was another few moments before Sam spoke again. “Did you know that Cassie has been summoning my father?”
 
   A spasm of pain tore through his body, and the next thing he knew, Sam was shaking him awake. He must have blacked out for a few moments. After he gained some measure of composure back, Sam stood up and backed away.
 
   “I can’t believe it. You knew. You hide everything from me.”
 
   Serenus grimaced from the pain. It was too late; there was no backing out of this now. “Prepare yourself. Cassie is your father’s familiar as well as your own. That’s how he was able to appear in daylight in January, and that’s why she summons him.”
 
   Even though he had to have seen it coming by now, the news seemed to shock Sam. He took a step back, like his legs were unsteady. “No.”
 
   “It’s been that way ever since October, since London.”
 
   The younger man glared at him. “It’s a good thing you’re in such a pitiful state right now, Ser. I’d feel guilty hitting you.” He turned on his heel to leave. “Goodbye.”
 
   “Wait!” Serenus yelled, and Sam did stop, with his hand on the door latch. “You can only think of what this means for you, you don’t know what it means for her. Having two masters makes her stronger,” he said, gasping for air. “It’s a trick she knows how to use, and it’s already saved your life once. It may well again.”
 
   Sam’s back was still to him, but Serenus could tell that he had made an impact. He could sense Sam putting the pieces together; how this information could help explain some of the things he’d never quite understood about Cassie.
 
   “And I’ve never kept anything from you because I enjoyed keeping you in the dark. You know that. I did it because—”
 
   “I know,” Sam said quietly. “Stay strong. It’s only another week and a half.” Then he lifted the latch and Serenus was alone in his cell again.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Jay normally worked the 6-10 shift at DG, but he had taken off this week so he could get some homework done. He needed to get his Social Studies project done by Friday, and assignments from his other classes had started to pile up as well. However, even though he was supposed to be writing a paper, he kept making excuses to look at the internet. Angry at himself that he was wasting time, he closed the browser.
 
   Cassie probably has this all finished already. She gets assignments done like a machine.
 
   Jay frowned; her grades were starting to get better than his, and it worried him. It wasn’t that he minded her outdoing him, but if her grades got too much better, he wouldn’t be able to apply to the same colleges. He couldn’t imagine going to school without her.
 
   He jumped up when he heard a loud bang from downstairs. It sounded like someone kicking the front door in. He turned around, unsure.
 
   But it couldn’t be that, could it? I’m sure there’s a logical—
 
   Then he heard his mother scream, and he bolted downstairs. He followed the noise to the kitchen, where a man he didn’t recognize was holding his mother by the throat. His body felt ice cold; he wanted to help his mother, but he was too petrified to move.
 
   His mother’s panicking eyes found his, and the man turned his head to see Jay standing in the doorway. “There he is,” he said, pushing his mother aside.
 
   “Jason, get out!” his mother screeched. To Jay’s horror, the man turned around and backhanded his mother across the face, and she fell to the floor.
 
   “Mom!” he yelled. He made a move towards her prone body, but the man pulled out a handgun and was pointing it at his chest. Jay’s mouth opened, but no sound came out.
 
   “Why?” he managed to breathe out finally. It came out as a wheezing sound.
 
   The man smiled. “Don’t worry, I won’t kill your mother. She’s an innocent,” he took a step closer. “It is you who has sullied your humanity by conspiring with the demons.”
 
   “Demons?” said Jay, walking backwards. His feet seemed to be moving without any input from his brain. “I-I don’t know any demons. What gave you the idea that I know demons?”
 
   The man closed his eyes and said a prayer. “Brothers, now I take this one’s life and destroy one more of the Dark’s vassals, in the name of the Lord.” His lips continued moving, but Jay couldn’t make out any more words.
 
   “I’m not a vassal!” Jay cried. Considering he was about to die, suddenly he felt very calm. “I’m not even a servant, because I can’t do anything! Ask anyone!”
 
   There was a blur of motion, and before Jay could move, Dmitri was on top of the man, his elbow pressing down on his throat. It had happened so quickly that Jay hadn’t even seen the vampire enter the room.
 
   Dmitri looked up at Jay. “You alright?”
 
   Now that he was safe, he started hyperventilating. “My Mom, she…he hit her…is she….” He gasped.
 
   Dmitri frowned at the intruder. “Stay down a minute,” and he slammed the man’s head into the kitchen floor. Satisfied that he was out cold, Dmitri got up and knelt in by Jay’s mother.
 
   “I think she’s alright,” he said, listening to her heartbeat. “Just knocked out. Still, let’s get her to the hospital.” He stood up and looked at Jay matter-of-factly. “I’m calling 911.”
 
   Jay still wasn’t breathing very well. “But…can we tell the police…we can’t tell them about…stuff.”
 
   Dmitri shrugged as he reached for the kitchen phone. “Not my call what we tell them. But your mother needs an ambulance.” He touched the intruder’s body with the tip of his shoe as the phone rang. “And him? I want this one in a cell.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nyesha was reading through one of her old medical textbooks, snacking on some Gummy Bears as she did so. Now that she could go out during the day, there was no reason why she couldn’t start attending medical school again; she just wasn’t sure if she was ready.
 
   Besides, any program here will probably make me start over from the beginning. There’s no way they’re going to take my credits from before. Then they wouldn’t be able to charge me for all the introductory classes all over again.
 
   She heard someone shoot the lock off her door, and dropped the book on the couch. Before the intruder could even raise his gun arm, she had him pinned to the wall. She was still chewing on a Gummy Bear.
 
   “If this is a home invasion, you picked the wrong apartment,” she noted dryly. “What do you want?”
 
   He spit in her face. “Die, demon whore.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow; that was a new one.
 
   “Now, who told you…” she started, when she heard sounds coming from the other room. Her green eyes widened.
 
   Oh no, the girl. Another one must have come in the window or something.
 
   The man she had pinned started to laugh at her panic; a raw laugh, like a crow’s call. She stopped his laughing with a quick punch to the throat, and ran to go find Aeka.
 
   When she threw open Aeka’s door, she realized her worry had been premature. Another black-clad intruder was shuddering on the floor, a boxcutter jutting out of his neck from an odd angle. Aeka, wearing a simple white tank top and shorts, looked unharmed. She raised her head from the prone man and looked at Nyesha.
 
   “He said that all the demon’s servants will die. There must be more out there.”
 
   Nyesha nodded. “I’m going. Stay here and—”
 
   “No,” said Aeka, pulling the boxcutter out of the man’s neck in one smooth motion. He made a pitiable, gurgling sound. “I’m going with you. I have a holy sword.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe you beat me with an orange/purple deck,” said Matt, leaning back from the table. “You shouldn’t have lasted five turns with that.”
 
   Ethan grinned. Normally Eugene didn’t let him go downstairs to play at the game store at night, but he had been doing so well with his Latin practice that the vampire had allowed an exception. “It’s easy, if you know how to balance it.”
 
   “It’s easy, if you know how to balance it,” Matt mocked in a high-pitched voice, looking at the ceiling. “You realize people spend years mastering deck balance, don’t you?”
 
   Somebody yelled, and Matt stood up from the table in alarm. Ethan didn’t move, but his already pale face paled further.
 
   Someone in black was walking down the center aisle of the store holding a handgun in front of him. “No innocents need to die; I’ve come for Ethan Buckley,” he said. “Ethan, Little Ethan, where are you. You can’t hide from me, not when you stink of black magic. You rolled in the muck like a stinky little pig, didn’t you?” He laughed. “Little piggy will burn in hell.”
 
   The few gamers in the store looked at each other, wide-eyed.
 
   “Dude, are you LARPing?” said Matt. “Because we don’t do that here.”
 
   The man grimaced and shot Matt in the shoulder. Ethan scrambled under the table, shaking. Matt groaned and sunk to his knees, screaming obscenities.
 
   “I don’t know what LARPing is,” the man said evenly, “But I will destroy all vassals of the Dark. Now, Pig—”
 
   Ethan heard a loud noise he couldn’t identify, then the sound of glass shattering. He whimpered and pulled himself into a ball, trying to make his body as small as possible. Why won’t somebody help me? Why won’t anybody ever help me?
 
   There was a moment of silence as Ethan cried. Then, he heard a murmuring as the remaining customers began to talk again.
 
   “It’s over,” said Eugene’s voice. “You can come out now.”
 
   Tears streaming down his face, Ethan crawled out from under the table. As soon as he emerged, Eugene picked him up in his arms and hugged him.
 
   “No one’s going to hurt you ever again, child. I promise you.”
 
   “O-okay,” said Ethan. He looked to the side. The man holding the gun had been thrown across the room. The sound of glass shattering that Ethan had heard was the sound of the man’s head going through the glass counter by the register.
 
   Don, one of the assistant managers, recovered his composure first. “Matt, don’t move. I’m calling an ambulance right now.”
 
   “Aaaah I don’t think it’s that bad,” Matt said. “Just…a flesh wound.” Nervous laughter followed.
 
   “Hey,” Matt said to Eugene, cradling his injured shoulder. “Were you a wrestler back in the day or something? You threw that psycho across the room like it was nothing.”
 
   Eugene considered that as he rubbed Ethan’s back softly. “Yes. Yes, I was a wrestler. I was a very good wrestler.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    
 
   Dwight was halfway through his set with NCWP when he started hearing the screams. The crowd often screamed while he was playing, but this was a different kind of scream, and everyone in the band could sense it. They all stopped playing, confused. Dwight’s last cord still echoed in the air.
 
   The crowd of clubgoers parted like the Red Sea, and eventually a man with a handgun was standing right in front of the stage. “Dwight MacGregor!” he yelled, then pointed his gun in Dwight’s direction.
 
   Without thinking, Dwight jumped to the side, but it ended up being an unnecessary effort. Liam appeared from nowhere and slammed into the gun-toting man, knocking him to the floor. The man managed to fire his gun once before Liam punched him into unconsciousness. The clubgoers were screaming and running for the door in droves. 
 
   On his hands and knees, Dwight saw Liam get up to stand over the body of the prone gunman, shaking his head. When the vampire turned to Dwight, his eyes widened in horror, and Dwight realized there was something behind him. He dived again, grabbing his bass guitar as the sound of another gunshot sent shockwaves through him.
 
   His other bandmates had already fled off the stage, not that he blamed them. He shuffled back across the floor of the stage until his back was against the drum kit. He could see Liam lying on his back below, a bullet hole in his forehead. It seemed that even a vampire couldn’t shrug that off so easily. The second attacker put several more bullets into Liam, and the vampire’s body jerked violently. Dwight winced.
 
   “Maggot-eaten hellspawn corpse,” said the gunman, his face a mask of disgust. He then turned to Dwight. But instead of shooting him, he closed his eyes and began a prayer. “Brothers, I now destroy another of the Dark vassals—”
 
   He never got to finish his prayer, since he was interrupted by Dwight’s guitar smashing into his jaw. Dwight had scrambled to his feet and swung the guitar like a baseball bat. After he connected the man wobbled, unstable; his face was split open where the edge of the guitar had hit him, but he was still standing. Dwight hit him again with a brutal overhead smash, putting all his strength behind it, and the man went down.
 
   Dwight was breathing heavily, holding his bloody guitar out in front of him. Was it over? Were there more of them?
 
   He sensed a presence behind him and spun around, prepared to use his instrument as a weapon once again. However, Liam blocked the swing with his forearm.
 
   “It’s just me,” he said. The bullet hole in his forehead was still there, but he looked otherwise unharmed. “I have to thank you. I would have failed in my duty if you hadn’t protected yourself. Bastard was a good shot.”
 
   “Don’t mention it,” said Dwight, still holding his guitar in a death-grip. “What the hell was that about? Why would anyone want to shoot me?”
 
   “It’s not just you,” said Liam gravely. “I can sense the others. We’ve saved everyone so far, but for how long?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   To say that Cassie was aggravated when she found out about Sam and John’s little trip to Realm would be an understatement.
 
   “It’s one thing if you wanted to go to hell, but why did you have to take him?” Cassie asked, outraged.
 
   “I had a use for him,” said Sam, cleaning the dishes while she shouted at him.
 
   “And that was?”
 
   “Nothing you need to know about.”
 
   Cassie was aghast at that. “Now you’re keeping secrets from me?”
 
   Sam wiped his hands on a clean towel. “Looks that way.”
 
   “What is your problem?”
 
   He threw the towel aside with an angry flick of his wrist. “I’ll trade you one of mine for one of yours.”
 
   “Huh?” She was taken aback.
 
   “Secrets, I mean. I’ll tell you one of mine if you give me one of yours,” he said, crossing his arms and looking down on her. He was close to a foot taller than her, so it wasn’t hard.
 
   What is he talking about? He can’t know I went to the future, he can’t.
 
   She scowled to hide her fear. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   Sam returned her scowl with one of his own. “I think you know EXACTLY—”
 
   Then he got a strange look on his face and grimaced, her secrets forgotten.
 
   She bit her lip. “What is it?” She could tell from his face it was serious.
 
   “Distress call, from Liam…and Dmitri…and…Nyesha? Wait, and now Eugene too,” he said breathlessly, rubbing his eyes. “We’re being attacked, all of us at once.”
 
   “How—” She started, and then they heard a crash from the café. Sam bolted through the break room door, with her right behind him.
 
   At the register, Khalil’s back was to them. “Guys, stay back,” he said quietly.
 
   Cassie looked and saw Billingsly’s massive frame on top of a black-clad man in the far corner of the cafe. She frowned. What the hell was going on? The few customers who hadn’t already bolted were in the process of running out the door.
 
   “He had a gun,” said Khalil. “H-he took it out, but Bill was on him before….”
 
   Instead of leaving, one customer sprinted back inside and threw off his coat. Cassie gasped, horrified; his body was wired with explosives.
 
   “For the LIGHT!” he shouted, and held out a detonator in his hand. Billingsly was already moving, just a blur of black spandex, but it was too late….
 
   Then there was a familiar thunderclap, and Cassie realized she could see her breath. Sam fell to his knees beside her; it was the second time he’d stopped the clock in 48 hours.
 
   “Hang on,” she said, and knelt beside him. She put her hand in his. “You need help.” He nodded weakly, and began the transfer.
 
   Something odd happened when he tapped into her energy. Normally, when they connected, it was a sensation of warmth slowly leaving her body; not painful, but not pleasant either. This time, it was different; the warmth seemed to swell and then recede in waves, like she was being lapped by a gentle ocean current. When he had finished, she felt oddly at peace, despite the crazed suicide bomber right in front of them.
 
   Sam scrambled back up to his feet, with Khalil steadying him. Billingsly glared at the frozen bomber. “What should I do with him?”
 
   “Nothing, I’m going to bubble him,” said Sam, “Put a barrier around him and let him blow himself up. If you throw him outside, other people will get caught in the explosion.”
 
   Cassie blinked. He sounded awfully calm, confident even, considering he was staking their lives on one barrier.
 
   Sam mouthed a word, and Cassie could see the barrier come to life all around the man’s body. The barrier wasn’t opaque, but she could tell it was there due to a weird shimmer in the air. She could feel goosebumps budding over her entire body; this was a big one.
 
   She grabbed Khalil’s hand, which felt clammy and cold. It must be horrible for him. He can’t see barriers, so he can’t even see that Sam is doing anything.
 
   “Trust us, okay?” she said quietly. Khalil’s face was ashen, but he nodded.
 
   “Cassie,” Sam said quietly after a few moments. “Is that or is it not the thickest barrier I’ve ever made?”
 
   She squinted at it; there seemed to be hundreds of layers, all wafer-thin and semi-transparent, but she knew they were harder than any steel. “Yes, it is.”
 
   “Good,” he said, then he mouthed another word and she felt time resume.
 
   The man hit the button on the detonator with an exaggerated motion of his thumb, a deranged grin taking up his whole face. The loudest sound Cassie had ever heard forced her back in pain, covering her ears, but the barrier didn’t break. It was a ball of fire, shining so bright that it was like a small sun that bleached the entire room painfully white. Then the light faded to gray smoke, and when the smoke faded, there was only the bloody remains of the bomber, and his clothing. Strangely, one shoe was entirely intact, though it was covered with gore. 
 
   Khalil turned around and retched on the floor behind the register. Cassie felt like joining him, but managed to hold back her nausea; she had a feeling it was the lingering effects from the power transfer that were keeping her calm.
 
   “First time I’ve ever seen that,” said Billingsly. Even his deep, resonant voice sounded shaky. He opened his mouth to say something else, then turned at a sound the rest of them couldn’t hear and snarled.
 
   Another black clad man was running into the café. “Death to the Demonspawn!” he yelled.
 
   The group was ready for him this time; Billingsly was already moving, and Sam was pointing in his direction, ready to down him with a curse. It turned out to be unnecessary when the man immediately fell forward, almost on top of Billingsly’s sneakers; there was a boxcutter buried in the back of his head.
 
   “That is the last of them,” said Aeka, entering the shop in shorts and flip-flops as though nothing were amiss. “There are no more.”
 
   Sam and Cassie exchanged glances. “How do you know?” Sam asked.
 
   Aeka stuck out her chin, proud. “Ten men had taken the Lord’s name in vain. Now, all is quiet.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   “We think that all of these attacks were the result of a coordinated terrorist plot,” said the detective. “Based on the testimony of several witnesses, plus the surviving terrorists themselves, we have reason to believe that the terrorist cell had some kind of religious affiliation.”
 
   Eugene was unamused. “What a triumph of deductive reasoning, positively Sherlockian. I see nothing gets past the police of this fine metropolis.” His lawyer was giving him dagger-eyes, but he didn’t care.
 
   The detective was doing a good job of ignoring his sarcasm. “Now, Mr. Buckley, we have several witnesses that peg you as lifting one of the terrorists and throwing him several dozen feet through the air, at which point he collided with a glass display case and died instantly. You’ll have to forgive me if I’m a little…skeptical of that,” he said, eyeing Eugene’s aged body. “Hysteria makes people see strange things sometimes. Tell me what happened, from your point of view.”
 
   “I was protecting my ward,” said Eugene. “An evil, deranged lunatic was going to kill him, an innocent little boy, and I wasn’t going to let that happen.”
 
   There was a pause.
 
   “So did you pick up and throw the man or not?”
 
   “I think you should be spending less time interrogating the victims, and more time trying to hunt down these accursed terrorists,” said Buckley.
 
   “We will find the terrorists, Mr. Buckley. Assuming any are still alive, besides the few we have in custody. Considering the fact that you claim that you and your…friends all lack military training,” he said, looking at the notes in front of him, “A surprising amount of the victims killed their attackers.”
 
   The detective scratched his head. His confusion seemed to be tinged with outrage. “Supposedly that little blond girl killed a man with a boxcutter, and critically wounded another man with the same weapon? Then there’s the redhead, who can’t weigh more than 90 pounds, who supposedly fought off a 200-pound man and pistol-whipped him into unconsciousness with his own gun. And then there’s one of the bodies we found in the coffee shop…if you can even call that a body—”
 
   “Is there a point to this, detective?”
 
   He threw his hands up. “Look, throw me a bone here. Nothing about any of this makes sense, everyone knows it, and none of your stories add up either. It’s going to be worse for you the longer you hold out on us. Harder for your little boy, too.”
 
   Eugene leaned all the way forward in his chair. “I will tell you what I know.”
 
   The detective mirrored his pose, leaning forward as well. “Go on.”
 
   “There is nothing unusual about this case,” said Eugene crisply.
 
   “Excuse—” The detective started to protest, but then the look in Eugene’s eyes lulled him into a trance.
 
   “Nothing unusual at all. You will forget everything you know about this case that troubles you.”
 
   “I will forget everything I know about the case that troubles me,” said the detective, eyes wide. He sounded relieved.
 
   “Is there anything further?” said Eugene, returning to his normal cadence.
 
   The detective blinked and looked at his notes. “Ah, no. Please feel free to take your little boy home, alright? Make sure you both get some sleep. Call me if you remember anything else about the terrorists.”
 
   “Thank you, Detective,” said Eugene, standing up. As he and his lawyer left the room, he heard the detective cursing over his notes. “This is gibberish, who wrote this?” he muttered.
 
   “I apologize, Joel,” said Eugene to the man walking next to him. “I always feel like it’s an insult to your profession when I have to resort to that.”
 
   The lawyer laughed. “Are you kidding? I wish all my clients were like you.” He bid Eugene goodbye and walked out the front entrance of the station towards his car. It had been a two-and-a-half-hour drive, but Eugene was one of his best clients.
 
   When Eugene reached the waiting room, he smiled at the sight of Ethan asleep, his head resting on Miri’s lap. “He wanted to stay up until they were done questioning you, but gave up just a couple of minutes ago,” she said.
 
   “This poor child has seen more horror in his short life than most people ever see,” said Buckley gently, stroking the sleeping boy’s cheek. He saw Sam out of the corner of his eye and left Ethan safely sleeping on Miri’s lap. He knew she would quash any nightmares if she sensed them.
 
   He frowned; he was probably going to have to psychically dim Ethan’s nightmares again. He had only stopped having to do that a week or two ago.
 
   Sam was looking at the officers on the other side of the room, drinking from a Styrofoam cup. “How did it go?”
 
   Buckley switched to his mental voice.
 
   Between myself, Dmitri and Miri, I think we got all the detectives. They’ll all forget everything unusual about the case, but of course the bad news is, they’ll be too clueless to be of any help either. All they know is that there was some kind of bizarre terrorist attack and some people fought back successfully.
 
   I figured as much, Sam responded, and Eugene barely stifled a wince. Sam wasn’t used to speaking mind-to-mind, and it showed. Communicating with him this way was like standing still while someone shouted with a megaphone in his ear, but it was better than being overheard.
 
   What do we do now? We can’t just all peel off in different directions, it’s unsafe. Some of the vampires, like Liam, need rest just as badly as the humans right now. Can’t count on them for guard duty for a little while.
 
   Eugene considered that for a moment. Why don’t we all meet at my penthouse? Just for tonight, and maybe tomorrow, you can put a giant protection barrier around it, and keep everyone covered at once. We can resume the bodyguard arrangement after things have calmed down again.
 
   Sam considered that, his mouth a thin line. “The swarm will also protect us,” he said, nodding. It took Eugene a moment to realize he meant the thousands of bats that had taken up residence in the city. “I’ll put them on alert. If anything is still coming for us, or anyone’s families, they’ll see it a mile away.”
 
   And since when you can do that, my child? You learn so fast, it’s no wonder the court is afraid of you. “Then it’s settled,” said Eugene.
 
   “On one condition,” said Sam, then he looked at Eugene with a tired half-smile. “Did Ethan ever put away those stupid cards?”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   The Buckley penthouse was spacious, with multiple guest rooms, but there still weren’t enough beds for everyone. Dwight had volunteered to sleep on the couch in the living room, but it wasn’t much of a sacrifice; the huge couch was about as spacious as his bed at home. Still, despite the comfortable bedding, he found himself unable to sleep.
 
   After tossing and turning for what had to be an hour, he got up and made his way to the kitchen, hoping to find something cold and alcoholic.
 
   There was already someone in the dark kitchen when he entered, and for a second, his heart leapt into his mouth. As his eyes adjusted further to the dark and he realized that it was Khalil, sitting motionless at the kitchen table, he chided himself for his jumpiness.
 
   Khalil looked up at his entrance. “Fridge has the goods,” he said quietly.
 
   Dwight opened the refrigerator, and saw that Khalil was right. He wasn’t sure what he was expecting, but Eugene’s fridge was filled to bursting with all kinds of food and specialty drinks. Now that Eugene could eat food again, it looked like he’d gone on a shopping spree.
 
   Good for him, Dwight thought as he grabbed a can of artisanal beer and sat down across from Khalil at the kitchen table. The two men sat in silence for a moment while Dwight drank.
 
   Finally Khalil sighed, and leaned forward onto the table. “I want to take the blue pill, man. I’ve had enough of this.” When Dwight didn’t answer immediately, Khalil looked up at him. “Think we can?”
 
   Dwight considered that. If the vampires could hypnotize the police into submission, surely making a few humans forget their knowledge of all things demon-related was possible. With Eugene’s wealth, erasing their memories and setting them both up in a new life somewhere probably wouldn’t be very difficult.
 
   “Demons will still rule the world whether we know about it or not,” said Dwight. “Personally, I’d rather know.”
 
   “This place is full of vampires, they can probably hear us right now,” said Khalil. Then he scowled. “Fuck it, I don’t even care, let them hear.”
 
   “Don’t curse,” said Dwight reflexively.
 
   Khalil sat up. “I know, I know, some demons like to listen for four-letter words when they’re browsing for souls. But what are they going to do to us? What could be worse than what happened to us today?”
 
   Dwight didn’t respond. He was pretty sure things could actually be a whole lot worse, but it seemed petty to point that out to Khalil at the moment. He saw his friend’s point.
 
   “If you take the blue pill, that means saying goodbye to Miri,” he said, draining the last of his beer.
 
   Khalil sighed. “I’ll always come in second with her. She’s so loyal to him.”
 
   Dwight tapped his empty can. “Think she loves him?”
 
   Khalil frowned. “Maybe not in a love-love way. But they’ve got this crazy magical bond going on. He brought her back from death, from having her head cut off her body—remember, I saw that—and now she’ll follow him to the ends of the Earth. I can’t compete with that.”
 
   Dwight didn’t know what to say in response. Khalil sat up straighter.
 
   “Like, I’m not even mad at him, you understand? I get it. I just can’t compete with that. No one can compete with that.”
 
   “You know, maybe it’s not a competition.”
 
   “Grant me more of your sage wisdom, O Wise One,” Khalil said bitterly.
 
   The both jumped in their chairs when they heard footsteps, but it was just Jay. “I can’t sleep,” he said quietly.
 
   “That’s weird, I wonder why,” Khalil deadpanned.
 
   Jay opened the fridge. “There’s tons of beer in here!” he said, and Dwight had to crack a smile at the barely restrained glee in his voice.
 
   “Yes there is.”
 
   Jay looked back at them. “You guys aren’t gonna stop me from taking some?”
 
   Dwight and Khalil exchanged glances, a small current of amusement rousing them from their general state of shellshocked exhaustion. “You almost got killed today, I think you can have a drink if you want one,” said Dwight. “Actually, while you’re in there, get me another one.”
 
   “What kind?”
 
   “Don’t care.”
 
   Jay plunked a tall can in front of Dwight, then took another seat at the kitchen table. He made no move to open his own beer; maybe he felt more grown up just holding it. “I couldn’t do anything to help my Mom,” he said quietly.
 
   “Don’t blame yourself,” said Dwight. “There was nothing you could have done.”
 
   Jay narrowed his eyes. “You fought back,” he said. It almost sounded like an accusation.
 
   “I’m also twice your age,” said Dwight, opening the second beer can. For once, he wished his alcohol tolerance was lower; these two beers weren’t going to come anywhere near getting him drunk.
 
   “It’s not about that. Aeka’s even smaller than me and she always fights back,” said Jay.
 
   “You do not want to be like her,” said Khalil. “I don’t know what happened to that girl to make her the way she is, but you don’t want it.”
 
   There was a snapping sound as Jay opened his beer, then a gurgle of disgust as he tried to drink some. The boy managed to swallow it down with a loud, painful gulp. “That’s nasty! How does anyone drink this?!”
 
   “If you don’t want it, I’ll take it.” Dwight said. Three beers: he still would not be drunk. This was aggravating.
 
   There was silence at the table for a while, just Dwight sipping his beer. Jay was staring at the table.
 
   “I need to take Karate or something,” he mumbled. “I need to be able to fight.”
 
   Dwight wanted to tell him that he shouldn’t, that it was a waste of time. That there was no way Jay could hope to defend himself with beginner’s martial arts, not in this league, but instead he said nothing.
 
   So the kid wants to learn how to defend himself—is that so bad? Just because I think he shouldn’t have to, that doesn’t mean he’s wrong. He probably won’t be able to fight worth a damn, he doesn’t have an aggressive bone in his body, but maybe it will do something for his confidence at least.
 
   They heard footsteps coming, but they were slow and tentative; it was the sound of someone walking deliberately so not to spook them. Dmitri poked his head around the corner.
 
   “Could you all, perhaps, trying being less loud?” he said. There was a trace of an accent in his voice that Dwight hadn’t noticed before. Maybe it only came out when he was tired.
 
   “We’re not being loud,” said Khalil, ironically raising his voice as he did so. “Can you try sticking some cotton in your ears to blot out your super-vampire hearing?”
 
   “Strange, we’re fresh out of cotton,” Dmitri muttered, but he pulled his head back and left them alone.
 
   A soft blue light was just becoming visible through the window; they had all gotten to the penthouse in the wee hours of the morning, and it would be dawn soon.
 
   “I don’t think I’m going to school today,” said Jay.
 
   “And no one’s going to work; even with the detectives in la-la-land, there’s still a police investigation going on,” said Khalil. “DG should be closed for a while.”
 
   Well, I finally got the time off I wanted, thought Dwight. I should try to look on the bright side here.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Cassie woke up to the sound of male laughter, and it took her a moment to place where she was. Slowly, memories of the previous night came back, and for a moment, she wasn’t sure if it had all been a nightmare or not. She heard Mike laugh raucously, and frowned.
 
   What are they so happy about?
 
   She had slept in her T-shirt and even her bra, so getting dressed was as simple as pulling her jeans back on. She walked down the upper hall of the Buckleys’ penthouse, until she reached the balcony overlooking the living room.
 
   Mike, Jay, Ethan, Dwight, and Khalil were all playing cards together on a large coffee table. She could hear the sound of a pan sizzling from the kitchen, and the low hum of other conversations in the background. Ethan, Jay and Dwight were sitting on the couch, while Mike and Khalil played from the floor.
 
   Khalil was shuffling through his cards. “Okay, so I take my Manticore and—”
 
   “No, no no!” Ethan interjected. “You have to pull your magic before you can attack, remember?”
 
   “Oh…right. Okay, so I’m pulling three purple and two gray. I’m sending my Manticore to attack Dwight for 15—”
 
   “Dude, I’m dead. I’ve been dead,” Dwight said taking a swig of coffee out of a huge mug.
 
   Khalil looked crestfallen. “How many turns have you been dead for?”
 
   “Two.”
 
   “Why did nobody tell me?”
 
   “You have to pay attention in Sorcery,” said Ethan. He sounded like he was scolding Khalil, who sighed and threw his cards down on the table.
 
   “Ah man, and I was massing Manticores just so I could take out Dwight’s ugly bog creatures. I’ve got nothing to defend against Ethan’s ghoul army now.”
 
   “Or my ghoul army,” said Mike in a smug tone.
 
   Khalil’s jaw dropped. “Since when?”
 
   During the conversation, Cassie had come down the stairs. “Who’s winning?” she asked.
 
   “Me,” said Mike and Ethan in unison.
 
   “I don’t find this game to be a very enjoyable pastime,” Khalil noted.
 
   Cassie followed the smells of food to the kitchen, where Sam was busy in front of the stove. “Cassie, it’s amazing!” called Miri from the dining room table. “Sam made me scrambled eggs and there were hardly any shell pieces in them at all.”
 
   “There were no shells, don’t listen to her. Want anything?” he asked her.
 
   “Two scrambled eggs and some toast, whenever you get around to it.” She opened a cabinet, only to find a king’s ransom in juice boxes. “Where does Eugene keep the mugs?”
 
   Sam gestured to the cabinet next to him, and Cassie took out a plain white mug. As she poured herself coffee, she looked around the rest of apartment. Dmitri and Liam were sitting on a window seat, not far from where the boys were playing cards, talking quietly. Billingsly was at the dining room table with Miri, flipping through a large book in front of him. She couldn’t see Eugene, but she imagined he was probably in his office. Aeka and Nyesha weren’t around; the former was probably asleep, the latter reading in her room.
 
   She looked at the clock; it was already noon.
 
   This is so strange. Last night we were attacked by crazy cultists and it was all horror and blood, and now it’s like we’re having big sleepover or something. It wasn’t that she minded seeing everyone relaxing—in fact, she was glad the guys were playing cards to keep Ethan’s mind off of his latest trauma—but it was incongruous. 
 
   She nearly jumped when she turned and saw Mr. Golding on the kitchen counter. He was eating from a plate of eggs and hash browns, but stopped when her eyes found him. She guessed he was embarrassed to be seen eating like a ravenous rodent.
 
   She looked from him to Sam and bit her lip. Part of her wanted to yell at Sam to turn Mr. Golding human already, but she knew it wasn’t wise. That super-barrier Sam had made yesterday had been magically expensive, plus he’d made another less impressive, but still substantial barrier around the penthouse. He’d also sent the bats to patrol around places that still needed protection all over the city, like Cassie’s house and the hospital where Jay’s mother was currently recovering. It seemed like he was always too magically strained lately for her to feel right insisting that he give Mr. Golding his full attention.
 
   We still don’t know why he got changed again in the first place. Did it have something to do with the attack last night? How does that make sense?
 
   She sat down behind Dwight on the couch, cradling her coffee mug. Mike and Ethan both had stormy looks on their faces. “Who won?” she asked.
 
   “I did!” said Jay, beaming with joy. “Last man standing!”
 
   “Ethan and Mike both killed each other off in one turn with massive undead armies while Jay just defended the whole game,” said Khalil, yawning. When he opened his eyes again, she noticed that they were bloodshot. “Maybe I should try sleeping now. I haven’t slept at all yet.”
 
   “A bunch of the beds are available now,” said Cassie. “Just go upstairs.”
 
   Khalil yawned again and nodded. “If I have any bad dreams now, it’ll just be about Manticores and stupid bog people.”
 
   As Khalil left the living room, he passed Eugene coming in from the other direction. “There are fresh toothbrushes in the guest bathroom, Mr. Latif,”
 
   “Whatever,” muttered Khalil as he started up the stairs. Cassie was pretty sure he was just going to collapse face-down on the nearest bed without doing anything about his teeth.
 
   Ethan was shuffling his cards with a quickness of hand that was a little disturbing in a boy his age. “Wanna play again?”
 
   “Uh, that took two hours,” said Dwight.
 
   “Yeah, but now we have four people instead of five so it’ll be quicker!” Ethan replied, but his smile faded when he realized no one else looked like they wanted to play again so fast. “Okay, fine, no big deal,” he said unconvincingly.
 
   Mike got up off the floor and fell back into a nearby easy chair. “Actually, I’ve been thinking about last night.”
 
   Dwight made eye contact with Mike, indicated Ethan with his chin and shook his head no, but it wasn’t subtle enough for the boy to miss. “You can talk about stuff with me here, it’s not like I don’t know what’s going on,” said Ethan quietly. Eugene sat next to Ethan on the couch, looking at Mike expectantly.
 
   “Here’s the thing; it’s not like the information they had was all that hard to get…for demons, or vampires.” Mike began. “Half the court is spying on the other half, so all our names and addresses and stuff are out there for the right price. But how did humans get a hold of that information? They were humans, right?”
 
   “As far as we could tell, every single one of them was human,” Eugene answered.
 
   Mike leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Do you think some demon is using humans to do his dirty work? Like, find some sad crazy people, turn them into a cult, and then send them after his enemies? Maybe he thinks that no one will figure it out because no one expects humans to be a threat.”
 
   “I was thinking something along the same lines,” responded Eugene, standing up and putting his hands in his pockets. “But the ritualistic manner of the attempted murders makes me wonder. They would have been more successful, and perhaps gotten some of you, if they hadn’t insisted on reciting those prayers before they killed,” he said. “Would a demon really send out an attack force to kill his enemies with such an inefficient game plan?”
 
   “Maybe that’s the point, though,” Mike countered. “Because they seem like real religious fanatics—including the incredibly stupid part—maybe the demon figures no one will ever trace it back to him.”
 
   Dwight looked unimpressed. “You’re playing the ‘maybe they’re doing this just to make us think they’re not doing this,’ game, you just think yourself in circles with that.”
 
   They all turned as Sam entered from the kitchen. “Your eggs are getting cold, Cassie.”
 
   “You didn’t tell me they were ready.”
 
   “I did, you just weren’t listening.”
 
   She groaned, reached past Dwight to put her coffee cup on the table, then ran to the kitchen to get the plate Sam had made for her. She didn’t want to eat in the living room and risk getting Eugene’s carpet dirty, so she leaned on the doorframe between the kitchen and the living room and ate standing up. When she could hear them again, Jay was speaking.
 
   “—and maybe this is just me being dumb, but what if they are just crazy religious people?” he said. “Like, maybe we’re overthinking it, trying to figure out why someone would use them, when they’re not being used; they’re just crazy.”
 
   “But then how would they know about us?” Mike countered. “Sure, they might know about The Daily Grind, lots of people online are talking about how weird stuff happens there. But the club where Dwight was playing? Miri and Nyesha’s apartment? My house?” he said, a little unsteady by the time he got to the last part. He’d actually been the luckiest last night, since Miri had found the deranged cultist that was headed for Mike long before the man had entered the house, but it was still frightening to think about.
 
   “I mean, who the hell knows about me? I’m not special, I don’t have any magic,” he continued. “The only people who know about me are the people at court who keep detailed records of everyone’s familiars and human servants.”
 
   “The timing is weird, also,” added Sam. “I don’t know what my odds are, but a lot of demons must be hoping that I’ll disappear for good after this weekend. Why go through all the trouble of killing me if the court might essentially do it for them?”
 
   Cassie had been wondering that herself. “Maybe they think the court is going to rule in your favor?” she said. She honestly did wonder what the consensus of opinion was among the other demons as to Sam’s chances of acquittal.
 
   “Even so, why not wait a few more days and be sure?” Sam replied.
 
   “Maybe you weren’t the target,” Mike added. His mind seemed to be relishing the puzzle. “I mean, why waste manpower killing the puny humans in the entourage if they wanted to get to you? Maybe that suicide bomber was a Hail Mary, and they never really expected it to work.”
 
   “We need to speak to the surviving terrorists,” said Eugene. “I was going to suggest it anyway, but may as well do it now.”
 
   Sam seemed to think about that, looking out the floor-to-ceiling window as he did so. A few bats flew by; normally, they wouldn’t still be awake by now. “Hmm, I wonder. Are they still in police lock-up? Or have they been moved to the county jail already?”
 
   “You’re forgetting something,” Miri called, strolling into the room.
 
   “And that is?”
 
   She put her hands on her hips. “We beat them all up really bad. They can’t be in jail if they’re still in the hospital, right?”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
    Liam paused on the sidewalk before entering the hospital, enjoying the feeling of the sun on his face. He had been able to daywalk again for almost a week now, but he still wasn’t used to just how good the sunlight felt on his skin.
 
   “Are we going to go in?” asked Dmitri from behind him. “Or are you getting a tan?”
 
   Liam picked up the pace. “You’re heartless.”
 
   The other vampire grinned. “Not at all. I am simply aware that the sun will still be here when we return.”
 
   “I hope so,” said Liam, then he walked through a set of automatic doors to Silver Cross Hospital.
 
   They had entered through the lobby, so there wasn’t any medical machinery in sight, but Liam still felt mildly uncomfortable. He didn’t like hospitals; his last memories of his human life were of dying of influenza in a hospital, and he didn’t like being reminded of it. He knew Dmitri felt much the same, but still, they had a job to do.
 
   Liam walked up to the hospitality desk, where a man with glasses and thinning hair was busy doing something on a computer. He leaned in close, so that no one else could hear.
 
   “Get me the charts on the terrorists that were brought into the ER last night.”
 
   It was no good; the man was looking at the computer, and wasn’t paying enough attention to Liam to get pulled into the command. “Pfft, yeah, sure. Where are you from, anyway, the news?” He made the mistake of looking up, then Liam had him.
 
   “Get me the charts on the terrorists that were brought in to the ER last night. Be quick about it,” Liam said.
 
   The man shot up out of his chair and went running to do as he was bid. A clerk sitting a few seats down from him watched him go with a raised eyebrow, but then returned to a conversation she was having with a patient. Between himself and Dmitri, they could hypnotize anyone else who took notice of what they were doing, but such steps were rarely necessary; people saw what they expected to see. The woman probably assumed that her colleague was making a sudden trip to the bathroom.
 
   “Your technique needs work,” Dmitri chided as they waited in the lobby. “If you do it properly, you can get them even if you can’t see their eyes.”
 
   Liam shrugged. In truth, he was embarrassed that he was still a little clumsy when it came to hypnosis, even after all this time, but he wasn’t going to give his old friend the satisfaction of admitting to that. “I’m still better at it than our master.” Dmitri had to laugh at that. Liam chuckled softly as well.
 
   It was strange. Their current master was capable of feats of magic the likes of which they had never seen before, yet seemed to have no ability to command anyone who wasn’t his familiar. To Liam, a demon who couldn’t make others do his bidding with ease was like a dolphin that couldn’t swim, so he was continually baffled by it.
 
   Still, there was something rather comforting about a master who actually didn’t have total control over you. Quentin had been insufferable with that, commanding them to do things for him that they would have done anyway, had he just asked. The more he thought about it, the more Liam appreciated his current situation; as usual, Eugene had known what he was doing.
 
   After about ten minutes, the man returned holding a bunch of manila folders. He handed them to Liam.
 
   “Thank you. Now return to your desk and have no memory of me, or retrieving these charts.” The man walked away.
 
   As Liam began rifling through the folders, Dmitri blocked the sight of him with his body so no one would see that he was holding patients’ charts. “Well, we can’t talk to the one with the wrecked throat. There’s also one in intensive care with a hole in his skull.”
 
   “That was the Princess,” said Dmitri. That was his nickname for Aeka.
 
   “There’s one upstairs who just has a sprained ankle and a mild concussion,” Liam continued. “That’s probably the one I took down at the club. He’s our best bet.”
 
   “Or it could be the one I handled at the boy’s house,” said Dmitri, as the two of them made their way to the elevators. “I was careful.”
 
   “I’ve seen you be careful,” Liam said without much emotion. Dmitri looked mock-offended.
 
   “I swear! I was gentle with him!” he cried, his Russian accent making a rare appearance. They had both mostly lost their original accents in the intervening decades, but Dmitri was inclined to let his slip out when he was tired or emotional.
 
   “Well, let’s just see who was the real gentleman,” said Liam, as the elevator doors closed in front of him.
 
   Unfortunately, when they got to the hospital room marked on the chart, Liam didn’t recognize the man in the bed. He was ready for Dmitri to start gloating, but apparently, Dmitri didn’t recognize him either.
 
   “Ah, it’s the one Miri got,” Dmitri said, disappointed.
 
   The man’s eyes widened when he saw them, but Dmitri was on top of him with his hand covering his mouth before he could make a sound. Fortunately, the other patient in the room was sound asleep. “Don’t scream. It would not help you, but it would be annoying. Do not annoy us, and we will not hurt you any further.” He slowly took his hand off the man’s mouth.
 
   The man spat. “Walking corpses,” he gasped. “All those who serve the Dark will burn in eternal blue fire.”
 
   “Maybe someday,” said Liam, then switched into his hypnosis voice. “Why did you come to this city?”
 
   “To rid the world of Demonspawn scum,” the man spat.
 
   Liam and Dmitri exchanged glances; this was going to be a chore. “But why did you come here specifically? There are other demons, other entourages you could have targeted.”
 
   The response was slower this time. “She gave us the information. Said that if we killed the most evil of the demons and his servants, we would be showered in the light of the Lord.”
 
   “Who is ‘she’?” asked Dmitri.
 
   “The Seraph,” he said.
 
   “Who is this Seraph?”
 
   “I don’t know,” said the man, and then he cackled. “She’s too smart for you, didn’t tell us anything you could use against her. She’ll burn you all in the end.”
 
   Liam sighed; he had been afraid of this. If the mastermind of the attack had been smart enough to leave her minions ignorant, their options were limited; no amount of compulsion could make someone reveal information they didn’t have.
 
   “You are a human. How did you learn of demons and vampires?” Dmitri said, redirecting. Even under hypnosis, the man seemed unsettled by the question.
 
   “The vampires, they used us. They said they would make us one of ‘em, never did. Just drank and drank and drank and drank.” His eyes were unfocused, and seemed to be looking off in two different directions.
 
   Liam and Dmitri exchanged another somber glance. This was awful. One of Eugene’s cardinal rules regarding blood donors was to never, ever grant their request to turn them, unless they both had suitable temperament and an incurable, terminal disease. Those who asked for it when they were healthy were mentally ill, but that didn’t stop many vampires from stringing their fragile pets along, always promising to turn them after the next feeding and never delivering.
 
   It was the kind of thing that infuriated Eugene, the kind of practice that brought shame upon their entire race. Not all vampires were evil, but the actions of so many were so heinous that the distinction was often rendered irrelevant.
 
   “The vampires you served abandoned you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Liam considered his next question carefully.
 
   “What did you do, when the vampires abandoned you?”
 
   “I thought I was unworthy,” said the man. His voice was erratic, going up and down in volume in unpredictable places. The patient in the next bed started to stir, but Dmitri walked over to the other bed and put him back to sleep as the man continued. “I thought I didn’t deserve the gift of eternal life. I was cursed, unclean.”
 
   “Then the Seraph came, and I learned that I had been in thrall to the Dark. It wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t my fault,” he repeated. “She showed me that it was not I that was unworthy, but that the Dark lies. That I would never be safe until the Dark was destroyed.”
 
   “Where did the Seraph come from?” Liam asked.
 
   No answer. He didn’t know.
 
   “How did she find you?”
 
   “She didn’t find me; it was I who found salvation,” the deranged man said with reverence.
 
   “But where did she find you, physically?”
 
   No answer.
 
   “Where were you when she found you?”
 
   “In the Dark. So deep in the dark I could not see,” he wheezed.
 
   “Who was the real target of the attacks? The demon, or his servants?” tried Dmitri.
 
   “All will die. All who serve the Dark must die.”
 
   Liam let out a frustrated breath. “This is no good. He’s too far gone.”
 
   “Wait one moment,” said Dmitri, holding up a finger. He addressed the bed-ridden terrorist.
 
   “You do not know who this Seraph is; tell us who you think she is.”
 
   At that, the man’s face broke out into a smile. With his broken teeth and unfocused eyes, the effect of the smile was somewhat distorted, but still; he seemed enraptured, so full of love.
 
   “An angel.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Sam found Cassie sitting on the window seat, wearing a loose white dress that looked like a relic from the fifties. It probably was; lord only knew where all those strange clothes in Eugene’s walk-in closet had come from. Why the ancient vampire had a collection of odd clothes, for women as well as men, Sam wasn’t sure he wanted to know. Still, he thought the dress suited her.
 
   She was sitting sideways on the seat, her shoeless feet on the cushions as she looked out the window. She turned her head when he approached. “I thought you were going to go to the hospital.”
 
   He shook his head. “The Buckleys have been doing this sort of thing for a long time. I was tempted to go, but I’d probably just get in the way.”
 
   He sat down on the other side of the window seat. He could hear a dull roar from down the hall; the rest of the entourage was busy watching some action movie with lots of explosions. Even Nyesha had agreed to it, though Sam was sure she was just making ironic comments through the entire thing.
 
   If I want to confront her alone, this is probably the best chance I’m going to get, Sam thought. Still, he didn’t know how to broach the subject of his father; didn’t know how to even approach the topic without making it sound like an accusation, and making her defensive. 
 
   Before he could gather his thoughts, she surprised him by starting a different conversation. “You know, I was supposed to talk to you about…about what happened on Saturday night,” she said, flushing ever so slightly. “But then things got so crazy, it never seemed like the right time….”
 
   “You don’t have to,” he said, trying to sound casual. “Miri already gave me the gist of it. It was my fault for pushing you too fast,” he said, then realized how true that was. He had tried to be so gentle and patient, but it didn’t matter; she hadn’t been ready. Any fool could have seen it. That fact that he’d never been overtly forceful didn’t mean she wasn’t being forced by the situation.
 
   She frowned, looking outside at the setting sun. “Will they hold it against you at the hearing that I’m not a witch yet?”
 
   “Probably,” he said. Why lie? “It’s all about what they think I can do for them, and if I’m not giving them the witch they need on schedule, that looks bad for me.”
 
   “Oh,” she said quietly. “You know…we still have time.”
 
   He flicked his head around to look at her, surprised. She was looking down at her knees.
 
   “There’s tonight…and Friday night….”
 
   “No,” he said. I won’t have her look at me that way again, with fear and disgust and wanting to be anywhere else in the world. I won’t, no matter what. “You don’t owe me anything, certainly not that.”
 
   “Yeah, but…” she started, hugging her shoulders. “It’s not like it’s going to be good for me if they send you away to Realm forever, you know? They’ll just give me to some other demon who doesn’t care about me.”
 
   The truth of that hurt. I can’t even try to do the right thing without making her life worse somehow.
 
   “I thought you were the one who said that the court was never going to send me away,” he said, remembering a conversation they’d had not long ago. “You said you thought that they were just doing this to scare me, to try to put me in my place.”
 
   She hugged herself tighter. “Maybe. But…I’m scared. It was easy to say that when we still had some time.”
 
   He shifted in his seat, so that his bare feet were on the window seat also. Their toes were nearly touching. “I know. It’s scary to think that they could just uproot your entire life, take you away from your family.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant. I mean, that too, but I’m afraid of them taking you away,” she said quietly.
 
   Time seemed to stop for a moment after she had spoken, and Sam knew it wasn’t his magic that had done it, but her words. She can’t mean that. I’ve been nothing but trouble for her.
 
   “What do you mean?” he said, trying to sound calmer than he felt.
 
   She sighed. “I know we don’t get along a lot of the time, and I get mad at you for a lot of things, but…at least you try to do the right thing. And whatever horrible monster comes after me, I know you can stand up to it, because you’re the strongest. The thought of you not being around….” She trailed off.
 
   “I’m sure whatever demon they reassigned you to would be suitably powerful to protect you,” Sam said crisply.
 
   She furrowed her brow. “You know that’s not what I mean.”
 
   “You never seem to say what you mean, so how can I know it?” he snapped back. He wasn’t sure what to think; did she really care for him? Or was it just that she’d rather be bound to a demon with some semblance of a moral compass than one without one?
 
   Of course, he knew she cared for him somewhat; two people couldn’t go through the kind of life-or-death experiences that they had together and not develop some kind of bond. But whether she felt anything beyond that—beyond gratitude to him for saving her life a few times, with a possible side of Stockholm Syndrome—that’s what had always been unclear. He didn’t want to be loved out of desperation, if one could even call that love.
 
   “I’m saying I’d miss you, okay?” she said, finally. “I’d be really sad if they banished you. I’d miss how you smile when you’re not mad at me.”
 
   “Oh,” he said sheepishly. I didn’t think she would say something like that straight out, but she’s brave; sometimes, I forget how brave. “I’d miss you too.”
 
   They sat in companionable silence for a moment, just watching the sun dip lower and lower in the sky.
 
   “Hey,” she said finally. “Maybe this is a weird thing to ask.”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   “Would you hold me, just for a few minutes?”
 
   He turned to face her again, eyes wide.
 
   She was blushing, her face as red as he’d ever seen it. He always thought it looked cute, with her blue eyes set off against her flushed cheeks. “I know we’re not going to…do that,” she said. “But I think I’d feel better if you would just hold me for a bit. Is that okay?”
 
   “Yes. That’s okay,” he said quietly.
 
   She moved over to his side of the window seat, and he put his arms around her shoulders, pulling her close. She sighed and closed her eyes, resting her head against his chest. Being so close to her was stirring, but he could ignore that; that wasn’t what this was about. It was about giving her his support, his warmth, his company. It was about making each other feel just a little bit better after a terrible few days.
 
   They stayed like that for a while, not talking, just enjoying the special peace that came with closeness. He knew there were things he should say, things that needed to be addressed, but all he wanted to do was hold her for as long as possible.
 
   Good job confronting her there, kid.
 
   She jumped away from him when she heard the front door open, although there was no reason they needed to hide. Sam turned around to see that Liam and Dmitri had returned.
 
   “Did you get anything out of the psycho?”
 
   “A little,” said Liam, “And on the way back we stopped by the police station, just to make sure they were as neutralized as we thought.”
 
   Sam stood up. “Are they?”
 
   “Yes, but…” he seemed unsure how to continue. “They still combed the shop for evidence, and they found something…curious.”
 
   “And that is?” Sam pressed. He was getting impatient with them. Cassie had come up next to him, her arms crossed at her waist.
 
   Liam shrugged and looked away. Dmitri took a sheet of paper out of his coat pocket and handed it to Sam, who unfolded it with interest.
 
   It was a child’s drawing, complete with a giant yellow sun in the sky and little flecks of green crayon for grass. The picture featured a tall stick figure with yellow hair, a smaller stick figure with black hair, and another tiny stick figure with black hair. They were all smiling and holding hands, next to a crudely drawn house. There was a misshapen, but recognizable, pony off to the side.
 
   It was a little hard to read, but the scrawled text above the house clearly said “HI Mommi AnD Daddy!”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   Sam looked more angry than confused. “What the hell kind of sick joke is this?”
 
   For a moment, Cassie felt nothing. Then all of a sudden, it was very hard to breathe. She put a hand over her mouth and dropped to the ground.
 
   “Cassie?” Sam said in obvious alarm, dropping the drawing and kneeling down to steady her. “What’s wrong?”
 
   Cassie was in such a panic, she wasn’t sure if she was thinking properly or if her thoughts were just appearing out of nowhere. It was all a jumble.
 
   It was Corianne. Sam froze time again at the shop, made another “knot” in time that she could play with. Her father told her not to pull me out of time anymore, but she wanted to do something, so she drew the picture and….
 
   Sam’s eyes were wide with worry; so wide that she could see highlights of lighter colors in his dark brown irises. “Tell me what’s wrong. What do you know about this drawing?”
 
   I have to tell him, he deserves to know, but how do I tell him? I don’t even understand it myself! And if Corianne can push things into our time, what does that mean? What if she goes back to the original time skip and does something, everything could change, what if the past changes will I even remember….
 
   As she crouched on the floor, hyperventilating, she had a strong urge to smack the daughter she had yet to give birth to. I want her to stop, I need her to stop doing this, I want her to STOP—
 
   In her panic, she had a strange sensation, like there was a floating lever in front of her. She reached out reflexively with her hand, only to realize it wasn’t her physical hand; she now seemed to have a third hand, strangely transparent and coming seemingly from nowhere. With a satisfying tug, she pulled the lever with the hand that wasn’t a hand, and her breathing began to return to normal.
 
   They heard a loud crack and a muffled curse. A deep male voice groaned in pain.
 
   “Mr. Golding!” Cassie said, hopping up. She ran to the kitchen to see her English teacher squished into an uncomfortable position on the kitchen counter; the crack had been the sound of him hitting his head on the bottom of the kitchen cabinet when he regained his full size. She got a good look at his naked body, then turned away.
 
   “Can someone please get him some clothes?” She asked in the general direction of Liam and Dmitri. Dmitri went bounding down the hall, while Liam just stood there with a bemused look on his face. Well, I’m getting used to seeing naked men now. I guess that’s good?
 
   Sam had entered the kitchen behind her, still wide-eyed. He looked over John as though inspecting the damage. “You’re back? Are you sure all your parts are human?” he asked.
 
   John narrowed his hazel eyes to slits. Cassie realized what he was going to do about an instant before he did it. “You!” he yelled as he leapt off the counter to punch Sam in the face.
 
   He only got in one incomplete punch before Liam got to him, but it still sent Sam down to the tiled floor; John was a tall man, and he’d had some momentum behind him. Sam was still conscious, but the hit had obviously rattled him. He put a finger to his mouth and it came away bloody.
 
   “Well, I guess I deserved that,” he chuckled softly.              
 
   “I should thank you,” John hissed. Liam was pinning him down on the floor to stop him from attacking Sam further, but he could still speak with some effort. “I used to live in fear of you. Now I just want to hurt you, as much as possible, and I don’t care what happens to me. It’s quite liberating!”
 
   Cassie heard footsteps behind her and realized the others had heard the commotion, even over their loud movie. Miri slid into the kitchen on her bare feet, confusion obvious on her face.
 
   Sam shakily got to his feet. “A little violent there, John. I’m not sure that’s a good attitude to have when teaching young people.”
 
   John glowered at him. Cassie realized that the anger he’d shown her when they were arguing days ago was nothing compared to this. “I. Will. Kill. You.”
 
   “Now that’s uncalled for,” said Sam, going to the sink to wash off his wound.
 
   John’s rage warred with obvious bafflement. “Uncalled for? You’re the one who turned me into a rat in the first place! You dragged me down to Hell! You sold my soul to a demon!”
 
   Cassie heard a yawn, and realized Khalil had come downstairs from his nap behind her. “Oh, what’d I miss?” Khalil asked.
 
   “I only sold part of your soul to a demon,” said Sam, wiping his mouth with a paper towel. “Except, I didn’t.” He grinned. “Your soul is your own.”
 
   Now John just looked thoroughly confused. “What? How is that possible? I heard you say the words.…”
 
   Sam motioned to Liam. “Let him up,” he said, and Liam gingerly got off Mr. Golding’s back and allowed him to stand up. At around the same time, Dmitri returned from the back with a bathrobe for the naked man to put on.
 
   As John eased himself into the black bathrobe, Sam hopped up onto the kitchen counter, where John had been sitting only moments before. “See, my mother is a woman of many gifts, and a truly massive ego. Before I was born, she made my father sign a secret contract with about a billion clauses,” he began. “One of them was a Matriarchal Lineage clause. She made him agree that any children from their union would count as descendants of her line, not his.”
 
   John looked like he was desperately trying to follow. “What does that mean?”
 
   “When making a contract with another demon, unless I say ‘son of Helen Mae Andrews,’ it’s not legally binding. It feels like a proper contract, because all the parts are there, but when he tries to call you in, there’s going to be an authorization fail. He can summon you all day long, it won’t work.”
 
   John’s face went blank as he processed that.
 
   Sam smiled. “Still want to kill me?”
 
   “Yes,” John said immediately.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Although you’re not even the one who cursed me, this time.” He looked up at Cassie. “It was her.”
 
   “Wh-what?” Cassie stammered. “That’s not possible. I’m just a familiar, I can’t cast any spells. I didn’t do anything.”
 
   I’m saying that, but he’s right, isn’t he? How can that be?
 
   At that, Golding threw his head back and laughed, as though that were the most hilarious thing he’d ever heard. “Oh, you two,” he said when he was finished laughing. He had laughed so hard that his eyes were tearing slightly. “You two have the answer to your little court dilemma right in front of you, only you’re too ignorant to see it.”
 
   He smiled, although there was a hint of a threat in it. “Make me some coffee and get me something decent to eat, and maybe I’ll be nice enough to tell you.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   “I want three things before I tell you this,” said John, finally speaking again after devouring two sandwiches and a bunch of mashed potatoes. Cassie knew they had fed him regularly as a rat, but it didn’t seem to have made much difference.
 
   They were all gathered in the living room, with John in the center. Even Aeka was looking down at him from the balcony, her face unreadable. 
 
   “Which three things? Wine, women and song?” said Dmitri, and Liam gave him a pained look.
 
   John took another giant sip of coffee; he was on his third mug. “First, I want my job salvaged. Being absent for days without notice is generally frowned upon in the teaching profession.”
 
   “Actually, we took care of that for you,” said Dwight. “When you first got, uh, ratted again, we called the school and told them you had the flu. I pretended to be your brother, or cousin or something, don’t remember. But they think you’re out sick.”
 
   “Yeah, we had a sub Tuesday and Wednesday,” added Cassie.
 
   “Good,” said John, draining his mug with one more sip. “And if they get any ideas about firing me, I want someone to see to it that they’re persuaded otherwise. I know how good vampires are at persuasion.
 
   “Second, I want to become a paid blood donor to the Buckley clan. I lost my secondary income since I stopped associating with the Liddell vampires, and I want it back.”
 
   “What makes you think we even want your blood?” said Billingsly. He didn’t seem overly fond of John Golding.
 
   “I eat an all-organic diet, with no synthetic hormones or preservatives. I also avoid High Fructose Corn Syrup and all partially hydrogenated—”
 
   “I’m certain your blood is of suitable quality, Mr. Golding,” said Eugene, giving Billingsly a withering, side-eyed glance. “Continue.”
 
   John took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Lastly, I want to be made a member of this entourage, with all of the protection and benefits that entails.”
 
   Everyone was silent for a moment at that.
 
   “Excuse me?” Sam sputtered, finally. “Don’t you hate me?”
 
   John put his hands behind his head. “Oh, I do hate you. But I’d rather hate you and be alive,” he said. “I want a protection amulet and the whole works.”
 
   “So who’d you piss off?” Khalil called. He was standing toward the back of the room, but listening with interest.
 
   “Being a vampire blood donor is a risky proposition,” said John, looking at Sam instead of Khalil. “I want protection not only from my former…clients, but anyone else who thinks they may be able to use me as a meal because of my history.”
 
   “Maybe you should have thought of that before you became a vampire blood—”
 
   “Khalil, please,” said Sam. He took a deep breath and looked at John. Cassie felt like it was the first time he was really looking at her teacher as a colleague, not as a threat or some bizarre plaything. “If you have information that will be helpful at court, I don’t see any problem with granting those three requests.”
 
   John looked skeptical. “You’re serious? You’re not just toying with me?”
 
   Sam looked a little chastened, though not at all surprised that John would ask that. “If I lied to you now, I think I would lose the respect of everyone here. Isn’t that right?” he said, looking around at everyone. They all nodded, except for Aeka, who didn’t move at all.
 
   “I know I’ve been bad to you; like I said, you’ve only seen the worst of me. But I don’t blame you for wanting protection, and it doesn’t hurt me to provide it. I will meet your conditions, whether the information you have proves useful or not.”
 
   John exhaled, and a great tension seemed to leave him; it was like the muscles in his body all relaxed at once. He looked like he was about to begin a long story, then thought the better of it. “Can someone get me some cookies? Fruit-flavored is my preference, but anything will do.”
 
   No one moved for a moment, then Dmitri grumbled and went to the kitchen. “I’m the official fetch man now,” he mumbled. 
 
   Once he was satisfied that cookies were on the way, John began. “Cassie is already a witch. I’m pretty sure she has been for a while.”
 
   The room filled with murmurs. Sam looked at Cassie, and the look in his eyes made her feel sick.
 
   “Did you…with someone…with my—”
 
   “No! No, I swear, I didn’t do anything!” She frowned at her teacher. “You’re wrong, Mr. Golding. It’s not possible.”
 
   He smirked at that. “Is it?”
 
   “I think I know how witches are made, John,” said Sam, who still looked a little pale. “Assuming Cassie isn’t lying—”
 
   “I’m not!”
 
   “The thing is, you don’t,” said John, looking at Sam with a smug grin. “Do you know the process for how turning a human girl into a witch really works, hmm? Do you?” He accepted a plate of cookies from Dmitri; they appeared to be tiny little fruit-filled cakes.
 
   Sam looked like he was rapidly starting to regret agreeing to give John anything. “And I suppose you do?”
 
   “Actually, yes. I didn’t only become a blood donor to the Liddells because I needed the money,” he said, with a glance at Eugene. “They have an excellent library, and I’ve been allowed access to it for the last few years. They have an extensive collection of texts about not only vampires, but all of the other races; I probably know more about this subject than any other human alive.”
 
   No one said anything; they didn’t doubt the truth of John’s words. They already knew about the quality of the Liddell’s library from Serenus, and it seemed only logical that a literature buff would be fascinated by it.
 
   Seeing that no one was going to interrupt, John smiled and continued. “What’s really curious is that the transmission of demonic power is very much like a sexually transmitted disease in many respects. Intercourse is the surest way to spread it, but not the only one. The texts I’ve read suggest that thousands of years ago, it wasn’t the main way. Apparently, in days of yore, demons used to turn their human lovers into witches just by kissing them.”
 
   The room exploded in murmurs again. Cassie could hear Jay whisper “They’ve KISSED?!”
 
   Cassie herself was lost in a memory: the time she and Sam had kissed in North Carolina, right before he had run off to fight Quentin and his cronies. At the time, she had wondered if it was more than a kiss; later, she had convinced herself that what she had felt was in her imagination.
 
   I’ve been so hot lately, for no reason. And I know I’ve been eating more, but I haven’t been gaining any weight. John got changed into a rat on Monday when I was really mad at him, then changed back when I pulled that lever….
 
   There was a loud sound, and Cassie saw that Miri had smacked her forehead. “I feel so stupid, I should have known,” she grumbled. “I knew she smelled different, but I thought she had just changed her bodywash or something. Stupid, stupid stupid.”
 
   Cassie looked at Sam, but he didn’t meet her eyes; he seemed to be lost in thought. She wondered if he was remembering the kiss as well.
 
   “Are you certain?” said Eugene, addressing John. “What you say appears to make sense, but…I have my doubts.”
 
   “When she changed me, I was sure,” said John. “There’s no other explanation.”
 
   “B-but wait, I don’t get it,” said Cassie. “Even if I am a witch, I don’t know how to do a complicated spell like change someone into a rat. I just….”
 
   “Got angry and felt something snap?” said John, completing her thought. “You couldn’t have done the original spell, but it was already done for you.  Whether I like it or not,” and here he gave Sam a dark look, “I’ll always be someone who has a complete animal form magically present. Even with no training, you can flip a switch that’s already there.”
 
   “If it’s a switch that can be switched on and off easily now, that means you could have turned him back at any time, Sam,” said Mike.
 
   Sam gritted his teeth. “Well, I didn’t know that at the time. I thought I had to do the whole thing from scratch again.”
 
   While Cassie’s mind was spinning with the knowledge that she was now a witch, able to cast her own magic instead of just serving as a power source for a demon, Eugene still seemed unimpressed.
 
   “This is all very well and good Mr. Golding, but I thought you said you had something that was going to solve Sam’s problem with the court,” he said coldly. “Making Cassie into a witch is the least they expected of him by now; it is better for his prospects that she has made the transition, but it won’t cause them to rule in his favor.”
 
   Golding laughed. “I can’t believe even you’re missing the point!” he exclaimed, and Eugene scowled ever so slightly at him. “Don’t you see it? It’s so obvious.” He turned to Sam with a grin.
 
   “You’re not just bringing them a witch; you’re bringing them the first virgin witch in over 2,000 years.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   Miri was rifling through Cassie’s closet, frustrated. Where’s that sexy green dress? Don’t tell me she got rid of it.
 
   “The whole thing is stupid,” she muttered as she sorted through a whole rack of boring clothes. “I don’t think it matters who Cassie’s slept with or not, it’s not going to affect what kind of witch she’s going to be.”
 
   “Neither do I,” said Dmitri. “But the teacher was right; demons care about that sort of thing. They’re obsessed with purity, perhaps because they’re convinced their own souls are so filthy.”
 
   They had stopped by the Tremblay house to put together an overnight bag for Cassie. Sam still didn’t want to risk any of his humans outside the protective barrier of the Buckley’s penthouse, but it was almost time to leave for Las Vegas and they all needed their things. Liam had said he felt weird looking through girls’ closets, so Miri had agreed to come on the packing trip instead of him. So far, they had packed bags for most of the entourage.
 
   Cassie had requested that Miri pack the black dress and not the green dress, but Miri planned to conveniently “forget” about that; she was confident the girl would thank her someday.
 
   “That’s why Quentin was never that taken with you, by the way. In his eyes, you weren’t—”
 
   He ducked as a shoe flew over his head and slammed into the wall above Cassie’s bed.
 
   “I see your point,” said Miri, annoyed.
 
   Here it is! She shoved it as far in the back of her closet as possible. Silly girl. She gently tossed the dress to Dmitri, who carefully placed it in the suitcase he was packing.
 
   Miri leaned back against Cassie’s dresser, frowning. “It’s not that I don’t get it. It’s going to be this whole symbolic thing to them, like another sign written in the stars that she’s this amazing witch that they’ve been waiting for.” She began picking at her nails. “But the girl already has major issues about intimacy, and this is going to make it worse.”
 
   “Not my area of knowledge,” said Dmitri, as he zipped up the suitcase.
 
   “I wasn’t talking to you. I was just thinking out loud and you happen to be standing here.”
 
   They both heard someone coming down the hall, and for the tiniest fraction of a second, both prepared for attack. Then, from the sound of the footsteps, they realized it was the boy, and both relaxed.
 
   Hunter threw open the door. “Where’s Cassie?” His blue eyes, so much like his sister’s, flashed with anger.
 
   “Cassie’s going on a trip,” Miri said nonchalantly. She was good at sounding casual. “We just came to pick up a few of her things.”
 
   “Where is she going?” Hunter asked. His tone was demanding, like he planned to hit them both if they didn’t tell him.
 
   Before Miri could fabricate an answer, Dmitri interjected. “Boy, shouldn’t you be in school?”
 
   Miri frowned when she realized what Dmitri meant; it was a regular Friday morning. Why wasn’t the boy in school?
 
   There was a moment of sadness on the boy’s face, then he was angry again. “Mom doesn’t care if I go to school anymore. Everything’s all weird, and it’s all Cassie’s fault. I want to talk to her. Where is MY SISTER??” He yelled the last two words.
 
   Miri and Dmitri exchanged concerned glances. Clearly, they had to hypnotize the little boy, but no one in the Buckley clan liked resorting to using compulsion on children. Dmitri subtly shook his head no, his dark eyes somber. Even though it was their duty, he wouldn’t do it. 
 
   Miri sighed and knelt down in front of her target. “Hunter,” she started, “I know you’re very worried about your big sister, because you’re a good brother. But you have to….”
 
   She meant to ease into her hypnosis voice, but the look in Hunter’s eyes made her trail off. He loved his sister, fiercely, and he had probably intuited more of what was going on than anyone had given him credit for. He was scared of them, terrified of them both, but he wouldn’t back down, because he was brave.
 
   His eyes are just like hers. I can’t do this, this feels so wrong.
 
   Even though she hadn’t spoken, Dmitri could sense her emotions.
 
   “What do we do now?” he asked, and she knit her brow in frustration.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   Most of the bats had been freed to pursue their normal bat activities, but a few were still flying around areas of interest. Sam couldn’t see through their eyes exactly (and if what he thought he knew about bats was correct, even they couldn’t see too well through their own eyes), but he did get pertinent information from them. He had started receiving signals from the bats in his sleep recently, and once he was familiar with the sensation, it was easy to tap into their consciousness while he was awake as well. How they gleaned where he wanted them to patrol was another story; they just seemed to know, without him making any conscious attempt to communicate with them.
 
   Maybe John knows something about how I ended up with this Halloween bat army without doing anything. Of course, if I want to get anything further out of John, maybe I should wait until his memories of being a rat aren’t quite so fresh….
 
   His musings were interrupted by Eugene, who had returned from making a flurry of telephone calls. He joined Sam by the living room window, his face solemn.
 
   “Any luck?” asked Sam, but the look on Eugene’s face did not bode well.
 
   “No. No one has heard anything about this Seraph, or at least nothing useful. One of my contacts took great pride in telling me that Seraphim are a class of angel, but I’m fairly certain you were already aware of that.”
 
   “I was,” said Sam, irritated. He really hadn’t expected Eugene’s inquiry to turn up anything substantial, but he was hoping for at least some kind of clue. “The only guess that makes sense to me is that this Seraph is actually a witch; that your theory that this is a demon masking his actions through human pawns is true, only it’s the witch doing the micro-managing.”
 
   Eugene put his hands in his pockets. He was wearing an especially shabby sport coat today, one with orange elbow pads. “That would stand to reason, unless….” he trailed off.
 
   “Unless what?”
 
   Eugene seemed hesitant about what he was about to say, which was a strange expression to see on his usually stoic face. “Do you think it’s possible that she could really be an angel?”
 
   “No,” said Sam quickly. He couldn’t prove that it was impossible, but he refused to believe that an angel would use a group of mentally ill vampire victims as tools to commit mass murder.
 
   Angels attack like Aeka; up close and brutal, with no hesitation whatsoever. Manipulating in the shadows is a demon’s game. Isn’t it?
 
   They heard the door open, indicating that Miri and Dmitri were back with the luggage. When they also heard a child’s voice that wasn’t Ethan’s, both men exchanged concerned glances.
 
   “She’d better be here,” the boy said in a serious tone. It sounded almost like he was threatening them.
 
   Sam was about to ask who the child was, until the boy fixed his blue eyes on him. That must be Cassie’s brother, Hunter. Why would they ever bring him here?
 
   He looked at Miri with a quizzical expression, but before she could respond, dragging a bunch of suitcases behind her, the boy addressed him. “Are you Cassie’s boyfriend?” he asked. He said ‘boyfriend’ as though it were a dirty word.
 
   “No, I’m…her friend. What can I do for you, Hunter?”
 
   The boy was glaring at him. It was strange, seeing that same glare in a face that wasn’t Cassie’s. “What have you done with my sister?”
 
   “Hunter!” Cassie called, running down the stairs. “Why? Why did you bring him here?”
 
   Miri dropped a bunch of bags on the carpeting. “Well, we didn’t really have much of a choice.”
 
   Dmitri walked over to where Sam and Eugene were standing and spoke, his voice so low that only they could hear. “He confronted us. It was either bring him or tamper with his mind, which we would not do.”
 
   Sam understood, but Eugene looked livid. “Wonderful. Be sure to let me know the next time your arbitrary morals may get in the way of doing the job you were assigned to do,” he said in a furious whisper. Dmitri took the rebuke without expression or comment.
 
   Cassie, still wearing the dated white dress, grabbed her little brother’s shoulders. “You can’t stay here, okay? You need to go home with Mom and Dad, I have to go somewhere—”
 
   “Why are you never home anymore?” Hunter interrupted her. “Why does Mom act like I’m not there? What are all these people doing to you?” he asked looking around.
 
   Cassie seemed at a loss at the depth of her brother’s emotion. “They’re not doing anything to me.”
 
   “You’re LYING!” he said, yelling in her face. “You’re not the same, you’re not my sister!”
 
   He went to hit her, but Miri grabbed him before he could belt his sister one. “Whoah, squirt. You’d better get this violence thing under control before you hit puberty.”
 
   “Lemme go! Lemme go!” he yelled at the top of his lungs. Cassie watched him thrash in Miri’s thin arms with all his might. To Sam, it seemed like his familiar was on the verge of tears.
 
   Sam walked behind her and lowered his head so he could whisper in her ear. “You know, we can take him with us. Seems like he’ll be hysterical if we leave him.”
 
   Cassie shook her head. “I don’t want him at court, it’s not safe. We should…we should make him forget about me.”
 
   “Maybe,” said Sam. “But then I have to make one of the Buckleys brainwash a child.”
 
   Hunter seemed to have exhausted himself in his struggle, and instead lay limp in Miri’s arms. 
 
   “I want him safe,” Cassie snapped, with a demanding tone he was unused to from her.
 
   Sam had to sigh at that. “Will he be safe here? The Seraph may have more men we haven’t seen yet.”
 
   At that, Cassie did cry, a single tear running down her face. “You’re right. He’s never safe, just because he’s my brother.”
 
   With that, she grabbed Hunter out of Miri’s arms (the vampire let go easily) and wrapped him in a fierce hug. The boy’s eyes widened in surprise; apparently, Cassie didn’t show him physical affection too often.
 
   I know the feeling, Sam couldn’t help thinking.
 
   He could tell she was crying from the sound of her voice, but still, she spoke clearly and with purpose. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry there were so many things I didn’t tell you all these months. I was just afraid for you, okay? I was so afraid that you were going to get hurt because of me, that I was the worst sister ever. I’m so sorry.”
 
   Hunter tried to pull a stoic face, but in a moment, his eyes were filling with tears too. “Cassie what happened why is everything so quiet and weird, no one talks to me anymore and—”
 
   “I’m going to tell you the truth, starting now, okay?” She stood up and took a deep breath. “It’s complicated but…here’s the gist. I’m a witch, see?” she said, pointing to herself. “And he’s a demon.”
 
   Sam dropped his disguise spell for a moment, and the expression in the boy’s eyes went from sadness to wide-eyed wonder.
 
   “And these are vampires,” Cassie said, gesturing to Miri and Dmitri. Both smiled and showed their fangs.
 
   Hunter seemed to consider all that for a moment. He sniffed. “Okay,” he said.
 
   Cassie didn’t seem to believe what he had said for a moment. “Okay? Really? That’s all you’re going to say?”
 
   “Mom hasn’t yelled at me since February,” Hunter explained. “I knew it had to be something really, really weird.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   Dwight was surprised that Miri and Dmitri had been able find anything in the mess that was his apartment, but everything he’d asked for seemed to be in order. Snippets of conversation wafted around him as he looked through his belongings.
 
   “You guys can hand in your assignments next week, and if any of your teachers give you crap, I’ll just drop in and straighten them out,” Miri was saying cheerfully. “Don’t be stressed out at court over something as silly as school.”
 
   Cassie’s voice sounded pained. “Why did I not think of that in the first place?”
 
   Dwight stood up, satisfied with the contents of his overnight bag. Everyone was gathered in the living room, doing last-minute checks before heading out to Las Vegas. Everything seemed normal, until Dwight caught sight of a boy he didn’t recognize standing next to Ethan by the baby grand piano.
 
   He pulled at Khalil’s sleeve. “Hey, why do we have another kid all of a sudden?”
 
   “Cassie’s brother,” said Khalil, throwing his own bag over his shoulder. “This used to be such an exclusive club, now they just let anybody in. It’s outrageous, I say.”
 
   There do seem to be an awful lot of us now, thought Dwight. Didn’t this all start with just me, Cassie, Sam and Khalil at DG one day?
 
   Sam was the last to appear downstairs, holding an expensive leather suitcase that Dwight doubted the man owned. He exchanged a few words with Eugene at the bottom of the stairs, but they were too quiet for Dwight to make out what they were saying.
 
   “Yo, boss man!” Khalil yelled over the din. “When’s our flight?”
 
   “We’re not taking a plane.”
 
   “Huh?” said Khalil, along with several others.
 
   Sam put his hands in his pockets, then seemed to realize that looked wishy-washy and put his hands at his sides instead. “With the Seraph and her people possibly still around, getting on a plane seems like an unnecessary risk; they use suicide bombers. I’m just going to take us all there, through Realm of course.”
 
   “Wow!” yelled Ethan. “We’re going to the Demon Realm!”
 
   “What’s the Demon Realm?” asked Hunter.
 
   “It’s a realm where the demons live.”
 
   “I knew THAT, stupid.”
 
   Ethan flushed.
 
   “I’m not stupid, you’re stupid!”
 
   “Boys, quiet,” said Eugene in a withering tone, but his face showed some amusement.
 
   Next to Dwight, Khalil shifted nervously and scratched his earlobe. “Err, Sam, correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t the Demon Realm also known as…Hell?”
 
   “Well, yes,” said Sam, only sounding a little defensive. “But I won’t take us to any of the dangerous places. I know where it’s safe to pop in.”
 
   “The one time I was there, I thought my skin was going to burn off,” said Cassie, looking less than thrilled. Sam gave her an impatient look.
 
   “That was just because my father was being insufferable. Anyway. Everyone ready to go?”
 
   “Whoah, whoah, stop this ride, I want to get off,” said Khalil. He took his overnight bag off his shoulder and dropped it on the floor. “I didn’t really plan on going to Hell until after I was dead, thanks. Maybe I’ll sit this one out.”
 
   “Are you sure you can handle this many people?” Miri asked Sam. Dwight was glad she had asked, because he had wanted to.
 
   Sam shrugged mildly. “Going to Realm was only hard the first two or three times I did it, now it’s easy. Taking some people with me is just a little bit of extra work.”
 
   Dwight looked at his employee and frowned. He’s getting so used to this, using greater and greater magic, that he doesn’t even notice it anymore. How long until he can’t show up at the shop and even pretend to be human anymore? Because he can’t keep doing this and stay the same, no one could.
 
   Khalil’s grand protestations were being ignored, and he was not happy about it. “I see how beside yourselves you all are that I’ve decided not to go,” he muttered.
 
   “Oh c’mon,” said Miri, walking up to him and hugging his arm. “You’re going.”
 
   “I’m not going through Hell.”
 
   “You are. You wouldn’t turn down a free trip to Vegas even if there were seven Hells.”
 
   Khalil seemed to consider that, then picked up his overnight bag again. “Okay, let’s get this show on the road.” Miri kissed his cheek.
 
   “Everybody, stand in a circle and hold hands. I know it’s a little hard with the luggage, but it’s easier that way.”
 
   There was a shuffling as everyone changed position to get into the circle. Dwight found himself standing between Khalil and Mike.
 
   “Shall we sing Kum Ba Ya?” asked Dmitri. Lately, the olive-skinned vampire seemed to be relaxing more, being his true self around them rather than just playing the role of the stoic, professional bodyguard. Dwight found he liked the guy; he was like Khalil, only less…everything.
 
   “Sing that song, and I really will drop you in a fiery pit,” Sam said. He seemed to realize immediately after he said it that maybe that joke hadn’t been the wisest thing to say, considering they were all nervous about having to cut through Hell anyway, but pressed on. “Ready?”
 
   “Wait,” said Cassie. “Aeka, come join the circle.”
 
   The girl was standing back from the group with a sullen expression on her face. However, after looking at Cassie’s face for a moment, she slowly went to join the circle, taking a place between Cassie and Jay.
 
   “Okay,” said Sam, then his lips moved again, but Dwight couldn’t make out he was saying.
 
   Dwight felt his vision grey out, like he was about to faint. For a second, everything in the world seemed to go black, causing a moment of panic. But then, multicolored light started to filter in his peripheral vision, and feeling a twitch in his eye, he blinked. When he opened his eyes, he was somewhere new.
 
   The whole group was staring in awe at their new surroundings. They were all standing on a beach, the kind with fine-grained white sand and abundant palm trees, each tree weighed down with huge coconuts. The sea was that perfect, hybrid blue-green color that was usually only possible near the equator, and there was nothing to see for miles but tropical paradise. Only strange, undulating black and red streaks in the sky marked the area as somewhere out of the ordinary. Dwight had a sudden urge to kick off his shoes and socks and feel the sand between his toes, and it was really difficult to resist.
 
   For all the beauty of their surroundings, Sam looked puzzled. “That’s…odd….” he started.
 
   Khalil made a pained sound. “Don’t say things that will give me a heart attack, please. Are we okay or not?”
 
   “We’re fine,” said Sam, his eyes taking in the scene before him as though he didn’t quite believe it. “It’s just, when I did a test run of this trip earlier today, this place was a meadow, not a beach.”
 
   Everyone seemed to think about that for a moment, still holding hands in their somewhat messy circle.
 
   “You mean, terrain in this area can change at a moment’s notice, and you dragged us all here without knowing that?” asked John, but his tone made it clear that it was more of an accusation than a question.
 
   “We all totally could have been dropped into a pit full of lava,” said Mike.
 
   “No, I would never have let that happen,” Sam said quickly, but Dwight could tell from his face that he wasn’t so sure Mike wasn’t correct. “A-anyway, this is the halfway mark. Everyone take a deep breath, and I’ll take us the rest of the way.”
 
   Before Dwight had a chance to breathe though, his vision had greyed out again. He was puzzled by the fact that he didn’t seem to be moving at all; in the blackness, he saw soft lights going by as they passed…something, but he would have sworn he was standing still.
 
   This time, he had decided not to blink and see just what it looked like when they arrived at their destination, only the itch in his eye grew unendurable and he found that he had to blink. For that reason, he was somewhat disappointed when he opened his eyes and found they were already in their Las Vegas suite.
 
   If anything, the accommodations were even more impressive than the upscale New York hotel the entourage had stayed at in the fall. The walls were painted dark blue, and all the furniture was in shades of navy, green and grey. Half the surfaces seemed to shimmer with hints of iridescent colors like strips of abalone, and water was everywhere; in the chair cushions (which were like tiny waterbeds), in the walls, and on the tables, where tropical fish in brilliant colors swum in spacious, decorative bowls. The main coffee table was actually a giant fish tank, filled with small fish, starfish and seahorses, and on it were laid all manner of refreshments, including sushi.
 
   Sam released their hands and gestured to the room. “Welcome to The Laguna, newest hotel on the strip. As you may have already surmised, it has an undersea theme.”
 
   Khalil backed up and whistled. “I’ll say. It’s like being in one of those fancy castles at the bottom of a fish tank. A really pretty fish tank.”
 
   Cassie’s brother looked a little pale. “So can you just go wherever you want to like this? Can you go to Disney World?”
 
   “I hate Disney World,” Sam said reflexively, then looked around. “I’d love to say you’re all free to roam the hotel, but we actually haven’t checked in yet. I’ll pick up all the keys on our way back from court registration. Everyone, just make yourselves comfortable here for a little while.”
 
   Cassie dropped her overnight bag and groaned. Dwight didn’t know exactly what registration entailed, but he was pretty sure it involved shaking hands with a lot of demons. He didn’t blame her for dreading it; he was secretly thrilled he didn’t have to go. Sometimes, it was nice being unimportant.
 
   People started filing out of the central living room to explore the suite and find bedrooms, but Ethan hadn’t moved. “Do I have to go to check-in?” he asked.
 
   Sam hesitated for a moment. “No. Pascal can’t do anything to you, but I don’t see a point to making you go downstairs where you might have to see his ugly face. Go steal a bed before they’re all gone.” Ethan grinned at that and scurried away.
 
   Dwight dropped his bag in a corner and reached for some of the sushi on the table. Rather than fight with the others over beds, he figured he’d wait for the rush to be over and then grab whatever was left. Curious, he wandered over to the glass doors on the far side of the room as he chewed to see where they led. On the other side was a small balcony, overlooking a swimming pool several stories below. For one playful moment, Dwight thought it would be fun to jump from the balcony straight into the pool far below, then chuckled softly to himself and went back inside.
 
    Soon he, Sam, Cassie and John were the only ones left in the central room. The teacher was standing around, a little awed and seemingly unsure what to do with himself.
 
   “Hey, Mr. G—John,” said Cassie, obviously not used to calling the man by his first name. “Do you want to come with us to check-in?”
 
   At that, John was startled out of his revelry. “What? I can go with you?”
 
   “Why?” said Sam with a sour expression. Cassie shrugged.
 
   “Well, he said he always really wanted to go to court. Someone should be happy doing all the mingling.”
 
   It was fun, watching the interplay of emotion on John’s face. It was clear he desperately wanted to go, but he didn’t want to make it obvious to Sam that he desperately wanted to go, so he aimed for a tone of nonchalance that may have been convincing to someone, but not very. Dwight was mildly surprised, because he’d figured the teacher for a better liar.
 
   “If you wouldn’t mind the company, then I suppose I may as well,” he said dully, but his eyes were full of anticipation behind his gold-rimmed glasses.
 
   Sam shrugged. “Whatever. Let’s get this over with.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   The three of them made their way to the front desk of The Laguna. It was, unsurprisingly, positioned in front of a giant aquarium, which featured a dozen varieties of vibrantly colored, glistening fish that Cassie had never seen before. She knew hotel/casinos made a lot of money, but she had to wonder how much this place spent on fish food every day; their commitment to this undersea theme seemed a tad excessive.
 
   “Hello. Andrews party, reserved for the Dolphin Suite,” said Sam. A woman in a sea green evening gown did some typing on a keyboard, her lacquered nails making delicate clicking noises. “Yes, Mr. Andrews, I have you right here. Here are your keys.”
 
   “I also need to check in for the dental convention,” Sam continued, taking the bag of keycards off the desk. “Where are they holding registration?”
 
   “Which dental convention are you here for?” she asked quickly.
 
   Sam paused for a second at that. “There’s more than one?”
 
   “Yes.” She took a deep breath, and Cassie could tell that she had repeated what she was about to say at least 20 times before. “There are two organizations holding conventions at The Laguna this weekend: The Greater American Society of Dental Professionals, and the SouthWest Dentists and Orthodontists Association. Which convention are you here for?”
 
   “Oh, uh…Greater American.”
 
   “Go down this hall and turn right, and walk straight until you see a sign for the Beluga Room,” she instructed. “Your check-in materials are there.”
 
   “Ah, thank you,” said Sam, leaving the desk with a perplexed look at Cassie. As soon as they’d put some distance between them and the crowded lobby, Cassie turned to him and whispered.
 
   “There’s a real dental convention here this weekend? How did they let that happen?”
 
   John laughed softly at that, but from Sam’s expression, she knew he wasn’t amused. “The venue committee had to change locations at the last minute…maybe they didn’t have the luxury to plan around the dental industry this time. It shouldn’t matter,” he said with a subtle shrug.
 
   Cassie wasn’t so sure. As long as the two groups stayed separate, things would probably be okay, but she had a feeling that some dentists were in for a rude awakening. She only hoped that a bunch of them wouldn’t end up owing their souls to demons before the weekend was over.
 
   Once in the Beluga room, Sam wasted no time marching over to the registration table. “Samuel Andrews, Son of Sammael,” he told a dark-haired woman in another sea green evening gown; the dress seemed to be the standard Laguna attire.
 
   She gestured to an opened binder on the table. “Welcome to Las Vegas. Please sign off on your territories so I can give you your badges and other materials,” she said pleasantly.
 
   “This is new,” said Sam, picking up the pen. He signed his name, then paused, confused. “Wait, I only have one territory. Why are there two listed under my name?”
 
   She smiled radiantly. “Bennet Marcus’ territories have been added to yours, at his request.”
 
   “There must be some mistake. I don’t want his territory.”
 
   “Mr. Andrews, all I know is that this request was made many weeks ago, and all the materials have been printed in accordance with it. If you want more information, I’m afraid you’ll have to speak to Mr. Marcus yourself. Here,” she said, handing him a blue-tinted plastic bag filled with badges, as well as pens and other monogrammed favors. “Also, I have one more thing for you.”
 
   She ducked down and picked something up from under the table. “I was told to give this to your familiar once you arrived.”
 
   It was a piece of paper the size of a postcard. With a glance at Sam, Cassie took the paper from the woman’s outstretched arm, then walked away from the table so she could read it without holding up anyone behind them.
 
   Dear Ms. Tremblay,
 
   There’s an informal meet up at Op/Dec this evening, just to touch base on some proper witch business without any of the boys around. As the newest witch, we’d love to buy you a drink or two to celebrate. A group of us will be by the small pool between 8 and 10 p.m. so come on down! And don’t forget to bring a suit.
 
   Andrea
 
   Cassie remembered Andrea; she was the blond witch in the blue dress who had made Cassie uncomfortable the last time she’d gone to court. She didn’t know how she would have felt if the invitation had been signed by anyone else, but thinking about the tall witch made her uneasy.
 
   “What’s Op/Dec?” she asked Sam as he rifled through his check-in materials. He handed a badge to John, and the teacher began to put on his identification immediately; he obviously knew about the importance of being properly marked at court.
 
   “I think that’s what they call the nightclub outside,” said Sam, handing Cassie her own badge. “It’s a nightclub with a pool, or a nightclub inside a pool—something like that. Can I see that note?” Cassie handed it to him without a word. As he read it, a small line of agitation appeared between his brows.
 
   “If it’s a meeting for witches, the Seraph might be there,” Cassie whispered. “Maybe I can pick up a clue to who she is.”
 
   “That’s exactly why I don’t want you to go,” said Sam, crumbling the note into his pocket. “It’s too dangerous.”
 
   Cassie frowned, not angry with him but in clear disagreement. He raised his eyebrows at her. “Don’t you dare tell me I’m overreacting, after what happened the last time we were at court,” he said quietly.
 
   Cassie could feel eyes on the back of her neck; everyone knew who she and Sam were, and their presence had been noted. John looked around with an expression of mild confusion, as though he were trying to figure out if dozens of people were actually looking their way or not. “I’m not saying you’re overreacting. But it’s not safe either just to turtle up, and never investigate anything. I don’t have to go alone; Miri and—”
 
   “Let’s discuss this later,” he said quickly, and she realized someone was coming up behind her.
 
   When she turned, she was surprised to see Nathanial Lewis; not surprised to see him there per se, but at the huge smile on his face. “Sam! Cassie!” he said, crossing the distance between them with a few quick, graceful steps. “How nice to see you again,” he said holding out his arm in Sam’s direction. Cassie tried not to stare at his face; despite the fact that she disliked him, he was still the most handsome man she had ever seen. His eyes were even more brilliant in color than the sea-green gowns the staffers wore, and his tanned skin seemed to glow with health.
 
   Sam took Nathanial’s hand and shook it, but his eyes were distrustful. “Honestly, Mr. Lewis, I didn’t expect you to be so happy to see us after our last meeting in October.”
 
   Nathanial gave a self-deprecating shrug. “Oh I was pissed at the time, but that’s over now. I overstepped, and I got a slap on the wrist for it. You don’t get very far training witches if you don’t know how to learn from your mistakes,” he said with a wink. “And Cassie! You look radiant, as always.”
 
   Even though Cassie didn’t trust him as far as she could throw him, seeing his thousand-watt smile directed at her made her flush a little bit. She couldn’t believe he really found her beautiful, but there was a heat in his eyes when he looked at her that she couldn’t help responding to. “Th-thank you,” she said weakly as she shook his hand, looking anywhere but at him. She felt like she could sense Sam’s annoyance next to her, like it was radiating off of him as some kind of mist.
 
   “And who is this handsome gentleman?” Nathaniel asked, extending his hand to John. “I don’t believe I remember seeing you at court in the fall.”
 
   Sam opened his mouth to explain, but John was pumping the man’s hand before he could get a word out. “I’m John Golding, the latest human servant to join the Son of Sammael’s entourage,” he said. “I’m also a scholar of arcane lore.”
 
   “I…see,” said Nathanial, his eyes dropping to the badge on John’s chest. His smile remained, but Cassie could tell that he lost all interest in John once he realized that the man was only human, and not even a familiar at that.
 
   The handsome demon took a step back, showing off the line of his elegant gray suit as he did so. “Anyway, I need to touch base with a few other people, and no doubt you’re in the same boat. But I wanted to personally wish you luck at the hearing tomorrow.”
 
   “Thank you, I appreciate it,” said Sam, his voice carefully neutral. Cassie was pretty sure that he would never trust Nathaniel Lewis, no matter how friendly the man was. The other demon nodded, then did an about-face into the crowd.
 
   As they watched his retreating back, John looked pensive. “He didn’t seem terribly interested in my academic specialty,” he said dryly.
 
   “I hate to be the one to tell you this, but just about no one here will be,” said Sam.
 
   John looked perturbed. “Then they’re fools,” he whispered. “Demons of all people should know that knowledge is power.”
 
   Cassie looked at John thoughtfully. She agreed with him; most demons were too arrogant, too quick to assume they knew everything, and they couldn’t imagine the potential value of the rare knowledge John had spent years acquiring. But still, even though he was right, he wasn’t going to get the respect he so obviously craved from this crowd.
 
   Sam walked a few steps forward, looking from side to side. “I need to find Arrigio. He might know something about this Seraph business.”
 
   “Think he’s here?” asked Cassie, leaning against a cocktail table.
 
   “He’s got to be somewhere in this hotel,” Sam said, then another man in an expensive suit was approaching them.
 
   “If it isn’t the man of the hour, and the witch of the hour,” said the man, smiling an obviously fake smile. His teeth were on the yellow side; Cassie idly thought that this demon could use the services of the people next door at the real dental convention. Sam shook the man’s hand and began exchanging dull pleasantries.
 
   John leaned over so he could whisper in Cassie’s ear; it was a somewhat intimate gesture, one that Sam had started to use more often, and it felt weird coming from her English teacher instead. “Does he have to shake the hand of every demon in the room?”
 
   “Pretty much. You might want to get a drink.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   It was another hour and a half before Sam was free from his mingling obligations, and it took another half hour after that to find out where Donatello Arrigio was holed up. No one at registration agreed to tell him where to find the Chairman, but he was lucky enough to run into Garcia, one of the other Examiners besides Serenus. The younger demon gave him the room number easily, but noted that nothing Sam said now would sway Arrigio’s opinion during the hearing.
 
   I wasn’t even thinking about that, thought Sam as he made his way down a blue-carpeted hall to Arrigio’s room. I’m just trying to keep my people alive if at all possible.
 
   He knocked on the door.
 
   “Who’s there?” came a gruff reply. He didn’t sound like he was in a good mood, but then again, the Chairman never did.
 
   “It’s Samuel Andrews, Mr. Chairman. I have something I’d like to speak to you about—something that has no bearing on my hearing tomorrow.”
 
   There was a pause, then the older demon opened the door. “Who gave you my room number?” he said, his beady red eyes looking more irritated than usual.
 
   “Garcia. It’s important, I wouldn’t come over trivialities,” Sam said. He hoped he hadn’t gotten the younger Examiner in trouble; he seemed like a decent fellow, as demons went.
 
   “Alright. Come in,” Arrigio said, walking into his room and motioning for Sam to follow.
 
   Sam was surprised to see that Arrigio’s room was small and lacking in frills; other than the sea-themed décor, including two small fish tanks, it looked like a mid-sized hotel room that one might find anywhere in the country.
 
   “I’m surprised they don’t have you in a deluxe suite,” Sam said.
 
   Arrigio frowned and began fiddling with the tiny coffeemaker on the dresser. “Frankly, excessive displays of wealth disgust me. I leave the deluxe accommodations to those capable of enjoying them,” he said. “Can I offer you a cup of bad coffee?”
 
   “No thank you.”
 
   “Then sit down,” said Arrigio, motioning to the chairs near the window. Sam took a chair and waited for the older demon to finish brewing his coffee. When Arrigio sat down, the look in his eyes was friendly, surprising Sam. He didn’t know the dour man could make that expression.
 
   “I must admit that you intrigue me, Son of Sammael,” he said, taking a sip of his coffee before he continued. “It’s the night before your hearing, and you claim you want to speak about something unrelated?”
 
   So Sam told Arrigio all about the strange attack on his territory, including what little information they’d been able to glean from the hospitalized cultist. Arrigio listened carefully, his expression phasing back to its regular frown by the time Sam was finished.
 
   “How is it I’ve heard nothing about this yet?”
 
   “It didn’t make the national news,” said Sam. “If the suicide bomber had succeeded in blowing up the shop, it probably would have, but without that, it’s just a cluster of attempted murders. Plus, my vampires have the police neutralized, so they haven’t made any public statements beyond saying that a few people were attacked by violent criminals on the same evening.”
 
   “Ah,” said Arrigio, straightening his thin glasses. “I suppose a string of attempted murders by gun-wielding maniacs is not noteworthy enough to make much of an impression in this country anymore.”
 
   If that was an invitation to begin a political discussion, Sam wasn’t taking it. “I wanted to know if you had any idea who this Seraph might be. If it’s a witch, maybe you can give me the names of some possible—”
 
   “I doubt it’s a witch,” said Arrigio, putting his empty Styrofoam cup down on the table. “Sadly, this has happened before; foolish vampires don’t take care of their pets, and the discarded pets band together and put ridiculous ideas in each other’s heads.”
 
   Sam frowned. “But how did they know where to find all of my people?”
 
   Arrigio smiled, but there was no joy in it. “Do you think you and your people are difficult to find? You don’t exactly live a low-profile life, Son of Sammael.”
 
   Sam felt a flash of anger, but let it pass. He’s right. I’m famous in this world, and the fact that I don’t want to be is irrelevant.
 
   “Look, I see your point, but the fact is the information they had was too in-depth. I can believe a group of disgruntled vampire pets could have found my location online, but each of my human servants? They not only had their addresses, they knew where to find them even when they weren’t at home. I don’t see how they could have known all that without help from someone with access to the court.”
 
   Arrigio rested an ankle on his knee, clearly thinking. “It’s possible they might have been fed information from someone—and if so, we will find that leak. But I simply don’t believe that it was a witch.”
 
   “How can you be so sure?” asked Sam. 
 
   “No demon would use such a clumsy means of assassination; they sent how many assassins, and didn’t kill a single target? Who would take such a risk as to do something so illegal, yet use such ineffectual methods?”
 
   “It could have been a witch acting alone,” said Sam. He didn’t even realize he’d been thinking that in the back of his mind until he said it.
 
   “No,” said Arrigio, shaking his head. “I’ve heard that you stay out of Cassandra’s mind on general principal, which is…commendable, in its own way. But you are unique. Every demon who has a witch has access to her thoughts at any time; how could she hatch such a scheme, without her master finding out?”
 
   He shook his head again, more vigorously this time. “No, the only way a witch could be involved is if her master commanded her to do this, and I know of no demon who would do so. This was, sadly, an act of madmen who may have a connection to some lackey with access to documents he shouldn’t have.”
 
   Sam looked at the carpeting between his feet, unsure what to say next. Everything Arrigio was saying made sense to him, but Sam just wasn’t convinced that the cultists weren’t being manipulated by someone else. Someone with a larger agenda than just lashing out at the world that had wronged them.
 
   “Are you sure you’re not underestimating witches?” he said finally. “I know they lack the kind of healing magic that we wish they had, but they can be powerful in their own way.” And if you do underestimate witches, my dear mother might have to set you straight tomorrow….
 
   At that, Arrigio stood up; to him, the subject was clearly closed. “I have nothing but respect for the many talents of witches, Sam. That’s why we all watch what they’re thinking so closely. Once your own witch has time to get her bearings and learns to cast more than a spell or two, I’m sure you’ll do the same.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   In the end, Sam did agree to let Cassie go to the witch meet-and-greet at Op/Dec, but there were several conditions: Miri was close by, if not always in sight, and Billingsly was swimming in one of the pools where he had a good view of the main patio. Sam even went so far as to tap into her magic and put a thick barrier around her, which she thought was ridiculous, but she wasn’t going to blame him for being protective.
 
   He’d let his guard down once, and she’d suffered for it; he wasn’t going to make the same mistake again, even if that meant being more than a little paranoid.
 
   It’s not paranoia when they really are out to get you, she thought, as she stepped out of the back entrance of the hotel lobby and into the warm evening air.
 
   For a moment, she was dazzled; Op/Dec was a huge area, filled with multiple swimming pools and flashing neon lights that reflected off the water in all colors of the rainbow. In between pools, bathing-suited party goers were gyrating like they were on a dance floor, the lights reflecting off the watery sheen of their wet bathing suits as they moved. While some people in the pools were swimming, many were dancing together in waist-deep water, and others simply talked while they sipped fancy cocktails by the side of one pool or another. On the other side of the patio from where Cassie was standing, she could just barely see a row of large hot tubs, many of which looked full of people.
 
   Because it was The Laguna, there were also fish; the wall behind the outdoor bar area was one huge aquarium, so large that even sharks were present. Altogether, the sight of the place, combined with loud, thumping techno music, sent Cassie into sensory overload; it was a moment before she even remembered that she was supposed to be looking for a group of women sitting by one of the pools.
 
   Fortunately, the witches were looking for her.
 
   “Cassie!” a voice called out, and Cassie turned to see Andrea sitting on a deck chair, surrounded by several other women. The tall blond witch stood up and motioned her over, while Cassie gulped; next to Aeka, Andrea had perhaps the most perfect body she had ever seen. The woman looked simultaneously slender and curvy in a white two-piece with gold accents. Cassie felt downright frumpish in one of her old camp swimsuits.
 
   And Nathaniel tells me that I look “radiant.” That guy is such a liar, she thought as she made her way to the gathering of witches.
 
   “I’m glad you joined us,” said Andrea, stooping down to give Cassie a quick peck on the cheek. “I know the hearing is tomorrow, but we witches get so few opportunities to compare notes.” She patted an empty lounge chair next to her. “Come sit down and tell us all about your training.”
 
   Cassie sat, feeling more than a little awkward. All of the other witches were much older than her; even the youngest one looked like she was in at least her mid-twenties. If she had to put an age to Andrea, she would have guessed ten years older than that, even though she was in amazing shape; there was a hardness to her face that spoke of experience.
 
   Cassie felt herself flush when she realized everyone was looking at her. “Um, well, I haven’t really done much training yet. I only just became a witch,” she said.
 
   “Oh really?” said another witch, this one a thirty-something woman with dark hair and a deep tan. She smirked as she played with the straw in her drink. “I’m surprised the Son of Sammael waited so long. He doesn’t strike me as the patient type.”
 
   The women laughed at that, and Cassie felt a knot in her stomach. That was a knowing laugh, the kind of laugh adults used when they were talking about sex, and other things young people weren’t supposed to know about. They were treating her like she was one of them, but she felt like an imposter.
 
   “Um, so yeah, I can’t cast any spells yet or anything. I’m sure we’ll start training really hard once we get back home,” Cassie said, feeling like she was babbling.
 
   “Spells can wait,” said Andrea, gently. “Getting a general sense for magic is far more important. If you can sense the magic while it’s being done around you, transitioning to spells will be so much easier.”
 
   “That is, assuming one isn’t overconfident,” said the dark-haired witch. She was smiling at Cassie, but there was something cold about her expression.
 
   Andrea shuffled in her chair. “Oh, look at me being a ditz, I forgot to introduce you. Cassie, this is Miranda,” she said, indicating the dark-haired witch, “and that’s Leah, Denise and Rashita.” The other three witches smiled politely at Cassie.
 
   But Miranda continued as though Andrea had not spoken. “I worry for you, you know,” said Miranda, looking at Cassie over the rim of her drink with suspicious eyes. “All I know is, if I had demons treating me like I was the greatest thing the world had ever seen at your age, I would have turned into the most arrogant, insufferable little witch,” she said.
 
   Cassie jerked her head back as though she had been smacked. “I.…” she started, at a loss.
 
   Miranda continued, her dark eyes boring into Cassie’s. “Look, you may not want to hear it, but the fact of the matter is, you’re going to have a very rude awakening when it comes to actually learning spellcraft. Demons love getting excited about new girls with potential, but they don’t understand the hard work involved to become a functional witch; talent is the least of it. If you want my advice, dump all that garbage you’ve heard about your supposedly great magic out of your head, and prepare to work your tail off.”
 
   Cassie went from feeling chastened to downright angry. “It’s not my fault what they say about me,” she said, knowing that she sounded defensive and not caring. “I’m just trying to do the best I can.”
 
   Miranda looked at her like she was a small child who had just dumped some Cheerios down the front of her shirt. “But honey, how can you not be affected? All anyone talks about is the great magic in you, the demons have been out of their heads about it for months. By now, you must think you piss pure white magic.”
 
   Any clever comebacks flew out of Cassie’s head, and she just looked at the dark-haired witch in indignation. The hell? What did I ever do to her?
 
   “Miranda, stop it,” Andrea snapped. “You have a point, but go easy on the kid. Like she says, it’s not her fault what they say about her. If you want to blame someone, blame the demons for getting so overexcited. They’re all acting like big kids.”
 
   Miranda made a dismissive sound, and took a big swig of her drink. “Look, I just tell it like it is sweetheart, and not everybody likes that. But if you can’t handle it, you’re going to have a very hard time being a proper witch.”
 
   With that, she stood up and stretched. “I’m going to go take a swim. Good luck with the hearing tomorrow, Cassie.”
 
   Andrea made a pained face as her friend walked away. “Miranda’s not usually like that. I think her master has been going on endlessly about the promising new witch he’s heard all about, and she’s not dealing with it well. I hope you can forgive her.”
 
   Cassie blinked, surprised. The little interaction that she had with Andrea before tonight had led her to believe that the blond witch hated her; for her to defend Cassie was a surprise. Cassie supposed it was possible that Andrea wasn’t crazy about an upstart young witch either, but was embarrassed by her friend’s outright hostility.
 
   “It’s okay,” Cassie lied. “It must be annoying to always be hearing about me. I’m not that interesting.”
 
   Andrea laughed at that. “I don’t know about that,” she said, crossing her smooth legs, “but the truth is Cassie, I’m interested in your demon.” She looked at the other witches and they all smiled conspiratorially.
 
   “Sam?” asked Cassie. “What about him?”
 
   Are they going to ask me what I think they’re going to ask me? Because if they do, not only do I not know the answer, but I think I might die of embarrassment right in this chair.
 
   Rashita spoke for the first time. “Is he as powerful as they say?” she asked with no small amount of wonder. “My master says it’s all hot air, that he got lucky with one or two big spells and now everyone is just falling for the hype.”
 
   Cassie exhaled. Oh good! I can maybe answer that.
 
   “He is really powerful,” she said, seeing no point in lying to the other witches. “But he’s also inexperienced, so it can be really dangerous. He’s gotten loads better lately though.”
 
   “How is he still inexperienced, at his age?” said Andrea, a curious expression on her face.
 
   ‘At his age?’ How old is Sam, anyway? I’m pretty sure he’s under 30, but it never seemed like a good time to ask….
 
   “Uh, well, he barely used his powers at all for a long time. He doesn’t like to.”
 
   For a moment, the witches just stared at her like she’d said that grass wasn’t green and the sky wasn’t blue.
 
   “That’s ridiculous,” said Andrea. “He must have another reason.”
 
   “He tends to keep his reasoning to himself,” said a familiar voice behind Cassie. She turned in her chair and very nearly gasped.
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   Wearing her usual bland business suit despite the poolside setting, Sam’s mother shrugged. “This is a meeting for witches; I’m a witch.”
 
   Andrea narrowed her eyes; Cassie could immediately tell that there was no love lost between the two witches. “Just because this is a meeting for witches, does not mean that all witches are necessarily invited.” Her tone could have cut glass.
 
   Helen made a contemptuous sound. “Oh, your mastery of Venn diagrams cuts me to the quick,” she snarked as she sat down next to Cassie on the same lounge chair. Andrea fumed with anger, but Helen was no longer paying any attention to her. “But it doesn’t matter, since I’m really here to talk to you anyway.”
 
   “Why?” said Cassie. What’s so important she would track me down and talk to me here? Does Sam even know that she’s in Las Vegas yet?
 
   “It’s your little friend, the one the Leviathan was so fond of,” Helen said, putting an unlit cigarette in her mouth. “She appears to be swimming with the sharks right now; you might want to do something about that.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Forty
 
    
 
   Cassie made it to the bar at around the same time the bartender realized that there was a girl floating in the shark tank behind him; he dropped the drink he was preparing, and for a moment, the sound of glass breaking almost drowned out the music. Aeka’s hair was spread around her like a corona, her arms and legs splayed out in a bizarre position that was still strangely graceful. She was scarcely moving, save for the bubbles that issued from her mouth and nose. The sharks were swimming around her, but made no move to attack her; if anything, Cassie would say they looked confused. Dozens of people at the bar gasped and pointed, clearly wondering if the diving girl was part of the entertainment, or the result of some horrible accident.
 
   “Miri!” she yelled, whipping her head around to try to locate her, but she heard a splash before she even saw the redheaded vampire approach the tank. In a matter of seconds, Miri was swimming towards Aeka, dodging a particularly big shark who had taken offense to her entrance. She grabbed the girl by the waist with one arm and started pulling her back to the surface. Aeka’s eyes were closed; Cassie couldn’t tell if she was conscious or not.
 
   Ignoring an irate employee, Cassie slipped through an opening between the bar and the outside wall of the hotel to loop around the back of the tank. In the back, there was a high metal platform with buckets on it; presumably where the staff stood to feed the sharks. As Cassie climbed up one of the ladders, not easy in her pool shoes, Miri was pulling Aeka out of the tank, over the railing and onto the center of the platform. She smacked the girl on the back, hard, and a stream of water went shooting out of Aeka’s mouth, followed by a string of painful-sounding coughs.
 
   “You loopy little angel!” Miri snarled, keeping her voice low. “What the hell did you go and do that for?”
 
   Aeka took a moment to get some air into her lungs. “It looked nice,” she said simply. Cassie sat down next to her on the platform, not sure where to even begin.
 
   A few moments of silence passed, then a man in a grey jumpsuit was running towards them from the back of the hotel. “Hey! Get down from there! No guests allowed on the platform!”
 
   “Let me handle this,” said Miri, jumping over the railing to land right in front of the hotel employee, her wet platform shoes making a loud thump as they made contact with the concrete below. The uniformed man jumped back, clearly shocked that he’d just seen a girl drop 20 feet off the platform, only to land on her feet like it was nothing.
 
   “Listen,” said Miri, changing into her calm, hypnotic voice. “You need to calm down….”
 
   As Miri dealt with the employee, Cassie hugged her knees and looked at Aeka. With her thin clothes sticking to her like a second skin and seaweed in her hair, somehow the girl only looked more ethereally beautiful.
 
   “Why did you do that?” she asked finally. “Were you trying to kill yourself?”
 
   She wasn’t really expecting an answer, so it took her by surprise when Aeka responded.
 
   “I cut off my wings for you,” she said softly.
 
   Cassie looked off into the distance, at a loss; she could see other platforms, other areas where the employees were meant to stand and monitor the tanks. They had ended up in some kind of central feeding hub, away from the glittery facade of the hotel and its outdoor patios. The air smelled fishy and strangely stale.
 
   “I never asked you to do that,” she said finally. “I never asked you to do that,” she said again, needing to tell herself as much as Aeka.
 
   The blond girl hugged her knees, mirroring Cassie’s pose. It was strange to see her in such a defensive posture.
 
   “You said we’d go back to the ocean together.”
 
   “I lied,” said Cassie, a strange feeling of calm coming over her. She felt like what she was saying had been a long time coming. “I lied because I needed you to do something, because I’m not perfect like you. I lied, and I feel bad, but I would have done it again, because I needed to save his life.”
 
   Aeka seemed to consider Cassie’s words. “Why do you save him? He’s not like us.”
 
   “No, he isn’t,” Cassie agreed.
 
   “Is it because he’s yours?” Aeka asked, her blue-green eyes looking off into the distance at something Cassie couldn’t see.
 
   “Yeah, I guess he is mine,” said Cassie, dropping her legs. She wasn’t quite sure she understood just how Aeka saw the world, but she could improvise, at least.
 
   “But I thought I was yours,” said Aeka.
 
   “You are,” said Cassie, “but it’s different.”
 
   “No,” said Aeka, shaking her head. Water droplets went everywhere, making Cassie squint. “It’s not different. It’s exactly the same. You protect what’s yours.”
 
   Another moment of silence. Miri had gotten rid of the employee and was pacing back and forth, keeping her eyes peeled should anyone else from the hotel try to bother them.
 
   “I don’t know what you want from me, Aeka,” Cassie said, finally. “I don’t know how I can help you, if I can help you.”
 
   “I don’t want you to help me,” Aeka said, then turned her mysterious blue-green eyes on Cassie. “I want you to see me.”
 
   “See you?” asked Cassie. She didn’t understand.
 
   Aeka stood up suddenly, rivulets of water coursing down her pale thighs.
 
   “I hope you can see me. I think you can.”
 
   “But what if I can’t see you?” said Cassie, clumsily getting to her feet as well. They were high enough off the ground that she felt a little light-headed, and she grabbed the metal railing.
 
   This is like talking to the Nameless Ones. I don’t understand, but I have to keep talking, because what else can I do….
 
   Aeka knit her smooth brow, a rare expression for her. “If you can’t see me, then I’ll disappear. I’m not needed anymore.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Forty-One
 
    
 
   Khalil thought slot machines were meant for old ladies, quite beneath the dignity of the virile, canny male card shark. However, after losing his first $200 at the Blackjack tables in less than five minutes, he realized that he had a choice between either playing the cheap slots, or going back up to the suite early in defeat. Unwilling to face such a depressing prospect as an early retreat, he committed himself to trying to match three cherry symbols on the screen in front of him.
 
   “Don’t sit down at that machine, that one’s the worst,” he said, as he noticed Dwight coming up behind him.
 
   “I’m up $400, I’m gonna quit while I’m ahead,” Dwight said.
 
   Khalil frowned. It was very noisy in the casino, especially at the slots, but somehow he’d heard Dwight perfectly.
 
   “How’d you win?”              
 
   “Blackjack,” Dwight said, sounding unbearably smug to Khalil’s ears. “I’m going to head back to the room, don’t lose all your money.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” Khalil muttered. Why was it so hard to line up three little cherries? There weren’t even that many symbols in the damn machine. “Go upstairs and roll in a pile of money, why don’t you?”
 
   “If you’re mad at me, wait until you see Dmitri. I think that guy made $2000,” said Dwight, walking off and leaving Khalil behind. Khalil’s frowned deepened.
 
   What is it about that guy? He’s so annoying, I don’t know why anyone likes him.
 
   Fortunately, he only had to toil in gambling purgatory for a little while longer, since Miri appeared behind him not long after Dwight left. “Hey. Cassie’s safe upstairs for the night, so I’m free. You hungry?”
 
   “I could eat,” he said, standing up from the machine and turning toward her. “Where do you want to go?”
 
   She started walking towards the main concourse, where the restaurants were, and he easily fell into step with her. She was walking with her hands behind her back, looking girlish and mischievous.
 
   “Well,” she started, “I heard the Asian seafood buffet up top not only has amazing sushi, but they actually have great dessert—like, proper dessert, with layer cakes and stuff. Swimming makes me want sugar.”
 
   “Why were you swimming?”
 
   “You really don’t want to know.”
 
   “Hmmph. Sounds good to me,” Khalil said. He had no idea where Miri hid all the food she ate on her slender frame, but vampire biology was not something he particularly cared about. Of course, it would end up being a moot point if Sam dragged her away again before they even got a table. “Are you sure Fearless Leader doesn’t need you anymore tonight?”
 
   Her smile faltered. “Pretty sure,” she said, then turned to Khalil. “Hey are you…okay with that? We never really talked about it.”
 
   They had left the casino floor and were walking in the mall area. It wasn’t that late yet and plenty of people were still about, but compared to the almost suffocating noise of the game room, it was delightfully quiet.
 
   “I think so,” said Khalil eventually. “I mean, I get that he needs you to be his Girl Friday, and that’s just how your life is. I was supposed to be a doctor; if I’d gone through with it, I could be on call at any hour of the day or night too,” he said, working it through for himself as he talked to her. “As long as you working for him doesn’t compete with what we have.”
 
   “No, no,” said Miri, quickening her pace. “It’s apples and oranges. He’s my boss, you’re my boyfriend,” she said.
 
   They passed a fountain, featuring a stone mermaid statue and a bottom filled with coins. If I threw a penny in now, what would I wish for?
 
   “Okay,” said Khalil. “I mean, long as you’re not sleeping with the guy, what does it matter, right?”
 
   Khalil kept walking for a few more steps before he realized that Miri was no longer next to him. With a lump in his throat, he turned around to see that she had stopped dead on the cobblestone path, right next to the fountain.
 
   “Don’t tell me,” he said quietly.
 
   Her already-pale face was even paler, making her skin almost white. “Khalil, I thought you knew.”
 
   I think I did know. I was just hoping against hope that I was wrong.
 
   He walked back to her, feeling the anger rising. Seeing the look on his face, her hazel eyes widened in alarm. 
 
   “Please, try to understand,” she whispered, looking around from side to side furiously to make sure no one was nearby. “He’s a demon, I’m a vampire. It’s expected.”
 
   “Expected?” said Khalil. This was alright; he could ride the anger for a while. It was better than the depression that he knew was coming. “What do you mean it’s expected? Is Nyesha sleeping with him then? Is Dmitri?”
 
   “No, of course not!” she exclaimed. “You don’t understand—”
 
   “I understand better than you think. I know that guy; no way in hell would he ever ask that of you, no matter what other demons do. The only reason it would happen is if you pushed for it,” he said. “You were just going to keep lying to me, letting me think we had something here.”
 
   “Don’t be like this,” she pleaded. “These ideas you have about relationships, they’re outdated, okay? Just because I’m willing to sleep with more than one person, that doesn’t affect who I…who I love,” she said. A couple walking by gave her a curious look, but she ignored them.
 
   He shook his head. “This isn’t about me being a prude, this is about you being a liar.”
 
   “You are a prude! You think less of me now because you think I’m a slut!” Her eyes filled with tears. Somehow during this conversation, Khalil had stopped feeling angry, and now he just felt sad. He was surprised at himself; he’d expected to be livid for hours. But the sight of Miri’s misery (and she was miserable) seemed to suck all of his energy away.
 
   “I would never call you a slut, and you know what? Screw that word, I don’t even use that word. What you are is a selfish person who lies to make her life easier, and I can’t trust you.”
 
   “No, don’t—”
 
   “I’m going back to the room. Enjoy the cake,” he said, then he left her at the wishing well. 
 
    
 
   
Chapter Forty-Two
 
    
 
   Sam generally wasn’t very big on pampering himself, but since it was entirely possible that this would be his last night on Earth, he decided he may as well live it up. After meeting with Arrigio, he’d returned to the suite, ordered a giant steak from room service for dinner, and received an hour-long massage from one of The Laguna’s on-call masseurs. Now, he was finishing his evening of uncommon decadence by soaking in the hot tub. It was large enough that he could have swum in it, had he wanted to.
 
   After a while, he realized he was staying in the hot tub more for the solitude than anything else. He didn’t want to talk to anyone, didn’t want to hear anyone say “Good luck tomorrow,” before they went to bed. He had a crazy urge to just take off alone without a word, but where would he even go?
 
   I could go to Realm. That’s where most of the court wants to put me anyway, so why not skip the preliminaries and make it easier on everyone? I’ll bet I could find my own apple cart to pull….
 
   When he heard the bathroom door open, at first he thought it was someone’s mistake. “Hey!” he called, but then Miri burst into the room and he realized she had been looking for him specifically. Angrily, she kicked off her chunky shoes and jumped into the hot tub with him, still wearing her short dress and stockings.
 
   “Miri, what’s going on?” he asked as she nestled alongside him. She didn’t answer, instead leaning down to leave a trail of soft kisses on his collarbone. Before she could get too involved, he gently pushed her away.
 
   “What’s gotten into you? There are kids here,” he said.
 
   Also, we shouldn’t even be doing this anymore, since she’s already taught me what I needed to know. I should have known it wouldn’t be that easy to stop….
 
   She tried to adopt her usual flirty demeanor, but the fact that her eyes were red from crying ruined the effect somewhat. “Ohhh. Can’t you do some kind of soundproofing spell or something? That should be easy.”
 
   “You’ve got the wrong guy. Tell me what happened.”
 
   She dropped down so she was sitting in the tub, her small shoulders barely breaking the surface of the foaming water. “Khalil dumped me.”
 
   “Oh,” he said flatly. He was bad at this; he’d avoided relationships for his whole life, and if Miri had come to him for comfort, she really should have known better. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 
   She seemed to shrink even further. “It was because of us.”
 
   At that, Sam was puzzled. “Us? There is no us.”
 
   She looked like she was about to burst into tears again, and Sam reconsidered what he’d said. “It’s not romantic, you’ve said so yourself. Many times. I assumed when you and Khalil started dating, you told him that what we do is…mechanical,” he finished, feeling awkward.
 
   Why would anyone come to me for emotional support? No one should ever be that desperate.
 
   Miri just sat silently, staring off into nothing.
 
   “I see,” he said finally. “You didn’t tell him, just hoped it would never come up. That was the wrong thing to do.”
 
   “You think I don’t know that?” she said in a wavering voice. “I didn’t know how to tell him! I knew he wouldn’t understand.”
 
   Sam got out of the hot tub and wrapped a towel around his waist; the infusion of hysterical vampire had killed the mood of his soak. “You can do one of two things: apologize profusely and ask him for another chance, or let him go.”
 
   She gritted her teeth. “You say that like it’s so easy.”
 
   “I said no such thing,” he said, sitting down on a bench. Naturally, because it was The Laguna, the bench had an image of a leaping dolphin carved into the side of it. “But that’s the choice before you.”
 
   She seemed to calm down then, letting the tips of her red hair get wet as she sank further into the tub. Sam wanted to leave, but he felt awkward just putting on his clothes and leaving Miri alone. So he sat, practicing making small, wafer-thin magic barriers in his right hand. If you squinted, they looked almost exactly like soap bubbles. He blew gently on one, and it took off from his palm.
 
   “There could be another choice,” she said.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Do you think you could ever love me?”
 
   The bubble that wasn’t a bubble popped.
 
    “I know what I said at the start,” she said. “I’m a liar.”
 
   There was silence as he struggled with what to say.
 
   “You can’t, because I’m not all pure and innocent like Cassie is,” said Miri, bitterly. “You guys really buy into the whole purity deal.”
 
   “If I love anyone, it’s not for that reason,” Sam said finally. “Don’t project your own personal problems onto me and Cassie.”
 
   But Miri was not so easily deterred. “Would you still love her, if she’d been with other guys? Or would she be all tainted and gross to you then?”
 
   “I really don’t like being asked to guess how I would feel in an alternate universe where things were different,” Sam snapped. And it seems to be happening an awful lot lately. Why can’t people, especially women it seems, leave all these miserable hypotheticals alone?
 
   “You know, I bet deep down, you like it…that she was disgusted when she saw you. Because you’re disgusted with yourself.”
 
   He entertained a brief urge to pull Miri out of the bath by her hair and throw her against the nearest wall, but resisted. He had a strange feeling that was the effect the vampire was going for. “Miri, what do you want from me right now? Want me to beat you up, so you can stop beating yourself up? Would that make you feel better?”
 
   She blinked, a single tear running down her cheek. “I know I’m being really selfish.”
 
   “Yes, you are,” he said, standing up. If she didn’t pull herself together soon, he really was going to simply walk out. Enabling her wouldn’t do either of them any good.
 
   She looked at the ceiling, as though seeking wisdom from the images of porpoises at play. “Hey, Sam. Is the hell that you can go, the one we were in today, the same one that we all go to when we die?”
 
   God in Heaven, where did that come from?
 
   “No. As far as I know, the only souls in the Demon Realm are those that have contracted with demons, or been tricked into going there in some other way. If there truly is a hell where people go after death, I’ve never seen it.”
 
   “Do you think a hell like that exists?”
 
   “No. I think what awaits us all is like sleep. No better and no worse.”
 
   She looked thoughtful for a moment, then stood up. “I think I feel a little better now. I’m going to go to bed. Thanks.” She got out of the hot tub, picked up her shoes and left, her wet stockings making odd squelching sounds as she moved.
 
   Sam remained standing by the hot tub for a few moments.
 
   What just happened?
 
    
 
   
Chapter Forty-Three
 
    
 
   Everyone stared at Cassie when she walked into the central hub of the suite.
 
   “You look like a skank,” said Hunter solemnly, then he blanched when half the room gave him dirty looks.
 
   “Blame Miri. I asked for a different dress, she brought me this,” she said, gesturing to her all-too-exposed body. She looked around the living room; the redhead was nowhere to be found. “Where is she, anyway?”
 
   Sam shrugged. He was very studiously not looking at her. “Around,” he said.
 
   “Figures,” she said, sitting down on a couch and taking a kaiser roll off of a loaded bread tray on a side table. Food just seemed to appear in this suite, as though from nowhere.
 
   Everyone was milling around, looking nervous. The humans were wearing their badges, bright yellow squares of plastic that identified them as human servants, while Ethan was wearing the purple badge that identified him as a familiar. The vampires were wearing dark red badges, which were not for vampires per se, but “security.” Cassie had thrown her own purple badge on, even though it was kind of pointless in her case; everyone already knew who she was.
 
   In addition to Miri, Jay was also missing. Cassie figured that he was already downstairs, watching the early morning proceedings. For some reason, he found the particulars of demon court fascinating.
 
   Hunter bounded into the chair next to her, wearing the suit he’d worn to her cousin’s wedding last year. Seeing him all dressed up, wearing his yellow badge on his thin chest, hurt a little bit somehow. “Is this going to be boring?”
 
   Cassie finished the roll she was eating. “Have you ever been to a school board meeting?”
 
   He frowned. “Once, with Mom.”
 
   “It’s like that, only a million times worse,” she said.
 
   Hunter looked puzzled, like he was trying to imagine how anything could possibly be worse than a school board meeting, let alone a million times worse.
 
   “Why don’t I stay with the boys up here for a while?” said Eugene. “Ethan should be present for the hearing, but they won’t get to that for at least a few hours yet. And Hunter’s presence is purely optional.”
 
   Cassie looked at Eugene and nodded gratefully. Ethan was used to sitting quietly at court for hours, but her brother wasn’t, and she was worried about what might happen if he got fidgety. If Hunter was with Eugene, she could feel confident that he was about as safe as he was ever going to get.
 
   Ethan, who had been tapping his foot nervously, jumped out of his chair. “Great, we can play Sorcery!” he yelled and Cassie winced. Sometimes, he got loud when he was excited.
 
   Hunter looked less than thrilled. “I have some cards, but I didn’t bring ‘em,” he muttered. Ethan was undeterred.
 
   “Don’t worry, I brought lots of cards.”
 
   As the two boys began discussing the particulars of their game, Cassie walked over to a table laden with large carafes, and filled a clear glass mug with black coffee. She bolted it down like she was doing a shot.
 
   “Uh, you want to eat anything else before we go?” asked Khalil. “You can order waffles with caviar here.”
 
   If I eat anything else, this dress might just pop off.
 
   “No. Let’s just go,” she said.
 
   As they filed out of the suite, Sam maneuvered so he was next to her. He looked especially handsome in the black suit, which showed off his long, lean build to good advantage, but Cassie had seen him in it before and the effect was somewhat dulled.
 
   “Are you sure there’s no shawl or something that goes with that? Something to cover you?” he asked, daring a look down at Cassie’s barely-there dress. Normally, a look like that would have sent her pulse hammering, but she was too worried about what awaited them at court to feel much of anything at the moment.
 
   “Everybody’s going to be staring at me anyway, what does it matter?” she said. It annoyed her that she sounded whiney, but he had asked.
 
   “Point taken,” Sam said quietly.
 
   They rode the elevator down to the main floor in silence. The lobby was a maze of activity, filled with men and women in suits flipping through programs as they walked.
 
   “The real dental convention, those poor bastards,” Khalil said quietly. Cassie couldn’t help but notice that some of the dentists had strange looks on their faces, like they’d just seen something that they couldn’t quite process, but it could have been her imagination.
 
   She was expecting court to be held in a large ballroom, like last time, but was surprised when they reached Conference Room B and saw a completely different setup. The cavernous room sloped downward like a huge college lecture hall, with members of the court sitting at a long table where the lectern would normally be. The room looked chock-full and Cassie wasn’t sure where to go, until she saw Jay furiously waving at them from down near the front.
 
   About two hundred people turned around to look at the new arrivals after Dmitri closed the heavy double doors with a soft thud. Cassie cast her eyes down and began making her way to the far left stairway, towards Jay; she didn’t want to look at them, didn’t want to wonder what they must be thinking about her.
 
   Jay had only saved two seats by throwing his coat over them, but several of the people sitting in his row muttered and began moving away as Cassie’s group approached; apparently, they did not want to be sitting right next to the Son of Sammael’s party. Everyone ended up getting a seat except for Liam, who leaned against the wall, where several other men with red badges were gathered. Cassie had a feeling he probably felt more comfortable on his feet anyway.
 
   Cassie could see Miri’s red hair out of the corner of her eye; somehow, when she wasn’t paying attention, the vampire had rejoined the group.
 
   Arrigio had been in the middle of a long statement when they arrived, and hadn’t faltered for a moment.
 
   “—and be certain the secretary receives the payment on time, or else there will be additional charges. Is there anything further?”
 
   “No, Chairman,” said a small bald man in a grey suit who was standing in front of the table. Even though Cassie was sitting near the front, the main table was still pretty far away; fortunately, the room had excellent acoustics, so she could hear everything.
 
   “Good. Case 11101-7 dismissed. Please take your seat.”
 
   Once Cassie felt that enough time had passed for half the room to stop staring at her, she took a look around the hall herself. She recognized some faces vaguely from court last year, but didn’t see Nathaniel Lewis, or Andrea; she did, however, see Miranda, the dark-haired witch who had insulted her last night. Miranda was sitting right in the front row, which was curious.
 
   She did catch the eye of Bennet Marcus, who rewarded her with a friendly grin. Next to her, Sam leaned forward to make eye contact with Bennet, mouthing the word “Why?” But the other demon had already turned his attention back towards the action up front.
 
   “Why in the world did he cede me his territory?” Sam whispered in her ear. It was probably meant as a rhetorical question, but Cassie thought she might have an idea what the answer could be.
 
   “The court was really mad at him three months ago. Maybe this is his way of showing that he’s not a threat anymore?”
 
   “I know that,” he said, irritated. “But why did he have to give it to me? It would have been better to give it to the court directly.”
 
   Cassie had no answer to that, so she gave a subtle shrug and directed her attention back to Arrigio up at the front.
 
   While the slate of cases was relatively light for this session, in order to allow plenty of time for the hearing, there were still several cases that required the court’s attention before they could begin the main event. One case concerned a familiar that had run away to another demon’s territory, since his original master had not been feeding him enough; the court ruled unanimously that if the demon had failed to maintain the familiar properly, he had forfeited his claim, and the new master was awarded custody. Another case concerned whether or not a violent battle for territory between two demons in Louisiana had been conducted in accordance with the Charter, but that quickly got too technical for Cassie to follow.
 
   Finally, after Arrigio dismissed a case, he studied paperwork in front of him for some time before calling the next one, and Cassie had a feeling the lesser cases were done. “In accordance with section 108 of our Charter, the court calls Samuel Andrews, the Son of Sammael, to the front. Please take a seat in front of the dais. This body will now determine whether or not the subject may be treated as a full-blooded demon under our laws, or whether he should maintain his default status.”
 
   Cassie gave Sam a hopeful smile, but she didn’t know if he even saw it; he seemed to have tunnel vision, only seeing the dais where Arrigio and the others sat. As she watched his back retreat down the stairs, a terrible feeling of regret welled up inside her.
 
   If they rule that he’s full-blooded, will I ever see him again? I should have kissed him goodbye…why didn’t I think of this before now?
 
   When Sam was seated, Arrigio continued. “For its first witness, the court calls Thaddeus O’Donnell. Mr. O’Donnell, please approach the dais.”
 
   O’Donnell made his way down the stairs with a languid, relaxed gait that made Cassie want to strangle him, then he took a seat in front of the dais as well. Both Sam and O’Donnell were sitting in front of the dais, but on opposite sides of the table. It wasn’t unlike how the defense and prosecution were arranged in human court, though Cassie knew this was different; for one thing, there were no lawyers.
 
   “Mr. O’Donnell, please state for the record the date and location of the last blood status hearing that you attended.”
 
   “May 4, 1767, Venice. The hearing of Umberto D’Alessandro.”
 
   “I didn’t ask for the name, but very well,” said Arrigio grumpily. “As an expert witness, do you agree with the court’s belief that this situation, regarding the Son of Sammael, is similar to that last encountered in 1767, and thus requires the same procedure used at that time?”
 
   “No Chairman, I do not,” said O’Donnell. A surprised murmur ran through the audience. Arrigio, an irritated frown on his face, held his hand up for quiet.
 
   “In that case, please explain the reason for your disagreement,” Arrigio said, his tone arch.
 
   Cassie looked at Tad O’Donnell, curious.
 
   Tad went off the script. He was obviously supposed to say yes to that question, and now Arrigio’s wondering what’s up.
 
   “D’Alessandro was part fae,” the jovial vampire began. “I believe his maternal grandmother was some kind of…tree spirit? Water nymph? I apologize, it’s been a long time. In any case, his abilities were always strange and unpredictable.” He crossed his legs, looking perfectly at home up in front of the dais. “Worse, the fae in him didn’t like being bound by the rules of demon magic. At the time of the hearing, his Wordlock was failing.”
 
   That set off a chain of murmurs throughout the audience. Wordlocking was what gave demons some modicum of control over their powers, so they didn’t just set people on fire at random. A demon who couldn’t be Wordlocked sounded like a ticking time bomb…on a very short timer.
 
   “That, by the way, is the reason why that hearing was rather sparsely attended,” Tad continued with dry humor. He was clearly enjoying being in the spotlight. “Obviously, the hearing was held under duress; without any reliable means of control over his powers, the demon was literally too dangerous to live; it was not hyperbole to say so. The witnesses were even rushed through their testimony.
 
   “But in this case,” and here Tad stood up, gesturing to Sam with his left hand. “There is no indication that his Wordlock is failing, or that anything of that nature will ever come to pass. He is only a half-demon of uncommon strength, which was not a crime in 1767, and is not a crime today either.”
 
   “Sit down, Mr. O’Donnell,” said Arrigio. Cassie knew he wouldn’t tolerate anyone standing up without his permission. “An interesting position, but not one you chose to share with the court when I first consulted you about the possibility of holding this hearing several months ago,” he said, his red eyes glittering with a contained anger. “If you did not think a hearing was appropriate, why didn’t you say so earlier?”
 
   Tad shrugged apologetically. “Unfortunately, sometimes it takes a while to realize which choice is the right one. Initially I did what I thought was best, but the more I thought about the case, the more I realized that the two circumstances were, in fact, quite different. I realize it would have been more convenient if I had come to that conclusion initially.”
 
   Or, you wanted to find out what you could get from Sam, and you think you can get the Lupine Project. Why does a vampire want werewolves so badly anyway? Or is he after something else, and the werewolves are just the first step?
 
   She also wondered if what he had said counted as lying; supposedly, no one could lie to the court without a witch detecting it, but no one objected after Tad had spoken. Perhaps he had simply mastered the art of lying by omission, because nothing he had said was technically false, as far as she could tell.
 
   After all, the circumstances of this case were different: Tad had something to gain from it, this time.
 
   Arrigio gave an exasperated sigh. “Well, I wish you wouldn’t have taken so long to change your mind, since now that the hearing is currently in progress, we can’t very well cancel it. Do you object to us continuing?”
 
   “Not at all, I simply ask that you keep in mind what I’ve said when it comes time to render a verdict. It is tempting to defer to precedent; however, in this case, perhaps it should be considered a different animal to that which has come before. If you’ll forgive me for sounding like an old man for a moment, a slavish devotion to the wisdom of the past can blind us to new opportunities.”
 
   “Thank you for your wise counsel,” said Arrigio. Cassie thought she could detect a trace of sarcasm from Arrigio, but it was subtle. “Now, a few points of order….”
 
   The two began a discussion of finer details like the traditional order of witnesses at a blood status hearing, and Cassie started to tune them out. She knew that Tad had done his best to make it sound as though Sam wasn’t a danger to the court, but she wondered if it had been enough. All he’d really pointed out is that, unlike the demon of 1767, Sam was unlikely to hurt anyone by accident.
 
   But I don’t think they’re all that worried about an accident. They’re afraid of what he might do deliberately….
 
   Cassie returned her attention to the front of the room when Arrigio dismissed O’Donnell. The vampire walked back to his seat, a smug look on his face. Arrigio looked down at the paper before him, holding the frame of his glasses with one hand.
 
   “For its second witness, the court calls Helen Andrews, mother of the Son of Sammael and Witch of the Outer Banks. Ms. Andrews, please take a seat before the dais.”
 
   Cassie should have expected Helen to be called, but for some reason, it still surprised her when she saw Helen take the seat in front of the dais that Tad had vacated. Arrigio looked up from his paperwork at her, then paused for a moment.
 
   “Madam. You said before this hearing that you claim no fae in your ancestry. Yet, are you certain that you have no fairy ancestors?”
 
   From where she was sitting, Cassie couldn’t really see Helen’s expression. Still, she felt confident the woman was smirking.
 
   “Fairies are agents of chaos, Chairman. Now tell me: do I look like an agent of chaos to you?”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Forty-Four
 
    
 
   The questioning of Helen went on for quite a while. Arrigio asked her all about Sam’s childhood, particularly when he had manifested certain powers.
 
   “And when did his ability to compel other people first develop?”
 
   “When he was three,” said Helen.
 
   Sam snapped his head towards his mother at that; clearly, he hadn’t known that.
 
   “Can you explain what happened?”
 
   “Certainly. He and some neighborhood children were playing in the park. He asked a boy, repeatedly, to give him some blocks to play with, only the other boy didn’t listen. So Sam got angry and told the boy that if he couldn’t have the blocks, the boy should eat them, and the poor boy began swallowing them.” Helen stifled a yawn. “The child started choking, and would have died had his mother not been nearby to perform the Heimlich Maneuver.”
 
   “You never told me that,” said Sam, sounding pained.
 
   Helen ignored her son. “After that, he seemed to have some kind of a mental block regarding compelling anyone to do anything. I thought it best to leave it that way, at least until the teen years were over,” she said with a dismissive wave. “Demons who learn compulsion too early become spoiled brats.”
 
   “I…see. Thank you, Ms. Andrews. That will be all. You may take your seat.”
 
   People in the audience started whispering when Helen didn’t move at his dismissal. “You really have no idea what to ask me, do you?” said Helen. Someone gasped. “You haven’t a clue.”
 
   Arrigio snapped his head up. “Excuse me?”
 
   Helen sat back in her chair, looking as comfortable as could be. “Cow hearts. Sheep lungs. Lamb brains. Bull testicles.”
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” said a blond man next to Arrigio, who Cassie remembered as Graellen. “Why is this woman speaking nonsense?”
 
   “You’ve asked me nothing about my pregnancy. If you had, you might have thought to inquire about my diet, at which point I would have told you that I ate as many animal organs as possible while my child was developing. Animal parts are always key ingredients in black magic preparations, so I theorized that by eating them while he was in utero, I might increase his magical capacity. Though a sample size of one can hardly prove a theory,” she said, crossing her legs casually, “I achieved the results I desired.”
 
   The audience exploded in whispers, and Arrigio had to bang his gavel for quiet. However, the Chairman looked confused; not an expression Cassie was used to seeing on the man’s face. “Wait. Are you…are you honestly proposing that you made your son’s magic stronger due to the food you ate while pregnant with him?”
 
   “Why is it such a radical idea?” said Helen. “Women take prenatal vitamins to ensure healthy development of the fetus. I simply took things in a more ambitious direction.”
 
   “Madam,” said Arrigio, sounding strained. “I find it difficult to believe that such a method would be…effective.”
 
   “You would. Because you only see the woman as an incubator,” said Helen. All of the men at the dais were looking at her like she had three heads. “It would never occur to you that something like maternal choice could influence the power of a demon child, thus you never thought to try. You’ve gotten away with neglecting the importance of the mother for a long time, but it’s finally come back to bite you.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Graellen erupted in a tone of pure outrage. “That the Son of Sammael is only as strong as he is because you made him that way, and not his father!?”
 
   “What I am saying, gentlemen,” said Helen, uncrossing her legs and then recrossing them in the other direction, “is that you have the answer to the question of my son’s “blood status,” right in front of you. I, a human, used purely human means at my disposal to make my child strong. If his strength unnerves you, that is another story…but then you will need to find another pretext to get rid of him than whether his blood is half-human. You will never find anything inhuman in my background, and there can be no doubt that he is my son.”
 
   At that, the cavernous lecture hall was quiet. Arrigio and the other board members seemed at a loss, and the audience was silent, riveted to what was being said down below. Sam was collapsed in his chair, as though he didn’t have the strength to sit up.
 
   Helen herself broke the silence. “Of course, if you doubt me, I can produce another witness who will tell you the same thing,” she said, raising her hand. “See this funny-looking ring? All I have to do is turn it, and my husband will be here to answer any questions you desire.”
 
   At that, a series of panicked whispers broke out. Cassie herself felt like she was about to lose what little breakfast she’d eaten.
 
   Would she really do it? Summon a Lord of Hell right here, in the middle of court? Wait, who am I talking about? Of course she would.
 
   “No!” yelled Arrigio, then he seemed to realize that he had exclaimed out loud and flushed slightly. “Rather, that won’t be necessary. We do not presume to summon demons of the Realm here.”
 
   “Really? That’s a shame. It seems rather inconsiderate to put my son on trial, and not even allow his own father to speak on his behalf.”
 
   “I think we’ve heard more than enough testimony from this particular witness. Ms. Andrews, you are dismissed.”
 
   Helen shrugged mildly, as if it was all of very little importance, then hopped up with a vigor that belied her real age. As she made her walk back up the steps, she made eye contact with Cassie.
 
   Well, I’ve done what I can. Your turn, future daughter-in-law.
 
   Cassie’s eyes widened at Helen’s voice in her head; she had known the woman could touch her mind, but hadn’t expected it now.
 
   ‘Future daughter-in-law’? Does she know about the future, with Corianne? No, how would she know? She’s just teasing me.
 
   It was clear that Arrigio was a bit shaken from having to deal with Helen, because he shuffled through his papers for several moments before calling the next witness. However, when he spoke again, he had regained his composure.
 
   “The next witness on the list is Dr. Serenus Zeitbloom, our very own Examiner. Unfortunately, Dr. Zeitbloom had a preexisting commitment, and could not be here today. So we will move on to the next witness: Cassandra Tremblay, familiar of the Son of Sammael. Ms. Tremblay, please approach the dais.”
 
   Khalil patted her shoulder from the seat behind her. Feeling numb, she got up and walked down to the front, where she took the witness seat. She looked over at Sam, but he was staring straight ahead; she wondered what he was thinking after Helen’s diatribe. She doubted he had known about Helen’s magical pregnancy diet.
 
   “Ms. Tremblay, the last time you appeared before this court in the fall, you were a familiar. I assume that you are now addressing us as a witch?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Arrigio wasn’t looking at her, still shuffling through his papers. “And how has your magical training been progressing?”
 
   “Um.” Time to drop the bomb, I guess. “I really haven’t been training. I just found out I was a witch the other day.”
 
   Arrigio looked up at that.
 
   “What do you mean, you just found out? Did you fail to notice while the act was in progress?” said Graellen, and the hall filled with nervous laughter.
 
   Cassie took a deep breath. “See, I became a witch when Sam kissed me, a few months ago, but I didn’t know for a while. None of us knew until I accidentally triggered a spell that he had cast first, then undid it—and that was just this week. So there hasn’t been any time to train.”
 
   Cassie didn’t know what kind of reaction she was expecting, but the hall was dead silent. It was a few moments before Arrigio reacted. He turned his head to look at something behind Cassie. “Miranda?”
 
   “She’s not lying, although I don’t see how she could possibly be telling the truth,” said the dark-haired witch. “But she believes what she’s saying, at least.”
 
   Arrigio knit his brow, then turned to his right. “Garcia?”
 
   The dark-skinned man got up from his spot at the table and walked over to Cassie. He examined her neck and her wrists, sniffing and feeling her pulse multiple times. Cassie had to fight the urge to swat him, but she knew he was just checking her magic, however Examiners did it. Seemingly puzzled, he even kneeled down to check her knees and ankles.
 
   “Well?” said Arrigio impatiently.
 
   “It’s bizarre,” said Garcia finally. “She’s still undergoing the transition, but she’s definitely a witch. Only, there’s no residue on her. No trace of essence, even in minute quantities.”
 
   At that, the audience erupted in murmurs again. While Cassie couldn’t make out most of what was said, she did hear the word “virgin” many times.
 
   Well, nothing like having hundreds of people discuss my sex life, or lack of sex life. What was John saying about being jealous of me again? Idiot.
 
   Arrigio seemed to be staring off into space, seemingly lost in his own thoughts. When he finally motioned for the hall to quiet, his expression was carefully blank.
 
   “In response to this unexpected development, I motion that the court take a two-hour recess. Would someone please second—”
 
   Just then, a flash of light blinded the room, and Cassie covered her eyes with her hands while members of the audience screamed and gasped. When Cassie finally felt safe uncovering her eyes, her vision was still compromised; all she could see in front of her was a vaguely person-shaped blur. She recognized the high-pitched voice before her eyes had a chance to recover.
 
   “Mommy, Daddy’s being mean!”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Forty-Five
 
    
 
   The little girl hopped into Cassie’s lap, as though totally oblivious to anything going on around her.
 
   “I want a pony, but Daddy says I can’t have a pony. So I changed a squirrel into a pony, then Daddy said I had to change her back, and when I ask ‘why,’ he  just goes ‘because.’ It’s not fair.”
 
   “Ah…” began Cassie, as her brain worked furiously to try to make sense of this situation.  Awkwardly, she put her hands on the child’s shoulders. “You should listen to your Daddy, Corianne. He’s just looking out for you.”
 
   “No he’s not!” the little girl yelled. “Mommy, say it’s okay for me to have a pony, because if you say it’s okay Daddy will stop being mean. He always does what you say.”
 
   Cassie dared a glance at Sam, who had jumped out of his chair. He was looking at her and Corianne with an expression of open-mouthed disbelief. But somehow, Cassie thought he must have an inkling who Corianne was. How could he not?
 
   “What is going on here?” said Arrigio, his voice cracked and pained. No one answered him.
 
   “Cor, how did you get here?” said Cassie.
 
   The little girl was playing with her long hair. “I pulled the knot.”
 
   “What knot?” said Cassie. Sam hadn’t frozen time here, so how could Corianne have possibly traveled here?
 
   She realized what was going to happen about a second before it did. A thunderclap sent her very bones vibrating, then an icy cold descended on all her exposed skin. She looked at Sam, who was breathing heavily, then dared a glance behind her; everyone in the room was frozen, except for the entourage. Even the panel was frozen, Arrigio’s face stuck in an expressionless mask.
 
   Cassie stood up, holding Corianne in her arms; the little girl was surprisingly heavy. She turned to Sam. “You just did it. You just made the knot in time she used to get here.”
 
   “What the hell is going on?” Sam said through gritted teeth, quickly closing the distance between them. “What’s happened? Who is this?”
 
   “I want a pony!” Corianne yelled at Sam, seemingly unaware that he wasn’t exactly her father. “Mikaela has a pony.”
 
   “Sam, she’s...” Cassie started, then took a deep breath. “She’s the future. She’s what happens when we get married and have a kid.”
 
   Sam paled. “That’s impossible. That’s just not possible.”
 
   “Nothing is impossible for her,” said Cassie, putting Corianne down. The little girl hugged her legs. “She can play with time.”
 
   “She’s a super-witch!” Jay yelled, running down the stairs. He stopped next to Sam and kneeled down, looking at Corianne. “She looks exactly like you, Cassie!”
 
   “Uncle Jay!” said Corianne, detaching from Cassie’s legs to run in his direction. Jay’s smile faltered.
 
   “I don’t understand what’s going on,” Cassie heard Ethan say from somewhere in the hall; Eugene and the boys must have snuck in sometime when she wasn’t paying attention.
 
   “No one does child, no one does.”
 
   Cassie heard a clicking noise, and realized it was the sound of high heels tapping on the tiled floor. “Sadly, I’m afraid I have to cut this touching family reunion short,” said Helen, holding up her left hand.
 
   “Hi Gramma!” called Corianne. She was pulling on Jay’s glasses.
 
   “Hello, my darling. Unfortunately, your Grandpa is going to have to spoil everything, as usual.”
 
   “Don’t!” yelled Cassie, but it was too late; Helen twisted the ring on her finger, and several things happened at once.
 
   Sam’s hold on time was released, and the audience let out a collective gasp at how everyone up front had suddenly moved, from their vantage point. Corianne was gone as suddenly as she’d appeared. Sammael had materialized behind Sam, wearing the exact same suit as his son. He grabbed Sam’s hair and yanked his head back, and Sam grunted in pain.
 
   “Did you even realize that was the third time you’ve frozen time this week, you reckless idiot? Is moderation an alien concept to you?”
 
   The members of the panel all got to their feet shakily, shocked to see Sammael.
 
   “M-my lord,” Arrigio, started, “To what do we owe this, this honor?”
 
   Sammael rolled his eyes at Arrigio’s obsequiousness. “This just got bumped out of your jurisdiction, kids. My son here thinks he can tap dance all over time and space, and it’s high time he had some adult supervision.”
 
   “Better late than never,” said Helen dryly.
 
   “You, my sweet, can shut up for once in your life. I’m taking this one with me; maybe he’ll be back, if we can put a big enough leash on him, but I wouldn’t count on it. Say goodbye to your witch, son.”
 
   Sam was struggling in his father’s grip. “No! Stop—”
 
   “Close enough!” Sammael yelled, and then both of them were gone.
 
   Cassie stared at the place on the floor where they’d been standing for some time. I should have kissed him goodbye. I knew I should have….
 
   “Cassie.”
 
   She jerked her head in towards Arrigio, surprised. Somehow, even after everything that had transpired in this room, hearing him call her by her first name (and a nickname at that) was shocking.
 
   Arrigio was mopping his forehead with a handkerchief; his face looked painfully weary, as though he’d just aged ten years in ten minutes.
 
   “You seem to have some idea what just happened here. I am begging you, for the love of God, to explain it to me.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Forty-Six
 
    
 
   Sam fell to the rocky floor in a heap, panting. They seemed to be in some sort of cavern, filled with stalagmites, and Sam supposed he should thank his lucky stars that he hadn’t accidentally been impaled on one.
 
   His father was pacing back and forth, filled with an angry energy.
 
   “I’ll have you know, I had them all exactly where I wanted them. Confused and scared witless, and all I had to do was sit back, watch and laugh. Then you and your stupid theoretical family had to start breaking reality, and things got too serious to be fun anymore,” he said. He sounded almost whiney. “Why did I ever listen to that damned woman and make you? I should have just gotten her a dog. Golden retrievers are cute.”
 
   Sam stumbled to his feet, breathless. This is it. He’s taken me to Realm, permanently, and I’ll never see Cassie again. Instead of the court forcing me here, it’s him. 
 
   He felt himself flush with anger, but a lifetime of habit kept him from the abyss of rage. He’d learned early on in life that he had to control his emotions, lest others get hurt, and his habitual methods of calming himself took over before he could think. But when he looked at his father, who was kicking a rock like a spoiled child, something in him broke.
 
   This is my father; this is a High Lord of Hell. I can’t hurt him. There’s no need to hold back anymore.
 
   “You!” he yelled, and curses burst forth from him. He didn’t even have to gesture; the curses just appeared, seemingly from nowhere.
 
   Sammael summoned a barrier to protect himself, crossing his arms in front of him, and the curses bounced off him harmlessly. Somehow, seeing the barrier just made Sam angrier.
 
   He’s probably channeling the power of about a dozen familiars to make that barrier. And one of them is Cassie. 
 
   “Why did you have to bond with her?!” he yelled, sending a second barrage of curses at his father. He didn’t even know how many he was sending anymore; he didn’t care. “You could have had anyone in the world, but you just had to go after her! Why?!”
 
   Unnatural light bounced off the cave walls as the countless curses ricocheted off his father’s barrier, making it hard to see. At one point, his father winced, and Sam thought he had gotten a hit. But Sammael was reacting to the nature of the curse, not its impact.
 
   “By all that’s holy son, how did you come up with that one? I wouldn’t cast that on anything with an ounce of sentience. You are one nasty piece of work.”
 
   “Yeah well, whose fault is that?” Sam yelled, sending curses his father’s way as fast as he could mouth the words. Strangely, it seemed like his Wordlock was far more flexible here than it was in reality; just one word could trigger countless spells. He felt strong, too; he felt like he could keep throwing curses all day long and never tire.
 
   I was meant for this. I was made for this.
 
   He reached out with the part of himself that was normally pushed to the back and dormant, and tendrils of unctuous black smoke began to surround his father’s barrier, embracing it tightly. He balled his fist and the tendrils convulsed, shattering the barrier into a million shreds of tainted light, and he heard his father cry out. Elated, he reached for the rock formations far above his father’s head, and found them as pliable as he could have wished. With a sweep of his arm, an avalanche of rocks buried the other man, then fused to become one massive golem. He whispered a word he had never used before, and the golem began to implode, crushing anything within it to a fine paste.
 
   That’s what you get for touching her you slow, stupid monster. I’ll kill you, I’ll kill all of you, I’ll kill everything until there’s nothing left of this godforsaken place than a smoking husk, and then—
 
   Then he couldn’t breathe, and he realized that his father had somehow gotten in front of him and hit him in the solar plexus. He fell to the floor and cradled his midsection, trying not to whimper at the pain.
 
   His father was looking down at him with a cold expression. “No, your affinity for violence is all on you, dear boy. You and your mother, that is.”
 
   Sam struggled for breath. “You made me this way,” he said, nearly choking on the words.
 
    I didn’t ask to be born. I didn’t ask to be like this. It’s not my fault!
 
   His father knelt down in front of him, his expression surprising Sam. Was that…pity? “You know that for years—eons, actually— my job was to kill. I killed everyone, everything, old and young alike. How often do you think I enjoyed it?”
 
   Sam was silent, crumpled on the ground in a ball.
 
   Sammael’s face was solemn. “Never. Not even once. It was a sad duty, one I performed strictly out of necessity. That little voice inside of you, that tempts you to curse, tempts you to kill? That’s all you. I have nothing do with that.”
 
   “No,” said Sam. His throat felt sore. “You’re lying.”
 
   “That part of you that finds joy in destruction; that’s the human in you, not the demon. That’s the unpleasant truth of it,” Sammael continued quietly. “But I suppose it doesn’t matter anymore. You’re home now.”
 
   Then Sam blacked out for a while. When he regained consciousness, he was locked up in a cell, not unlike the one where he had visited Serenus just a few days previous. He knew that somewhere down here, they had perfectly modern prison cells, complete with beds and toilets, but like Ser, he had gotten the medieval dungeon treatment. He supposed it was his father’s way of punishing him.
 
   He struggled against his chains reflexively, but didn’t expect them to give; they were probably enchanted with about 47 different strength-boosting spells. He leaned his head back against the craggy wall of the cell, trying to think. Everything seemed a little fuzzy, and he couldn’t tell if it was from his own exhaustion, or some magical property of the room itself.
 
   Is Cassie safe? The Buckleys will protect her, but for how long? If I don’t come back, they’ll have to find a new master, they won’t have a choice. And even though Arrigio doesn’t believe, the Seraph is still out there….
 
   He tried to reach out with his mind to Miri, but it was no use; wherever he was, he was so deeply entrenched in Realm that he couldn’t sense anyone in his entourage any more than he could see the sun. He could just barely sense the existence of Cassie and Ethan, since they were a part of him, but couldn’t reach them either.
 
   Feeling groggy, he still reached out with his mind, trying to find any foothold in reality he could grasp. Surely he could do something; surely he wasn’t helpless in here. Soon, his eyes snapped open as he made a connection, one he really should have anticipated. There was still one; still one soul that he had access too, still one being so thoroughly his own that no amount of distance or magical interference mattered. It would have to be enough.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Forty-Seven
 
    
 
   Cassie explained everything she knew about Corianne and her trip to the future to Arrigio. The older demon had given up the pretense of conducting court and just listened to her quietly, his arms crossed in front of his chest.
 
   “See, um, she doesn’t see time like other people,” Cassie said, stumbling over her words a little. She had been apprehensive about explaining this to Sam, let alone the entire court. “I don’t know if she really understands that her mother is dead. I think she just looks for me in time, and when she sees me, she does something. It doesn’t matter to her that this version of me hasn’t given birth to her yet.”
 
   The hall was full of worried, confused murmurs, but Arrigio made no attempt to silence them. “What you are telling me defies reason,” Arrigio said finally. “We cannot be experiencing the future from the past; we cannot be affected by someone who does not yet exist. Someone must be toying with us.”
 
   “And who in all creation would have the power to do that?” Yamanaka countered. He had been quiet all day in court, just sitting expressionless on the panel next to Arrigio, but had listened very intently to Cassie’s story. “Don, we all saw her. In a way, she already has been born; she was here, and a visit from a child of the future is now in our past….”
 
   Cassie jumped when Arrigio slammed his hands down on the table before him. “That’s exactly the kind of elliptical, nonsensical thinking we must reject!” he bellowed. Cassie had never heard the man yell like that.
 
   I thought I was bad at wrapping my head around time travel, but he’s worse. He literally cannot deal, at all.
 
   Everyone was silent for a moment at Arrigio’s outburst, even the whisperers in the back. Finally, Arrigio sat down slowly, as though trying to summon every last remaining shred of his dignity, and addressed the room at large.
 
   “Obviously the agenda for this meeting has gone somewhat off the rails, but no more cases are currently prepared. Therefore, I move to adjourn this meeting of the Western Court, until our next regularly scheduled gathering.”
 
   “Seconded,” said Yamanaka.
 
   “We are adjourned,” said Arrigio, banging his gavel lightly. “I would like to encourage you all to enjoy the rest of your weekend here in Las Vegas, and don’t worry too much about what you witnessed here today; we will get to the bottom of all this, one way or another. Good day.”
 
   Cassie didn’t move from her seat in front of the dais as the room started to empty out. She felt tired, as though someone was tapping into her magic; it was possible that Sammael was. At the moment, she didn’t really care.
 
   We got through the hearing, kind of, but we lost Sam anyway. Will he be able to come back? What do we do now, just wait and hope?
 
   Eventually Jay appeared before her, stooping down on one knee. “Wow, Arrigio is freaked,” he whispered. His eyes followed the Chairman, who was slowly making his way out of the lecture hall with the other board members. The demon stopped for a moment, like he was about to turn around, then thought better of it and left the room through a door near the projection screen up front.
 
   “I know. I don’t know what he’s going to do,” said Cassie, realizing the prospect scared her more than she would have thought. It wasn’t that she liked or particularly trusted the Chairman, but she expected him to provide a kind of rational bedrock for the other demons. If he couldn’t be trusted not to do something rash out of fear, where did that leave the rest of them?
 
   Mike stooped down next to Jay. “Can you sense him? You know, psychically or whatever?”
 
   “No,” she shook her head. “It’s blocked. They’re not going to let him talk to us.”
 
   “Damn,” said Mike, and Jay frowned. “If you could still contact him, maybe he could let us know what’s going on.”
 
   Dwight and Khalil walked into view together, their faces grim.
 
   “Do you think they’ll let him come back?” Khalil asked, rubbing the back of his neck. Cassie could tell from the noise behind her that the room had mostly emptied out; only Sam’s entourage was left. “Daddy-Sam said he’d let him come back if they could put a ‘big leash’ on him, or something. Doesn’t that mean they’ll bring him back, they’ll just put some kind of a collar on him so he can’t freeze time anymore or whatever?”
 
   “I don’t know. I...” She didn’t know what she had been about to say, but an overwhelming exhaustion pushed out every other thought. “I need to lie down.”
 
   Wordlessly, Dwight helped her to her feet, and supported her as they walked. As they started up the stairs, Cassie passed John, who looked slightly ill.
 
   “You at least should be happy,” she said, feeling delirious. “You hated him.”
 
   Why am I using past tense? Why have I already given up on him ever coming back?
 
   Her teacher looked down at the floor. “This wasn’t what I wanted,” he said softly.
 
   The Buckleys were standing in a huddle together, talking quietly. Cassie wondered if they were discussing how long they could afford to wait for Sam to come back before seeking out a new demon to serve. Ethan was shaking his head and crying, while Hunter just looked shellshocked. Aeka was off to the side, her face a perfect blank.
 
   Miri saw Cassie and Dwight approaching, and broke away from the vampires to grab Cassie’s arm. “Cass, don’t worry. We’re not going anywhere.”
 
   “For now,” said Cassie. I have to get to bed. Why does the bed have to be so far away? On top of everything else, my bed is really far.
 
   Miri didn’t respond, but she could sense the vampire exchanging looks with Dwight over her head. Cassie wasn’t sure if she had somehow nodded off while walking, but she had no memory of the trip from the conference room back to her room. Everything had gone gray, silent.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Forty-Eight
 
                 
 
   She slept fitfully on the waterbed, half trying to rest and half trying to use her state of semi-consciousness to call out to the Nameless Ones.
 
   Hey, forgotten angels! Are you there? Your precious scion could use a little help here.
 
   But there was no answer, and Cassie wasn’t surprised. The Nameless Ones just wanted her alive; whether she was happy or not, they probably couldn’t care less.
 
   At some point, she woke up to the sound of electronic music, and realized that Hunter was playing a handheld game on the chair beside her bed. “What is it that you have against knocking?” she muttered, slurring her words a little.
 
   The music from the game stopped abruptly. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Just really tired. Lemme sleep.”
 
   “Are things going to go back to normal now? Now that the demon is gone?”
 
   Cassie turned away from him. “No, they won’t. I’m a witch. Things are never going back to normal for me.”
 
   A pause.
 
   “I don’t like this,” he said finally.
 
   She pulled the pillow over her head. “Yeah, well, join the club.”
 
   She heard him stand up and turn to go. “I hope they don’t kill your boyfriend.”
 
   “He’s not my—” she began, then gave up. She was already falling back to sleep.
 
   When she finally woke up again, it was already dark out. She didn’t know how long she’d been asleep. She just stayed in bed for a little while, staring at the giant dolphin image stenciled on the ceiling.
 
   I should get up. Not because there’s anything I can do, but because at least if I get up, there might be chocolate.
 
   She made her way to the living room, where several people were already gathered; conversation fell silent at her approach. Dwight and Khalil were obviously finishing up dinner, while Aeka was perched in front of the big screen TV, watching some documentary about whales. Miri was lying on the couch, holding a pillow to her chest and looking despondent. She stirred when she saw Cassie.
 
   “How are you feeling?” she asked, standing up. Cassie folded into the nearest chair and shrugged.
 
   “My sleep schedule is all screwed up, but otherwise fine I guess,” she said. There was a menu on the coffee table in front of her, which she picked up and began flipping through. Miri looked nervous, like she didn’t know quite what to do with her hands.
 
   “Cassie, they’re not going to keep him down there, okay? They probably just don’t want him doing massive spells anymore. I’m sure once they find a way to keep him under control, they’ll—”
 
   “I’m ordering a flourless chocolate cake; if anyone else wants some, you better move fast, because I might eat it all myself,” said Cassie, dropping the menu in her lap. She picked up the phone and dialed the number for room service.
 
   “Hey, can you get me an iced cappuccino while you’re at it?” Khalil called.
 
   Cassie rolled her eyes; the world could be ending, and Khalil would still want to take advantage of free room service. It was kind of comforting, in a way. She placed her order and hung up the phone. The only noise in the room came from Aeka’s television show.
 
   Miri bit her lip and walked away, looking dejected. Cassie didn’t necessarily think that Miri was wrong, but she just couldn’t think about what the demons were doing to Sam right now. Thinking about his chances of making it back meant confronting the possibility that he might not come back, and she just couldn’t think about that right now.
 
   “Where is everybody?” she asked finally.
 
   “In their rooms, mostly,” said Dwight, finishing the last of his beer. “John babbled something about checking out the floor and then left, so I don’t know where he is, but I think everyone else is around.”
 
   She nodded, numb; she didn’t even know why she had asked.
 
   I just don’t care, about anything. Maybe I should summon Sammael and ask him to drag me down to Hell too, because I can’t stay like this.
 
   It was an absurd thought, not meant to be taken seriously, but the prospect actually sounded tempting, and that scared her.
 
   No. I’m not going to throw myself away, not for Sam or anyone else. I have to keep moving forward, somehow. Even if they stick me with Nathaniel Lewis, the creep.
 
   After having slept for such a long time, the last thing Cassie expected was to feel groggy, so she was puzzled when her head started to feel heavy. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Miri collapse on the couch, and heard Dwight make a puzzled sound as he fell back into his chair. Khalil stretched out on the floor, his iced cappuccino forgotten.
 
   This is a spell. Someone’s putting us all to sleep. I have to stay awake….
 
   But the chair was too soft and comfortable, and before she knew it, she was slipping back into blissful unconsciousness. However, before she could fall completely asleep, a sudden feeling of freezing, painful cold woke her up.
 
   “Aaaaah!” she screamed, opening her eyes to see Aeka standing in front of her, holding an empty plastic container in one hand; the girl had dumped one of the fishbowls over Cassie’s head to wake her up.
 
   That is the second time this week someone’s woken me up by dumping something on me. Why does this keep happening?
 
   Aeka crumpled to the floor in front of her, fast asleep. Apparently, whatever strange spell had been cast on them, Aeka had fought it the longest, and used the last of her strength to wake Cassie. Cassie stood up, soaking wet, then shivered as she felt a bizarre, disgusting sensation coming from inside her dress; there were not one, but two tropical fish flopping around inside her cleavage. Grossed out, she picked them both out as quickly as she dared.
 
   If we survive this, whatever this latest threat is, I swear I’m going to kill Miri for making me wear this dress.
 
   “You’re awake? How strange. I suppose nothing ever goes quite according to plan with you.”
 
   Cassie looked up and stared. “You!?”
 
   “Yes,” said Donatello Arrigio, his expression unreadable. He was missing his suit jacket, and the lack of formality made him nearly unrecognizable. “I want you to know, no harm will come to any of your friends. I wish to do as little harm as possible.”
 
   “What do you want?” she said, taking a step back. There was no point in trying to run from him, but she had to move, had to do something.
 
   “I only want for the world to continue to make sense,” he said evenly. “Sometimes, someone in power is forced to do something abhorrent in order to protect the greater good. I find myself at such a crossroads now.”
 
   “You want to kill me,” she said, grabbing a counter for support. She found she wasn’t surprised.
 
   His face puckered, like he was sucking on a lemon. “No. All I really want to do is to make it so that chaos child will never be born. I could curse you with infertility, but then I can’t discount the possibility that you could be uncursed, someday.” He sighed. “I would rather not kill you, but I admit, I am somewhat at a loss as to how else to proceed.”
 
   He doesn’t really want to do this. I can at least keep him talking for a while…probably.
 
   “It wouldn’t work. Even if you do kill me, that doesn’t change the fact that Corianne was here. She was here, and everyone saw her. She already exists, no matter what you do to me.”
 
   He shook his head. “No. If I…remove you, she will never be born, and the events of earlier today will vanish like a dream. Thus, order will be maintained.”
 
   “You can’t know that!” Cassie yelled. “How do you know that she won’t survive in some alternate dimension, where she can—”
 
   “There are no alternate dimensions!” Arrigio yelled. “That’s a fanciful, boneheaded idea that defies logic. There is only this life, and I won’t see it descend into chaos on my watch.”
 
   You’re very big deciding on what logic allows, aren’t you?
 
   “But they’ve already taken Sam,” Cassie said, feeling desperate now. “Without him, I can’t get married and have that little girl.”
 
   “There’s no way of knowing whether or not he’ll be back,” said Arrigio, moving closer to her now. “And whether he returns or not, I can’t kill him. You, however….”
 
   Cassie grunted as her back hit the wall; she couldn’t back up anymore. “If you kill me, Sam will make you pay. Even if he’s stuck down there forever, he’ll find a way.”
 
   To Cassie’s surprise, his face broke into a weak smile. “You think I don’t know that? It’s not for my own life that I do this, Cassie, but for the people I must shepherd. People who deserve to grow up in a world where magic hasn’t become a vicious cancer that devours all reason.”
 
   She was out of arguments, and from the looks of things, he was mentally preparing himself to actually kill her. She should have been breathing heavily, but instead, she just felt numb.
 
   If I were Aeka, I could knock him out with my bare hands. She would know just where to hit him so that his air would be cut off, and she could get away.
 
   But she wasn’t Aeka, and she didn’t know how to bring down a man without a weapon. She knew she should be fighting, but she didn’t know what to do.
 
   He put a hand on her shoulder, and she shuddered. “I am truly sorry, Cassandra. I had hoped to see you grow into a fine witch someday. I wish it hadn’t come to this.”
 
   He’s going to do it soon. This is it….
 
   Just then, she saw a blur out of the corner of her eye, and 220 pounds of English teacher smacked into Arrigio, sending him flying into a table. Cassie stood in shock, watching Arrigio struggle to get his bearings; he wasn’t out, but he was clearly stunned.
 
   “Go, now!” John yelled, his eyes bloodshot and frightening.
 
   Cassie took a step towards the door, then thought better of it and reversed direction. She kicked her shoes off as she ran, throwing open the doors to the balcony.
 
   I’ll get farther away if I jump from here to the pool than if I try to navigate the hallways. Besides, there are more people down there.
 
   She hesitated only for a moment before climbing up onto the railing. For once, the stupid dress was working with her; the high slits left her legs unencumbered as she climbed.
 
   The instant after she jumped, she regretted it. The pool seemed much further away than it had whenever she’d looked out the window previously.
 
   If I were Aeka, I could probably grow a big flippin’ pair of angel wings right now and fly away.
 
   But she wasn’t Aeka.
 
   When she slammed into the water, it felt like someone had hit her on the buttocks with a baseball bat. Pain spread throughout her back and legs, but she could ignore it; nothing seemed broken. She grit her teeth as the pain faded into an annoying pins-and-needles sensation throughout her lower body, but still managed to swim to the edge of the pool, relying on her arms.
 
   For the first time in her life, she was grateful to her butt. By taking the jump in the cannonball position, she’d let her fleshy lower areas absorb the impact. If she’d messed up her positioning and belly-flopped, she would probably be unconscious right now, if not worse.
 
   Thank you, butt, she thought as she pulled herself out of the water, sopping wet in her already skin-tight dress. People were staring and pointing, but that was good; Arrigio wouldn’t kill her in front of a bunch of people. Would he?
 
   She took off from the pool at a run.
 
   I need to get to Op/Dec. It’s close, and it’ll be so chock full of people on a Saturday night that Arrigio won’t even be able to find me, let alone kill me.
 
   As plans went, she’d had worse.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Forty-Nine
 
    
 
   The servant who came to fetch Sam looked like he’d seen better days. A giant brute of a man, wearing nothing but a few strips of dirty fabric around his crotch, his eyes were blackened and the skin around his mouth was burned. Roughly, he undid Sam’s chains and slapped him into some other kind of restraint; a set of hand manacles that connected to a collar around his neck.
 
   This is hexed so that I can’t do magic. Not that I would bother to try; I saw how effective that was when I fought my father.
 
   As the silent servant prodded him forward, he thought about the panicked noise his father had made when Sam had managed to shatter his barrier, and smiled despite his situation.
 
   I may not be able to hurt him, but I did surprise him. He can’t take that away from me.
 
   Sam didn’t know how long they walked; the hallway had that strange habit, as some areas in Realm did, of warping when you weren’t paying attention. He found himself strangely bored; even terror didn’t make monotony less monotonous.
 
   “So what were you, up there? A stockbroker? A CEO?” Sam asked his companion. The man didn’t respond, but he paused in his gait long enough that Sam thought he was on target.
 
   “Let’s see. You must have been a rich, powerful man, because there’d be no need to humiliate you like this if you’d ever known humiliation in life. You probably had millions of dollars, a boat and a mistress, but it wasn’t enough. You wanted more. So you made a deal with a demon, thinking you were smart enough to think of a way out before it was time to pay what you’d promised.”
 
   The servant yanked on Sam’s chains, and he nearly tripped.
 
   “So tell me; was it worth it?”
 
   Other than a tiny shake of his shoulders, the man didn’t respond. Sam hadn’t really expected him to.
 
   If my father is to be believed, at one time, all of these demons were creatures of mercy, who took no joy in human pain and suffering. How did it ever come to this? And how can he say that whatever’s broken in me doesn’t come from him?
 
   Finally, a giant oak door appeared before them. The servant opened the door and pushed Sam through, then closed it with a slam. Unbalanced, Sam fell to his knees with a grimace.
 
   He was in a massive meeting room, filled with stately fireplaces and mantles stuffed with priceless trinkets. Directly before him was a long table, filled with men (or what looked like men) in all combinations of odd clothing. A half dozen pairs of red eyes turned his way.
 
   “I say we just kill him,” said a demon that Sam didn’t recognize. “Sammael, hear me out.”
 
   “Did I give any indication of stopping you?” said his father, leaning back in his chair in a casual posture. He was still wearing a black suit, a perfect copy of the one Sam had worn to court.
 
   The demon continued. “We have two problems: one, this half-breed is capable of Sorcery. Two, his offspring will be capable of even greater Sorcery, feats we don’t want to even contemplate. Get rid of him, and both problems disappear.”
 
   Sorcery? What are they talking about? 
 
   Whenever he’d heard the term used before, it was used interchangeably with “magic”; but the Lords were talking like it was something different indeed.
 
   “There’s no need for that,” said another demon that Sam recognized as Asmodeus. “Killing him smacks of fear, and I don’t fear children. Simply take his magic away, and render him sterile; both problems solved, with no loss of life.”
 
   Sammael chuckled like that. “If you don’t fear him, you should try fighting with him. It’s not fun to have your form crushed, then have to weave a new one out of nothing. Hurts like a bastard.”
 
   Sam’s eyes widened at that.
 
   Asmodeus glowered at his father. “So what are you suggesting? That we kill your own son after all?”
 
   “No,” said Sammael, putting his feet up on the marble table. “Merely pointing out that you can’t have it both ways. You can’t drag my son in here on the premise that he’s too dangerous to be left alone, then still pretend he’s beneath your notice.” He smiled. “My little boy has graduated.”
 
   “Yes, thanks to that Paradox Maiden of yours. For the last time, what in blazes is she? She can’t be just a human,” said another demon from the far end of the table.
 
   Sammael’s smile turned into a cheeky grin. “The fact that you can say ‘just a human’ is proof that you wouldn’t understand even if I explained it to you.”
 
   “We’re getting sidetracked,” said Asmodeus, looking mildly irritated. “The fact is, in the past six months, we’ve seen more Sorcery on Earth than we have in the last 2,000 years—”
 
   “2,000? More like 5,000,” Sammael interjected. Asmodeus rolled his eyes towards heaven.
 
   “In any case, at this rate, Sorcery could transform the human world so thoroughly that we won’t even recognize it in 50 years’ time. Now, what do we do about it?”
 
   The Lords continued to discuss possible ways of neutralizing Sam and his bloodline, with castrating him (both magically and otherwise) ranking high on the list of preferred solutions. Sam managed to twist himself into a slightly more comfortable position, then realized that his head felt clearer than it had in the prison cell. He was closer to the human world here, on some level; while his senses were still dulled compared to what they would be normally, he found he could vaguely discern shapes of human emotion, like seeing the outlines of familiar furniture in a pitch-dark room.
 
   He felt a jolt of fear, deep in his stomach, and realized it had come from Cassie. She was afraid, and her fear was strong enough to reach him even here.
 
   Why is she afraid? What could be happening up there now?
 
   “Father,” he said, cutting through the latest conversation on how precisely to mutilate his body. “Listen; she’s afraid.”
 
   His father turned to him with a vaguely disgusted expression, while the other demons just looked scandalized that he had the nerve to speak. “So what? If I jumped every time that girl was afraid, I’d be bouncing up and down all day long. She can scream and cry all she wants, I don’t care.”
 
   “She’s your familiar too,” Sam said through gritted teeth. “She’s useful. You don’t want anything to happen to her.”
 
   “How conscientious of you to remind me of what I want,” said Sammael in an acid tone, but something in his face gave Sam hope. He didn’t know if Sammael had sensed Cassie’s fear for himself, or what he had said had hit home, but he felt like his father was not nearly as disinterested in Cassie’s plight as he let on.
 
   “Look at how arrogant he is,” a gravelly-voiced demon groused. “We’re discussing his sentence, and he thinks he has time to worry about his stupid witch.”
 
   “How can I not be arrogant? All you’ve been talking about is how terrified you all are of what I’ll do,” said Sam. He knew antagonizing them was dumb, but something in him refused to be cowed.
 
   His father shot him a dark look.
 
   I’m doing my best here. Don’t make things harder by being a snotty brat.
 
   Sam’s eyes widened at the sound of his father’s voice in his head.
 
   You’re trying to help me? This is news to me.
 
   Sammael turned away from him.
 
   Look, I’ve sent some help for our accident-prone little familiar, so the least you can do is keep your immense mouth shut.
 
   The “our” rankled, but Sam looked down at the floor at that, satisfied. If Sammael had sent some kind of help for Cassie, he would do as his father asked. For now.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Fifty
 
    
 
   The swimming complex/night club was every bit as crowded as Cassie had hoped. Still, she felt vulnerable standing on the patio; every party goer who passed behind her nearly made her jump out of her skin. After a few moments of terror, she shrugged and jumped into the nearest pool; it probably wasn’t any safer, but being in the water felt right.
 
   As she swam under the surface, she couldn’t help but marvel at her surroundings. The swimming pool had ornate carvings on the bottom, and the scalloped edges of the artwork picked up traces of the club lights from above, making the underwater area feel like the inside of a giant disco ball. She was surprised how clearly she could hear the music from above, then realized that the sound was being piped in underwater.
 
   They are playing ‘80s power rock at the bottom of the pool. I can’t decide if that’s awesome, or stupid.
 
   She weaved around a few undulating swimmers, then came up for air. At the deep end of the huge pool, there was a decorative island filled with cacti and flowers. She swam to the far side of it, hoping it would block Arrigio’s view of her if he did come looking for her here.
 
   She was just starting to relax, thinking that she’d found the best place to hide out that she was probably going to, when the water on her skin seemed to turn to ice. She looked around and saw the other swimmers frozen in mid-dance, and felt a faint stirring of hope.
 
   Sam? Did they let him go?
 
   But she realized her error soon enough. She heard slow footsteps, and realized that Arrigio was walking on the patio, slowly but surely getting closer to her location. He was wiping his forehead with a handkerchief as he walked.
 
   “Stop this. Running is only making it harder for yourself,” he called. “Come out where I can see you.”
 
   Cassie pressed herself against the island, biting her lip. She knew she couldn’t hide from him for long, but there was no way she was just going to walk out and let him kill her.
 
   After a few moments, he sighed. “You know, these people are mostly parasites; drinking and gambling and fornicating while the poor starve. I have no moral qualms about getting rid of a few of them,” he called, looking from side to side. 
 
   Cassie tried to calm her breathing, with little success. As a last resort, she could try to summon Sammael, but he couldn’t be trusted to take her side; he’d as much as told her so himself.
 
   But what else can I do? I’m out of options.
 
   Arrigio moved forward again, stepping around a woman wearing a very tiny bikini. Suddenly his entire body tensed, and Cassie realized he was reacting to something she couldn’t hear.
 
   “You move at all, I will put a hole through you the size of a volleyball,” said Helen. “I may not be ranked above a two as far as Universal Casting Standards go, but I never leave the house without my charmed bullets; ask anyone.”
 
   Arrigio grimaced. “It’s a surprise to see you defending anyone, Ms. Andrews—considering you delivered your own son to the Lords of Hell.”
 
   Cassie poked her head out further from behind the island, and saw that Helen was standing about 20 feet behind Arrigio, pointing a gun at his heart. “I only delivered him to his father,” she said, her tone light and casual. “My husband will take care of the rest.”
 
   Arrigio let out a hoarse laugh at that, though he was careful not to move; clearly, he didn’t think Helen was bluffing about shooting him. “And you believe he’s safe?”
 
   “Not your business, is it?” said Helen. She motioned with her free hand. “Cassie, come over here.”
 
   Relief making her body feel light, Cassie swam to the edge of the pool and pulled herself out. As she made her way towards Helen, she was careful to keep frozen bodies between herself and Arrigio, still not trusting him not to curse her. From what he had said, she thought it was possible he might risk it, even knowing that Helen would surely kill him the moment he sent off a curse.
 
   “Just what do you plan to do? Keep me here at gunpoint indefinitely?” he asked in a mocking tone.
 
   Helen smiled at that. “You’re not my son; how long can you bend time to your will, even in a small area like this? I’m betting your spell will fail long before my arms get tired. And once you’re surrounded by hundreds of witnesses, you won’t dare use magic.”
 
   Arrigio grimaced again at that. Cassie passed him, giving him a wide berth, then she could no longer see his expression.
 
   She paused just a few feet from Helen, puzzled. She had water in her ears from swimming, dulling her hearing, but she was sure she could hear something strange.
 
   “Do you hear that?” she asked Helen, who raised an eyebrow.
 
   It was the sound of tiny nails clattering on a tiled floor. As Cassie watched, the little rat came closer and closer, until it finally exploded into flesh at the edge of the pool and became John Golding. He collapsed to his knees, panting.
 
   “A changeling?” Arrigio hissed with obvious surprise.
 
   Cassie stared. He can change at will now? How did that happen?
 
   “Listen,” he said, still struggling for air. “I heard—”
 
   “Wrap a towel around your waist or something, I’m a married woman,” said Helen.
 
   John ignored her. “I overheard some men talking. They must be the Seraph’s. Talking about…setting a bomb. I think they want to blow up The Laguna, with all of the demons inside it.”
 
   “That can’t be,” Arrigio whispered. “There’s redundant magical safeguards.”
 
   John seemed to recover his breath. “Perhaps the witch who made your magical safeguards in the first place is tired of being taken for granted,” he said with derision. “I know the feeling.”
 
   “You’re lying,” said Arrigio, sounding panicked. “You’re just trying to distract me so I—”
 
   “Oh, get over yourself,” said Helen, finally lowering her gun. “Obviously, we have bigger problems now than your vendetta against a little girl who doesn’t even exist yet.”
 
   John struggled to his feet. “Do you think I WANT to be here?” he snarled at Arrigio. “I have no choice! I can’t leave until everyone is safe. Look into my mind if you don’t believe.”
 
   As Cassie watched, all the defiance seemed to go out of Arrigio, like he was deflating. “I believe you,” he said quietly. “What do we do now? We can’t let them succeed.”
 
   “Are you a simpleton? Go in and kill them all, then dispose of their bomb, of course,” said Helen. “Unfortunately, I’m a little too fragile to be helpful in that endeavor. But I’m not alone.” She took a deep breath, then yelled.
 
   “BENNET! Get over here!”
 
   To Cassie’s surprise, Bennet sprinted towards Helen within a few moments. “Ma’am!” he said.
 
   Helen turned to him, still keeping her gun handy; she could point it at Arrigio in an instant. “Boy, there’s a bomb in the hotel. Be a dear and kill the terrorists and dispose of it, would you? The Chairman will help you.”
 
   “I’ll help him?” said Arrigio with surprise, but Helen wasn’t paying attention to him.
 
   “You, naked man, change back into a rat and run back towards the basement. If they want to take out the whole building, they’ll set the bomb low. Find them, overhear their plans, and then be sure to think whatever you learn very, very loudly. Bennet will be listening for you.”
 
   John looked like he was about to object, then looked at Helen’s face and changed his mind. In an instant, he was a rat, scampering back towards the hotel with astonishing speed.
 
   “How do we evacuate the building?” Cassie asked Helen. “We can’t just leave everybody in there.”
 
   “You and I will handle that,” Helen said, finally tucking her gun into her waistband. “Boys, get going. There’s no time to waste. If you run into any demons you can trust, take them with you; otherwise, just go after the terrorists. No time to gather allies.”
 
   Arrigio sighed, like he couldn’t believe he was listening to her, then waved his wrist, and the nightclub pulsed back to life around them. Bennet fixed his eyes on Cassie’s, and she realized what he needed; she held out her hand, which he took gently. An invisible barrier flickered to life around both himself and Arrigio, and then he released her.
 
   “Be safe, okay?” he whispered to her. Then the two demons headed back towards The Laguna as quickly as they could through the thick crowd, while Helen grabbed Cassie’s hand and broke into a run.
 
   “It would be better if he could keep time frozen while they look for the terrorists, but the poor fool’s probably overtaxed himself already,” she said as she ran. Cassie was mesmerized by how steadily Helen could run in three-inch heels. “I hope he’s strong enough not to get killed immediately. Bennet, at least, is battle-fresh.”
 
   She had pulled Cassie out the front of the hotel, and soon they were on the Strip itself. Cassie’s bare feet were pounding on the pavement, sending shocks reverberating around her entire body as she and Helen weaved through countless people, but through the pain, she felt exhilarated too.
 
   Can I be like her someday? I need to get myself a gun, ASAP. I think there’s a shooting range somewhere in Sodatown….
 
   “My son, of course, could handle this without a sweat, but God forbid he ever be available to do specifically what I created him for. Demons are stupid, but I shouldn’t have to tell you, of all people.”
 
   By a large fountain, which sent huge jets of water thirty feet in the air, Helen came to a sudden stop, nearly tripping Cassie. She grabbed a cell phone out of a man’s hand, and he began to shout in protest.
 
   “Oh blow it out your ear, it’s an emergency,” said Helen, moving aside her blazer so the man could see the butt of the gun tucked into her skirt. The man suddenly decided he had somewhere else to be, and Helen began dialing the phone.
 
   “Hello, is this The Laguna? Yes? I’d like to call in a bomb threat,” she said, then there was a pause. “No, I didn’t see the bomb, I planted it myself. I’m displeased about the situation in the Middle East, you see,” she said, then frowned. “What do you mean ‘what situation?’ Do you read? In any case, if you don’t want thousands of people turned to ash, you’d better start evacuating now. I’ll call back with my demands once I decide what country I want nuked.” At that, she hung up and tossed the phone into the fountain.
 
   “The benefit of living in a terrorism-obsessed country; they’ll evacuate, no matter how flakey the threat,” Helen explained, then grabbed Cassie’s hand again. “Come on; there are many fine hotels here that aren’t in imminent danger of exploding. We should wait in one of them.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Fifty-One
 
    
 
   Whatever Sammael had done, Sam wasn’t sensing pulses of fear from Cassie anymore, but he doubted that whatever had scared her was done and over with. It also bothered him that he couldn’t sense Ethan at all; it was likely that the boy was simply asleep, but Sam had a feeling it wasn’t that simple.
 
   He was also getting strange visions from John; mostly of the floor, oddly enough, but every once in a while he’d get a flash of something he couldn’t interpret. Frozen people, by the pool? The back of Arrigio’s head? Just what was going on up there?
 
   I think I somehow made John my familiar by accident. I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to hear it.
 
   Meanwhile, it seemed that Asmodeus was reaching the limits of his patience. “So, are we all in agreement that we’re going to sterilize him, bind his powers, and send him back? Should we put it to a vote?”
 
   “I think we should discuss the other obvious option before we go that route,” said Sammael, still sitting back with his feet on the table. “We could do absolutely nothing.”
 
   “Come again?” said Asmodeus. He said it as though he was choking on a mouth full of rocks.
 
   “That child…my granddaughter…think of what she’s done. Not only did she use an anomaly to send herself physically back in time, but it was the very same act that created the anomaly she used in the first place,” he said chuckling. “Someone who can do that can do anything, I think.”
 
   Asmodeus was looking at Sammael like he wanted to bash the other demon’s head into the table. “Yes, and that’s the problem. What’s your point?”
 
   Sammael dropped his feet from the table. “Anything. Think about it.”
 
   Asmodeus’ looked as though he was about to yell in Sammael’s face, but all at once, his expression changed. “You don’t mean…she could break the curse?”
 
   “Why not? After all,” he said, his lips curling into a smile that made Sam wish he could punch him, “the child will be the perfect fusion of angel and demon. Who’s to say what she could do?”
 
   “Angel!?” cried another demon, sounding panicked. A murmur broke out from the other end of the table. 
 
   Several expressions warred for dominance on Asmodeus’ face; surprise, hope, and seething anger. “Sammael. You mean to tell us that the witch, your son’s familiar, is an angel? And you never saw fit to mention this?”
 
   Sammael shrugged and spread his arms out. “No one asked! If anyone had ever taken the time to ask me ‘hey, seen any angels lately?’ of course I would have told all that I knew. But the fact of the matter is, it simply didn’t come up. You know how busy we all are these days.”
 
   Asmodeus narrowed his eyes, and all the fireplaces seemed to explode with blue flame; Sam had to close his eyes for a moment to protect them from the assault of unnatural light. “Sammael, I swear, someday I will string you up. Someday I will pick out your organs one at a time and eat them, and when you recreate your form, I’ll do it again and again, until you have no power left to manifest. Then I’ll breathe in your very essence and piss you into the fire.”
 
   “Look, everyone should have a dream, but we’re getting sidetracked,” said Sammael, still casual. “The fact is, allowing my son and his witch to continue on as they are will provide the best chance that we’ve ever had to break free of here. Do you want to throw that away due to some…momentary inconveniences?”
 
   Sam was reeling at the possibility of all the demons of Realm being set free to walk the earth, when another vision from John took him by surprise. He could see several men, dressed all in black, talking softly over a bunch of wires and cables. Dead security guards littered the floor around them, and one of the men appeared to be programming something from some form of console.
 
   Somehow, despite his restraints, Sam managed to jump to his feet. The demons looked at him in mild surprise. “They’re setting a bomb. Someone’s setting a bomb at the hotel, where the Western Court just met. All of your children are in danger.”
 
   There was a pause, then soft laughter. “You expect us to get all excited? Our sons are merely tools,” said the gravelly-voiced demon. “Should they die, we can make more.”
 
   “But Cassie’s there too,” Sam said. “If you lose her, you lose your chance at the miracle child that frees you.”
 
   That got their attention. Asmodeus turned to the demon next to him and began talking quietly, while the other nodded. Sammael was looking in his direction, but he couldn’t read his father’s expression.
 
   “Please, send me back. I can save them all.”
 
   “Wouldn’t that be convenient for you,” said Asmodeus, steepling his fingers. “Just because we may have a use for your offspring doesn’t mean you’re off the hook, boy. Your behavior still calls for—”
 
   “Let me go back, and then you can do whatever you want to me,” Sam said loudly, thinking fast. “Let me go, just for tonight, and then I’ll submit to whatever censure or punishment you all deem appropriate.”
 
   Asmodeus turned to Sammael, a malicious grin on his face. “Now, this is just insulting. Does your spawn here think that we were all born yesterday?”
 
   “I’ll make a contract!” Sam said, then took a deep breath. “I, Samuel Andrews, the Son of Sammael, do solemnly swear to all those present to return to the Demon Realm immediately upon completion of the task I have specified, or by the next dawn; whichever comes first,” he said.
 
   His declaration seemed to take them by surprise, with even Asmodeus looking at him with a somewhat baffled expression. His father nodded enthusiastically.
 
   “Well, there you go gentleman, it doesn’t get more airtight than that. He’ll protect the witch, as well as the others, and then we get him right back. What’s not to like?”
 
   “I don’t like the fact that you like it,” snapped Asmodeus, “But I do want that witch in one piece, and there’s no way out of that contract.” He snapped his fingers and the manacles on Sam’s wrists disappeared. “Go, and be quick about it.”
 
   Sam didn’t need to be told twice; within a second, he was back at the Dolphin Suite, nearly tripping over Khalil as he materialized. He looked around, puzzled to see everyone sleeping. Was it that late?
 
   He began to shake Miri’s arm, only she was slow to stir; when she didn’t move immediately, he found himself growing impatient.
 
   Wake up, ALL OF YOU!
 
   He’d never tried to mentally address the entire entourage before, so he had no idea if it would work. However, soon he heard doors opening, and realized that he had indeed woken everyone from their slumber.
 
   “Nnngh, what’s going on?” said Miri, rubbing her forehead like she had a bad headache.
 
   “Where’s Cassie?” Sam asked. He could tell she wasn’t in the apartment.
 
   Miri looked confused for a moment, then her eyes opened wide. “Oh my God,” she said, nearly bumping heads with Sam as she stood up quickly. “Someone put us to sleep. Someone must have put us to sleep so they could take her.”
 
   “We’ll find her,” said Eugene, darting into the room with a quickness that looked strange coming from his unwieldy body.
 
   Sam closed his eyes and took a deep breath; he’d managed to get away, but what to do now?
 
   He tried to reach out to Cassie with his mind so he could ask her where she was, but there was a problem; in Realm, he had ripped his mental channels wide open to try to let in as much information from the far away surface world as he could. Now that he was back in reality, they were still open, and Las Vegas was full of percolating, shrieking minds.
 
   Should never have brought the kids—
 
   Seafood tonight, burgers tomorrow? What about—
 
   Will she come back to my room with me if I—
 
   Down to my last $50, but—
 
   Dealer has to be cheating, there’s no way—
 
   Oooooh yes!!!!!!
 
   Slot machine has it in for me, two hours and not a single—
 
   Another buffet? I’ll need to diet after—
 
   Of course he wants to see the show, that’s why he came, but—
 
   She thinks I’m a high roller, let’s see how long I can—
 
   He clutched at his temples and grimaced, closing his mind off to all outside thoughts as thoroughly as he could. They were going to have to find Cassie the old-fashioned way, because using his mental abilities seemed to be an all-or-nothing proposition right now; he’d never had his channels opened so wide in his life.
 
   Is this what it’s like for other demons who use telepathy a lot? How do they filter out all the horrible noise?
 
   “I can’t find Hunter! Hunter’s not here!” called Ethan, running into the living room.
 
   Great, just what we need. “Ethan, come here. I need you.”
 
   Ethan gulped, but did as he was told. Sam put a hand on the boy’s head, only instead of taking the tiniest drop of his magic, as he usually did, he took all that he dared; without access to Cassie, he needed all the strength he could get. Within seconds, the boy’s knees buckled, and Sam caught him before he fell.
 
   “Hey, watch it!” yelled Khalil. “Don’t forget, he’s a kid.”
 
   Sam handed the boy, now unconscious, to Eugene, who took him protectively. “Someone’s rigging up some kind of bomb downstairs; I have to stop them. Get everyone out of here, then find Cassie and her brother.”
 
   Eugene nodded gravely, then Sam bolted out of the suite and into the hallway. With Ethan’s magic, he might be able to jump out the window and use a gentle flow of air to break his fall; or, he might just break both his legs. Using the elevator seemed like a better bet.
 
   It seemed to take forever for the elevator to get to the ground floor, but when he got there, it was bedlam; droves of people were running through the casino floor to get to the exit, while liveried hotel employees tried in vain to calm them down. Sam was relieved that the building was being evacuated, but could only wonder why it was happening with such chaos; clearly, the staff had lost control of the situation.
 
   Sam didn’t know exactly where the bomb was, but he had a vague sense of where to run due to John’s visions. Soon he was running down an employees-only staircase, until he reached a dimly lit hallway. He ran a little while longer, starting to feel winded, when he nearly fell over a dead security guard and realized he was approaching the area John had seen.
 
   “You?” said a familiar voice as Sam drew closer. “They let you out?”
 
   “Long story,” Sam said, coming to a stop next to Donatello Arrigio. “Where’s the bomb?”
 
   “In there,” said Bennet Marcus, pointing with his head toward a white door at the end of the hall. Sam noticed the dull glimmer of Bennet’s barrier, recognized the sheen of Cassie’s magic, and fought off an absurd current of jealously before he spoke.
 
   “So what are we still doing here?” Sam whispered.
 
   Bennet and Arrigio exchanged glances. “We’re waiting on word from your rat. We’re hoping he’ll overhear how to dismantle the bomb.”
 
   “That seems like quite the long shot,” Sam said. He gathered from the other two’s expressions that they weren’t optimistic either.
 
   “But then, what do we do? I don’t know about you, but I don’t know how to handle explosives. And if we touch it with a spell, we’re likely to set it off,” Bennet whispered.
 
   Why the hell did you give me your stupid territory? Sam thought, but it wasn’t the time. “We’re going to set it off; I’m just going to put a bubble around it so that it doesn’t hurt anyone.”
 
   Bennet and Arrigio exchanged glances again.
 
   “Can you do that?” asked Arrigio.
 
   “I’ve done it before,” said Sam, then felt a lurch in his stomach. “Except, the one time I did it, I had Cassie with me. I tapped into my other familiar, but…”
 
   It wasn’t enough, he realized. Ethan had a lot of magic for a human, but he was still a boy, and his magic was still modest compared to Cassie’s. Without her magic, he didn’t think he could make a barrier strong enough to contain the bomb.
 
   “I can’t do this without her,” he said, grimacing.
 
   What do we do now? Just leave the building before it blows, and hope everyone makes it out?
 
   “Sammael,” said Arrigio. Sam always found it unnerving to be called by his father’s name. “Demons of the realm can tap into their familiars from afar, without needing to physically touch. If you are what I think you are, you should be able to as well.”
 
   “If you’re going to do it, do it fast,” said Bennet, flicking his eyes from side to side. “From what John can see, it looks like they’re about to set it off. They don’t need a timer, because they don’t plan on getting out.”
 
   Of course, the Seraph’s sacrificial lambs have no qualms about dying for their ‘Angel,’ Sam thought, then threw his head back and tried to reach Cassie. He was trying to avoid the horrible noise of the mental realm altogether and just reach out for his familiars’ magic, something he’d never even thought to try. It wasn’t the kind of thing he would have formerly believed himself capable of, but he didn’t know what to think anymore.
 
   At first he zeroed in on John, the closest familiar to him, but shook it off; then Ethan, safely outside with Eugene. Strangely, he even had a view of Vladmira before Cassie, even though the bat was thousands of miles away.
 
   Eventually, he started to smell apples, and realized he had reached the make-believe area in the Adirondacks that he associated with Cassie. He focused on the sounds and the smells, the crispness of the fall breeze and the blue/grey sky, and felt her warmth flowing into him once again. He drank it in, greedily, only to realize that the area around him was fading; he was taking too much, and this little corner of her essence was collapsing on itself. He backed off, hoping it wasn’t too late, and focused on the immediate sensations around him, like the feel of the hard tile below his shoes and Bennet’s quick intake of breath.
 
   When he opened his eyes, he felt like he had just taken the most refreshing nap of his life; he felt ready to take on the world.
 
   “She’s with me. Let’s do this,” he said.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Fifty-Two
 
    
 
   When Cassie came to, she was on a baby-changing table; only, instead of being a chintzy piece of plastic, this one was made of dark wood.
 
   “Whuuuh?”
 
   “You collapsed. I dragged you here,” said Helen, sitting cross-legged on a small couch nearby.
 
   Carefully, Cassie got up off the changing table; her legs felt shaky, and she quickly found a chair. They were sitting in a makeup room; one of those useless little rooms that sometimes accompanied bathrooms in upscale hotels.
 
   She massaged her temples with her fingers; she had a feeling she was going to have a wicked headache in about five minutes.
 
   “Why did I collapse though? What happened?” she murmured. She had a vision of Sam, standing near her favorite Adirondack chair at her grandparent’s old house upstate, then shook her head; how could that be possible? Sam couldn’t tap into her magic unless they were touching, and right now, he was very far away….
 
   Before Helen could respond, the door opened, and Cassie winced and closed her eyes as a loud sound took her by surprise. When she opened them again, Helen was falling facedown on the couch, a bullet hole in her back.
 
   “No!” Cassie yelled, and jumped toward Helen’s body.
 
   She can’t be dead, she can’t be.
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about her, if I were you,” said Andrea. Cassie looked up at her with hatred.
 
   “You’re the Seraph.”
 
   “So?” said Andrea. Then the blond woman aimed her handgun at Helen’s prone form and shot her in the back, again.
 
   “Stop it!” Cassie yelled, but something strange was happening; the body seemed to be melting, clothes and all. Cassie blinked her eyes in disbelief, then heard Andrea make a furious growl.
 
   “That stinking bitch! She was never here in the first place!”
 
   With Andrea’s attention on the rapidly dissolving body, Cassie grabbed a vase off the table and threw it at the woman’s head. When Andrea ducked, Cassie grabbed for the gun in the corpse’s waistband; it was sticky, from whatever material Helen’s body-double was, but she wasn’t about to be choosy. Before Andrea could get in position again, she pointed the gun at the other witch and pulled the trigger.
 
   The gun made a hollow clicking sound. Cassie pulled the trigger again, and the noise repeated. The gun was empty; it had never held any bullets, charmed or otherwise.
 
   Andrea started to laugh, but her laughter cut off abruptly when Cassie threw the empty gun at her forehead. As the witch cried out in pain, Cassie made for the door, leaving the bathroom and running through the hotel at a sprint. She passed the circus-themed décor, and threw herself out the front door of the building.
 
   When she was back on the sidewalk, she paused; the crowds were much thicker than they had been just a little while ago. The Laguna must have been evacuated, at least partially, because the Strip was full to bursting with people, some of whom were wearing the hotel’s sea-green regalia.
 
   As long as I’m completely surrounded by people, Andrea can’t kill me. All I need to do now is just stay in the crowd.
 
   She tried to calm herself, slowly making her way back towards the fountain she had passed with Helen earlier. This fighting-to-stay-alive business was new to her; usually, when people were after her, they really wanted her alive. She vastly preferred that scenario.
 
   She sat down on the edge of the fountain, panting. In addition to having to run, whatever had caused her to pass out was still weighing heavily on her; she felt like she had no energy left in her body.
 
   The crowd continued, unabated; she took comfort from the seemingly hundreds of people who passed nearby, like a human sea. Eventually though, she sensed two people who were even closer to her than usual, and looked up to see two men leering at her.
 
   “Can we take you somewhere, sweetheart?” said the taller one.
 
   Cassie was confused for a fraction of a second, then remembered what she looked like; her green dress was soaked and torn, and she was so exposed she may as well have been wearing a bikini. If she took anymore clothing damage, she was going to be downright indecent.
 
   “Uh, sorry. Not for sale,” she said.
 
   Was there some more subtle way I was supposed to say that? I don’t really get how this sort of thing works.
 
   “You sure look like you are,” said the other, who was blatantly undressing her with his eyes; granted, in her current get-up, that wasn’t hard to do.
 
   “Well, I’m not,” she said standing up, then started when a large hand grabbed her arm.
 
   The taller man put his face close to hers; the alcohol on his breath made her nose twitch.
 
   “Listen, I think you should come with us for a little while, okay? We’ll go somewhere nice, have a good time.” He tightened his grip on her wrist.
 
   Cassie looked at the men, and realized that she was feeling a total absence of fear. Normally she would have been afraid, but tonight—with demons and witches trying to kill her, and the jump from the balcony, and the way her body felt strangely empty right now (in a way it never had before), and Helen’s body double turning into mush right before her eyes—two would-be date rapists just didn’t seem to matter.
 
   “You think I’m scared of you?” she said, looking from one to the other. They were both fairly handsome, which strangely made it funnier to her. “You think I’m scared of YOU?” Then she laughed.
 
   At first it was a soft giggle, and the men looked at her in bafflement. Then something dark seemed to well up inside her, and she let loose with a maniacal laugh, throwing her head back with glee. All around them, tourists stopped to look at her in confusion and no small amount of fear. She looked at her attackers again, still laughing like a hyena, and whatever they saw in her eyes must have scared them, because they both turned and ran as fast as they could through the crowd.
 
   But Cassie couldn’t stop laughing; somehow, everything had just become so hilarious. The place deep in her stomach where she normally felt the reassuring warmth of her magic was empty, and the painful, gnawing emptiness seemed to make everything even funnier. She felt as though something was filing that hole, something strange and wet and slimy, but she couldn’t be sure; she was laughing too hard.
 
   All around her, people had backed away, clearly afraid of what the certifiably insane woman was going to do next. But it was too crowded, and they couldn’t back away very far. As she let loose with more peals of now-hysterical laughter, there were screams as the fountain exploded.
 
   Or rather, it didn’t quite explode; it just felt that way, when jets of water rose up and covered everyone in a 100-foot radius in a sudden, brutal deluge. Cassie screamed in delight as the water covered her.
 
   Of course I’m soaking wet again! Of course!
 
   Finally she coughed and her laughter came to a stop, and she realized that she was strangely alone; everyone was trying to put as much distance between themselves and the fountain as possible. She looked at the retreating, screaming tourists, puzzled.
 
   What are they so afraid of? It’s only a little—?
 
   Then she heard a strange roar, like a lion crossed with the call of a humpback whale, and turned around.
 
   “What are you doing here? Down, boy!” said Cassie, motioning for the creature to dive back under the water.
 
   How did the Leviathan get here? We’re nowhere near Helen’s pond. Did I summon it?
 
   The first time she had seen the creature, it had ignored her, only having eyes for Aeka. This time though, it seemed to be paying attention; maybe now that Aeka had cut off her wings, she was the closest thing to a pure angel left. It put its weathered, pockmarked face next to her and made a mournful sound; Cassie would have been soaked with its saliva, except she was so soaked already that she couldn’t really tell the difference.
 
   “Please! Get DOWN!” Cassie yelled, hearing sirens in the distance. To her surprise, the creature gave her one more sad-eyed glance and then dived, disappearing.
 
   Cassie took off from the destroyed fountain, knowing she had to leave. Without the protection of the crowds, she wasn’t safe outside; besides, she knew where she wanted to go now. She was exhausted, but the water seemed to fill her with a second strength.
 
   I know now why Aeka jumped in the shark tank. Water is our element, it protects us.
 
   Some people were still being evacuated from The Laguna, and they gave her a strange look as she ran past them in the other direction. Barely even feeling the pain of her bare feet pounding on the sidewalk anymore, she ran through the front of the hotel, cut through the side of Op/Dec, and made her way to the feeding area she had discovered with Aeka yesterday.
 
   When she was surrounded by metal scaffolding and the smell of fish and brine, she collapsed below one of the feeding platforms. She was exhausted, wired, terrified, bruised, and elated.
 
   I’m losing my mind, I know I am. But if I have to lose my mind, I’d rather be here.
 
   Somehow, the air that had seemed stale and suffocating yesterday seemed like an intoxicating perfume today. She didn’t know how long she lay there, prone under the platform, inhaling the smell of metal and fish and concrete and feeling strangely at peace.
 
   A familiar voice brought her back to reality.
 
   “Cassie?” The voice sounded scared.
 
   Hunter? Here? Why?
 
   She got to her feet and ran out from under the platform, freezing when she saw Andrea dragging her little brother beside her. The witch, who now had a spectacular bruise on her forehead, had her gun pointed at his temple.
 
   “Let him go. He’s just a kid,” Cassie said.
 
   Andrea smiled an ugly smile. “No, I think he might be handy to have around. With him, maybe instead of shooting you myself, I can make you jump into the shark tank.” She lowered her face toward Hunter, her tone mocking. “Wouldn’t that be fun? To see your sister eaten alive by sharks?”
 
   Hunter spat in her face, then stamped on her sandaled foot as hard as he could. Andrea cried out and swatted him, then when he continued struggling, she clocked him over the head with the gun. Hunter crumpled to the floor, and Cassie felt her belly fill with cold fury.
 
   I’m barely a witch. I can’t cast any spells. And she has a gun. But I am going to kill her.
 
   “What a violent little boy. Your whole family is white trash,” Andrea said. Then she pointed her gun at Cassie’s head, smiling.
 
   Cassie took a deep breath; Andrea wasn’t going to shoot her, at least not yet. Arrigio had stalled on killing her because he really hadn’t wanted to do it; Andrea would stall because she wanted to drag it out as long as possible. The woman didn’t just want to kill her, she wanted her to suffer.
 
   “Why do you hate me? What did I ever do to you?” Cassie said, trying to make her voice sound as despondent and panicky as possible. It was a cover for the fact that her insides had gone cold.
 
   Andrea laughed. “You have to ask? As soon as they’re satisfied with you, they’ll send me to the glue factory. I won’t be dumped for the newer model, not now and not ever again,” she said through gritted teeth. “I won’t be pushed aside, and certainly not by a chubby little whore like you!”
 
   Cassie closed her eyes and reached out with her thoughts, and was surprised to find that Sam was nearby; she would have noticed earlier if she hadn’t been going out of her mind.
 
   Sam, Andrea is the Seraph. You remember her, the witch that had the hots for you? Well, she’s here, near the shark tank, and she really, really hates me.
 
   “It’s over for you,” Cassie said evenly. “Your plan to bomb the place failed, and they know who you are now. You should just give up now, and maybe they’ll let you live.”
 
   Andrea snorted. “I’ll be on a plane to London before they even sort out what happened in there.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” said Cassie, taking a step forward. 
 
   Andrea licked her lips nervously. “Are you really this stupid? You think you can intimidate me?”
 
   There was a loud banging, and Cassie dared a glance at the shark tank above; one of the sharks was banging its body against the glass. Within seconds, the other sharks were in on it too, and the whole tank shook. A red ribbon of blood ran through the water before dissipating into a pink mist.
 
   Whatever roused the Leviathan, they feel it too.
 
   Andrea looked at the sharks behind Cassie, her face pale. “What the—”
 
   Cassie took the opportunity to charge her. Normally, she never would have tried it; she wouldn’t have trusted herself to do it right. But she’d been drunk on adrenaline for hours, and that, combined with the cold fury in her belly, somehow made it easy. Andrea shot once, but Cassie didn’t feel it; only when she connected, and her shoulder took the other witch right below her rib cage, did she feel any pain.
 
   Yes, that’s how Aeka would have done it. I did it right.
 
   Andrea gasped, the breath knocked out of her, but she struggled to try to point her gun at Cassie. Somehow, Cassie managed to twist Andrea’s arm with both of hers until the gun popped out. Then, she took the gun and put the barrel under Andrea’s chin.
 
   This time, when she pulled the trigger, the gun wasn’t empty.
 
   There was a bloody mess where Andrea’s face had been, but then Cassie thought of Hunter, and it didn’t seem like enough. She took the gun and put the barrel to Andrea’s chest, pulling the trigger again and again.
 
   You touched what’s mine you touched what’s mine I’ll kill you I’ll kill you I’ll kill you touched what’s mine how dare you hurt Hunter you hurt CASSIE she’s mine how dare you
 
   Finally, strong arms lifted her off of the dead woman, and she realized she was sobbing.
 
   “Shh, it’s okay Cassie, it’s over now. You got her,” Miri was saying, stroking her hair.
 
   “I killed her,” Cassie said. “I killed her, but it wasn’t me…I swear, it wasn’t me….”
 
   “Is it too late?” came Eugene’s voice from up above.
 
   “No; I can still reverse it,” said Sam. He knelt down next to the witch’s corpse, and Cassie felt her goosebumps raise as Sam undid what she had done to Andrea. The woman sat up with a terrified gasp, and Miri held Cassie tighter.
 
   “See? She’s alive. You didn’t kill her, Cassie.”
 
   Cassie shook her head. She had killed her; Sam had simply unkilled her. That didn’t erase what she had done, what she would always know she had done.
 
   “That’s Sorcery,” said another voice, which Cassie was surprised to realize was Donatello Arrigio. “What you have just done is Sorcery.”
 
   “Yeah, so they keep telling me,” said Sam. He glared at Andrea, who was slowly catching her breath.
 
   “Do you know why I brought you back?” he asked.
 
   “So you could make me suffer,” she said, not looking at him.
 
   He grabbed her hair and yanked, and she gave a little shriek. “No. So you can tell the officers of the court everything you’ve done, and there will be no confusion. No false accusations.”
 
   Andrea looked like all the fight had gone out of her; in fact, she had looked like that since the sharks started acting up. “I’d rather die than be a lapdog for the court again.” she said, looking up at Sam with wide, wet eyes. “I could have killed her but I didn’t. I showed mercy. Show me mercy.”
 
   “The only reason why you hadn’t killed her yet is because you were savoring the moment, since you could only do it once,” Sam said, and Andrea started to sob. “But don’t worry; you won’t be the court’s lapdog for long.”
 
   “She won’t?” said Arrigio, sounding curious.
 
   Sam smiled. It was that cold, threatening smile that normally scared her, but now, she was beyond caring; she was just glad that he was back.
 
   “It just so happens that I owe my father a favor at the moment.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Fifty-Three
 
    
 
   “You mean…we have to take a plane?” said Khalil. He sounded almost offended.
 
   Sam nodded. “I’m sure they’ve figured out that I used the lineage clause to trick them by now. If I ever go back to Realm, it’s likely to be a one-way trip.”
 
   Khalil made a disgusted face, then turned to Dwight, who was bringing in his own overnight bag.
 
   “Can you believe it? I already miss Air Hell.”
 
   “It’s better this way,” said Dwight. Khalil sputtered at that.
 
   “Yeah, says the white guy who has to go through airport security! Think of my feelings here.”
 
   As Dwight and Khalil bickered, Sam noticed John walking out to the patio out of the corner of his eye, and went to follow him.
 
   John was leaning against the railing, his pale shirt looking brilliantly white in the abundant sunshine. “I can’t believe Cassie jumped this,” he said, gesturing to the pool down below.
 
   Sam took a spot next to him. “I can. She’s very brave when she needs to be.”
 
   There was silence for a moment, broken only by the muted sounds they could hear from children playing in the pool below.
 
   “You told me my soul was my own,” John said softly.
 
   “I thought it was,” said Sam. “Or more like, I thought I would never have a use for it, so it was effectively the same as being yours.”
 
   John was looking down at the pool, his expression guarded. “What if I don’t want to be your familiar?”
 
   “Then you’ll have to find another demon and get them to make you theirs, because that’s the only way I know to break it,” Sam said.
 
   “Splendid,” John said flatly. Sam started to feel vaguely uncomfortable.
 
   “Look John, I’m sorry. I treated you like dirt out of jealousy, and I should have known better. Now I do know better.”
 
   John looked at him with a curious expression. “You’re jealous of me?”
 
   “Well, you know,” Sam shrugged. “Because Cassie likes you. And she likes you for yourself, not because she’s magically bonded to you.”
 
   “But I am magically bonded to her now, aren’t I?” said John. “We’re both familiars of the same master.”
 
   Sam hadn’t thought about that before.
 
   “I suppose you are,” he said. “But what I was saying is….”
 
   John stepped back from the railing. “I know. You won’t exert any control over me unless you have to…like, for example, when Cassie’s in danger.”
 
   Sam was silent.
 
   “Cassie’s always in danger.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   John laughed softly and looked back over at the pool. “You know what? I think I knew this was the road I was going down when I started giving blood to vampires and hoarding their books. At least now, I can hide better.”
 
   Sam cleared his throat. “About that. How did you figure out how to change at will? I had no idea you could do that.”
 
   John shrugged. “When you compelled me to protect Cassie, and I slammed into Arrigio, when he recovered I thought he was going to kill me. I was more frightened then I’ve ever been in my life—maybe even more frightened than the first time you turned me into a rat. I was trying to think of something, anything I could do, and suddenly I found myself small and hairy. I don’t know if I ever would have figured out how to do it if I hadn’t been desperate.”
 
   Sam thought it had been something like that, but he was still worried. “The thing is, that really shouldn’t have worked. It was supposed to be a curse, not a superpower.”
 
   John smiled at that. “Ah, but you’re not the only one who’s touched my curse.”
 
   “You think Cassie did it? That when she played with the curse, it changed somehow?”
 
   “I think, when you don’t understand how something happened, looking to her is probably a good place to start,” said John. Then he went back into the apartment, leaving Sam alone with his thoughts.
 
   I have a witch, vampires, an army of bats, and now a were-rat. How has this happened, and how do I stop it from growing?
 
   “Sam?”
 
   He turned and saw Cassie, then had to remind himself not to stare at her. Whenever he looked at her now, he pictured her as he’d seen her when they’d found her last night; bruised, soaked, her dress in bloody rags, emptying a clip into the blond witch’s chest while her large eyes burned with something dark and primal.
 
   It had created a strange mix of feelings in him: shame, that he had so thoroughly failed to protect her that she needed to fight so hard; sadness, that she had been pushed to the point where she was capable of such violence; and a strange pride that he knew he probably shouldn’t allow himself to feel. Still, it seemed right that his familiar—no, his witch—could slay her enemies if she needed to. It felt like she was closer to him than he’d realized.
 
   And there was also the fact that he’d found her incredibly desirable in that moment, but he was trying not to even think about that. “How’s the shoulder?” he asked.
 
   “Fine,” she said, crossing her arms. Andrea’s bullet had grazed her, but it was a shallow wound that should heal quickly. “Just got a call from Yamanaka. They’re done questioning Andrea, and she was behind everything—finding the former vampire pets, turning them into a cult, all of it.”
 
   Sam considered that. “So her master is completely innocent?”
 
   “Yamanaka said she did something called ‘partitioning her mind.’ Like, whenever that demon looked in on her thoughts, he saw her thinking about clothes and shopping and stuff—whatever he expected to see. He had no idea what she was plotting.”
 
   “It’s impressive that she was able to do that,” said Sam, squinting in the sun. “I don’t think I could do it if I wanted to.”
 
   Cassie sat down in a deck chair, looking tired. “You know, she’s kind of right in a way.”
 
   Sam had to raise an eyebrow at that.
 
   “I mean, everything she did was crazy. Trying to kill me, trying to blow up a hotel full of innocent people just to get to the demons, it was all nuts. But her point—that witches are treated like crap, and it’s awful—well, she’s right about that,” Cassie said. “It’s better for me because I’m supposedly special, and it still pretty much sucks for me.”
 
   “Well, maybe we can do something about it now. You and I are rather important people to the court, you know.”
 
   Cassie broke into a small smile at that.
 
   “After all, not only are you the famous Virgin Witch, but you’ve seen the future.”
 
   Her smile disappeared. “I was going to tell you about that, I swear. It just seemed wrong to drop it on you right before court, when you had so much else to worry about.”
 
   “I understand,” he said.
 
   She keeps so many secrets from me though; how does she keep track?
 
   Sam leaned back against the railing, hands in the pockets of his slacks. “So, you saw me in the future.”
 
   Something changed in her expression.
 
   “Do I lose my hair?”
 
   He’d meant it as a dumb joke, but for some reason, she paled and stood up. “It was just weird, okay? People shouldn’t see the future.” She moved as though to go back inside, but Sam stepped in front of her.
 
   “That little girl…she’s really ours?” he said.
 
   She wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Yup.”
 
   “Look at me.”
 
   She looked up. “Yes, she’s ours. Who else’s would she be?”
 
   Well, she looks just like you, so there’s no doubt that you’re her mother. That’s not what worries me.
 
   “Will you tell me everything you saw in the future?”
 
   She swallowed, and it looked like the action was painful.
 
   “That bad, eh?” he said.
 
   “It’s just…not now, okay? Maybe when we’re back at home, and things get back to normal for a little while, then I can talk about it. Right now just thinking about it makes me want to scream.”
 
   My channels have mostly reset, I think. I could look into her mind right now and find out everything she saw, if I looked hard enough. But if I do that, she’ll never trust me again. Nor should she, really. I’m going to have to wait.
 
   “Alright, but Cassie…there’re a lot of things we’re going to have to talk out, and it can’t wait much longer. All this time, we’ve been trying to take the line of least resistance, and it doesn’t work. We have to start taking charge of our lives, and that means no dumb little secrets that could get us in trouble. Too many people depend on us for that.”
 
   “I know. Just let me have one day of working at the shop, or doing homework, or something. Just a little time to decompress before we have to go back into War Mode again.”
 
   “Fair enough,” he said. “But my time standing back and hoping for the best is over.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   There was a pleasant breeze, and strands of jet black hair fluttered around Cassie’s forehead. He liked the way her hair framed her face, although he wondered what it would look like if she grew her short hair out.
 
   This is my future wife. I hate hypotheticals, but is our future together even hypothetical anymore? Can there be such thing as a definite future?
 
   “What?” said Cassie. “You’re staring at me.”
 
   “You’re going to have to get used to it,” he said softly, and her eyebrows lifted in surprise.
 
   They were interrupted by a gentle knock on the glass door.
 
   “The Chairman is here,” Eugene said, opening the door a crack.
 
    Sam moved quickly, passing Cassie and Eugene to stand in the living room. Arrigio was standing in front of the door, holding a suitcase in one hand and looking pensive.
 
   “Guys? Can we have a moment?” Sam asked, turning his head towards Dwight and Khalil.
 
   “Sure, Ethan hasn’t beat me at that stupid card game in a whole ten minutes. Can’t have that,” Khalil said, leaving the room; Dwight followed with a nod.
 
   “I’ll go watch,” said Cassie with forced casualness. It was clear she didn’t want to be in the same room with Arrigio if she could help it.
 
   After the group had left the room, Arrigio turned to Sam with his usual humorless expression. “I want you to know, even though the hearing was interrupted, it won’t be resumed.”
 
   Sam didn’t respond; he was sure there was more.
 
   Arrigio cleared his throat and continued. “I realize this is the second time you’ve protected the entire court; to try to incarcerate you, on the basis that you might be dangerous us, is at odds with reality.”
 
   “It was Cassie and me both who protected the court,” Sam said. “But do the rest of them agree with your judgment?”
 
   “Yamanaka does. The rest can hang,” Arrigio said.
 
   Sam was surprised to hear the Chairman discount the opinions of his fellow board members so glibly. “Will they accept it, though?”
 
   “They’ll have to, now. I’ve named you the Guardian.”
 
   “What? Chairman—”
 
   “Call me Don.”
 
   “I don’t want a title, Don.”
 
   Arrigio shrugged. “It was the easiest way to make it so that no one could demand that we continue the blood status hearing where we left off. Whether you fulfill any of the traditional duties of Guardian is your business; we’ve managed to do without one for hundreds of years.”
 
   Sam only vaguely knew about the Guardian; he knew it was a rank that was given to a member of the court in earlier eras, but it had fallen into disuse as fights between demons became less martial and more political. He would have to add information about the Guardian to the long list of things he was going to ask Serenus about when the man was finally released from his captivity.
 
   The Chairman took off his glasses and wiped them on his shirt; it still seemed odd to Sam to see the man act so casually. “In any event, I just wanted to let you know that. I have a plane to catch soon as well.”
 
   “I’m glad you told me,” said Sam. “I guess this means I should forgive you for trying to kill Cassie while I was gone,” he continued in an even tone.
 
   He didn’t think I‘d forgotten about that little detail, did he?
 
   Arrigio coughed. “That was…a mistake. I think, after I saw that strange child and realized what lie before us, I was temporarily out of my head. I would like to apologize to her, if I could. Will you call her back in here?”
 
   Sam was impressed that the demon would offer, but he knew that Cassie definitely did not want to see Arrigio right now; she could accept his apology another time, when she’d had time to recover and the very sight of him didn’t upset her. “I appreciate that, but it’ll have to be another time.”
 
   “Of course,” said Arrigio, then he picked up his suitcase and turned to go. “I wish you and your entourage a safe trip home.”
 
   “Thanks,” said Sam, and he was about to let Arrigio go until something occurred to him. “Wait.”
 
   Arrigio turned with his hand on the doorknob. “Yes?”
 
   “What is Sorcery?” Sam said. “I thought Sorcery was just another word for magic, but last night you said that I had done Sorcery…and all the demons in Realm kept talking about it….” He trailed off.
 
   “Oh. That.”
 
   Arrigio looked off to the side for a moment, perhaps considering where to begin. “Much of our magic accomplishes things that could also be achieved in mundane ways. You can kill someone with a spell, but you can also kill them with a gun, or a knife. Magic is simply a more efficient way of doing so. Sorcery, however, refers to things that can only be done with magic. Things that test the limits not only of our power, but our comprehension.”
 
   Things like freezing time. Or bringing someone back from the dead by doing a local time reversal just on their body. Or turning someone into an animal, and making it so that they can change back and forth at will….
 
   “We all use magic, but we fear Sorcery. I think it’s much the same for the Lords of Hell, though they wouldn’t admit it,” said Arrigio. He had a contemplative look on his face. “But something tells me that, with you and your witch around, our future is going to be full of Sorcery whether we choose to accept it or not.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Fifty-Four
 
    
 
   Sammael didn’t play golf exactly, but he liked swinging the clubs. Even if he’d wanted to keep score, it would have been difficult; the course changed too often. One minute you were teeing off on a Par 3, then when the ball was in mid-flight, the hole would change to a Par 48. Trying to play through usually left the caddies dehydrated, or just plain dead, long before Hole 18.
 
   Of course, if he had really wanted to, he could use his influence to stabilize the course, at least for a decade or two; however, he just wasn’t sure he was ready to make that kind of commitment to the sport. For now, just hitting the balls really hard and making his caddy run to fetch them was enough.
 
   “Get me my sand wedge,” said Sammael, taking some practice swings with his driver.
 
   “But there’s no sand,” said Andrea. In truth, she wasn’t a very good caddy.
 
   “No sand?” Sammael explained, turning to her. “Woman, have you no eyes?”
 
   Now, they were in a veritable desert; it was all sand traps, as far as the eye could see. Andrea barely suppressed a groan and handed him his sand wedge.
 
   “Now now, perk up, my darling. Can you tell me why you’re out here, enjoying this beautiful day with me, when you could be in one of my classic dungeons, getting your fingernails torn off one at a time?”
 
   “Because Cassie Tremblay spoke for me,” Andrea said with a practiced cadence. He made her repeat it at least once a day. “She asked you not to torture me.”
 
   “That’s right! Sweet Louise, it must be a bad feeling, when the poor little girl you tried to murder is the only thing keeping you from a lifetime of eternal torment. The overpowering self-loathing you must feel every waking moment, I shudder to imagine.”
 
   A few days ago, Andrea would have reacted to that; now, she was just numb and unresponsive. He was going to have to change up his tactics.
 
   “Someone’s here,” she said finally, looking over his shoulder.
 
   Sammael turned to see Asmodeus coming across the sand to join them. Sammael had never been impressed by the other demon’s fashion choices, but at least this time, he had bowed to the setting by wearing golf whites and a visor.
 
   “If your son is ever stupid enough to come back here, I’ll personally see to it that he gets turned into a fine paste,” he called.
 
   “Top of the morning to you to, Azzie,” said Sammael, whacking at his ball with the sand wedge. He was pretty sure you weren’t supposed to use the wedge for getting the ball off the green, but that was the fun of it, really.
 
   Asmodeus closed the rest of the distance between them, coming to a stop just out of reach of Sammael’s club. “Of all the stupid things you’ve done for that woman, even I never would have thought it you’d do that. A Matriarchal Lineage clause? It’s an embarrassment. More embarrassing still that you’d use it to help your whelp escape.”
 
   Sammael shrugged. “She made me sign so many stupid things before we got married, you expect me to remember every single one of them? I had no idea that contract he made was as worthless as a human’s distended gallbladder.”
 
   There was a pause.
 
   “I’m not even going to dignify that with a response.”
 
   “Ah, but you just did.”
 
   “You—”
 
   “Andrea, be a good girl and fetch me the ball, hmmm?”
 
   Andrea sighed and began to jog in the general direction of the ball. Really, she should be pleased; not only was he allowing her to get outside, but she was getting plenty of cardiovascular exercise as well. These humans, they never knew how good they had it.
 
   He turned to his fellow lord. “You know, if you’re that ticked off at my son, you can go to the human world and give him a piece of your mind in person. It takes preparation to get there without a summoning, but I’ve done it; it’s possible.”
 
   Asmodeus kept his face carefully blank. Sammael gave his club a few more swings.
 
   “Unless, of course, you don’t want to have to face my ‘whelp’ by yourself, that is.”
 
   “Don’t be absurd,” Asmodeus snapped.
 
   “In fact, if you really want to go, I’ll even do all the prep work for you myself! How does that sound, big guy? Want a free trip to human playland?”
 
   Asmodeus was silent for a moment. “Watch yourself,” he said finally.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “You think your rank protects you, and so far it has. But if all of us, together, decide we’ve had enough of your pranks, even you will be as helpless as the most pathetic thrall languishing in a filthy cell,” he hissed.
 
   Sammael laughed. “Thrall? Who uses ‘thrall’ anymore? Are we back in the fifteenth century now?”
 
   “I won’t warn you again,” Asmodeus said, then turned to leave, clearly satisfied with his threat.
 
   Sammael gently lowered his club. “Do you remember my name, Azzie? What they called me in the original Aramaic, back when the humans knew what they were going on about?”
 
   Asmodeus paused, his back to Sammael. “He Who Brings Death,” he muttered.
 
   “Cross me, little Ophanim, and I bring death to all of us,” said Sammael as he dropped the ball and prepared for another drive. “Don’t think I won’t do it; you have no idea what else my wife made me sign.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Fifty-Five
 
    
 
   Cassie kept seeing the Leviathan in her dreams. Sometimes it was sticking its massive head out of the decorative fountain on the Las Vegas strip, sometimes it was swaying its great body in the tidal pool where she’d first seen it, and sometimes it was nowhere in particular. It never did anything but look at her, even in the most violent of her dreams, but the sight of it inside her mind unnerved her. There was an overwhelming mournfulness to it, like it was grieving for her, though she couldn’t imagine why it would.
 
   No one needs to grieve for me, I’m alive. I did what I needed to do to survive. 
 
   She also kept having a dream where she was running after John, in his rat form, trying to get him to grade her Drama Project. He kept complaining that he couldn’t grade it while he was a rat, and she kept yelling after him while jumping over dissolving bodies in her path. Sometimes, he was in his human form, only naked, and he yelled over his shoulder that he couldn’t grade her paper because he wasn’t decent. She preferred this dream to the Leviathan series.
 
   What she hadn’t dreamed of in a while was her grandparents’ old vacation home upstate, so it surprised her when the familiar trees came into view. Usually, it was fall when she was here, but now it was obviously spring; the leaves on the trees had fully come in, and the air had that cool, dewy softness to it of the mountains after a cleansing rain.
 
   “Mind if I sit down?” said a voice, and Cassie turned around in her chair to see Helen. For once, the woman was wearing something instead of one of her professional suits; a simple black T-shirt and white slacks.
 
   Cassie hesitated for just a moment. She was about to say that it was fine, but the perceptive woman caught her instant of doubt. “I understand, this is your place, and you don’t like seeing it invaded. Come with me,” she said, extending a hand.
 
   Cassie stood up and took Helen’s hand, and within a moment, they were on a beach. It wasn’t a tropical, tourist-friendly beach, but one that looked like a part of the estuary where Helen lived, complete with thick marsh grasses. All around them, herons and egrets were frolicking, while a cool ocean breeze made Cassie’s bangs flutter. The scent of brackish water tickled her nose.
 
   “This is my place,” said Helen, leaning back to sit on the dune behind them. Cassie followed suit. “Like it?”
 
   “It’s beautiful,” said Cassie. It had been the dead of winter when she’d seen Helen’s home in North Carolina; seeing it in teeming with wildlife was an entirely different experience. “What did you want to see me about?”
 
   Helen crossed her ankles and leaned back, letting the breeze play with her shoulder-length hair. “Just wanted to talk to you, witch-to-witch if you will. How are you holding up?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “It can’t be easy to have met your future daughter.”
 
   For a moment, Cassie wondered how much Helen knew about her trip to the future, then realized it was a silly thing to worry about.
 
   Why not just assume she knows everything? It’s faster that way, and she usually does.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said, hugging her knees. “It’s not that I mind that Sam and I get married and have a kid…I mean, it’s a little weird, but it’s not bad. But the fact that I know I don’t have too much longer to live is hard,” she said.
 
   Something bothered her when she heard herself say that, and she knit her brow.
 
   I shot Andrea stone dead, and Sam turned back time for her and brought her back to life like it was nothing. How do I die in the future if he can do that? What happens to me that’s so awful that even he can’t save me?
 
   “Ah,” said Helen thoughtfully. “I thought you might be laboring under that illusion. Cassie,” she said, the sun reflecting off her glasses, “No matter what you saw, your future isn’t set in stone.”
 
   Cassie was rendered speechless for a moment. “How could you know that? I went to the future, and I was dead there….”
 
   Helen tipped her head back and closed her eyes, clearly enjoying the sea air in this world of her own making. “I know, because Corianne herself told me.”
 
   Cassie looked at Sam’s mother, wide-eyed. Helen played with a reed between her fingers as she told her story.
 
   “See, from the moment Sam was born, he was Wordlocked, so he couldn’t make any knots in time for Corianne to play with. But he wasn’t Wordlocked before he was born, and I was pregnant with him for a solid ten months. Lazy little bastard would still be in there if they hadn’t induced labor,” she said, tossing the reed aside. “Some babies kick; late in my pregnancy, Sam would play with time. It would just be a little stutter, a second here or there, but it was enough.”
 
   “She visited you,” Cassie said, staring at the ocean while her mind worked furiously. “She found those little knots in time and played with them, and she came to visit, because that’s what she does when she’s bored.” She looked at Helen. “That’s how you always know everything, because she told you the future.”
 
   Helen gave a laugh that was half a snort. “Well, I don’t know everything, although she did tell me quite a bit. But one of the things she told me is that I wouldn’t necessarily meet her later on in time. She would always meet me, but I might not see her.”
 
   Cassie felt ill. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “She explained to me that there were different lines, and she could only play with the knots on her line; the others were too far for her to reach. Also, there were some knots that were off limits; she called them ‘scary knots,’” said Helen, her eyes lost in remembrance. “I think she intuitively knows which moments in time are too important for her to tamper with.”
 
   “Wait…so...” Cassie was struggling to keep up. “There are different timelines? And the one where she’s born…where I die…might not happen?”
 
   “That’s the gist of it, I think. Based on what she said, I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a timeline where she’s born and you survive as well. But the Corianne I met, her mother was already dead. That’s why she was lonely.”
 
   “But she came back in time, and we saw her, Sam too. How could she not be born?” Cassie said. She didn’t understand how she was feeling. She hadn’t really considered Corianne her child; the whole thing was too strange and unreal. Yet on some level, she must have accepted that the little girl that had her eyes was going to be her daughter one day. The thought that she might never see the girl again was gutting; it felt like she was grieving for a child she’d never had.
 
   “She may be yet. Or, you may have other children who, while powerful in their own way I’ve no doubt, aren’t inclined to come back and visit you. Or none at all,” said Helen, standing up and wiping the sand off her backside. “We’re in uncharted territory now, Cassie.”
 
   “Anything could happen,” Cassie said, feeling overwhelmed.
 
   Helen smirked. “No, not anything. My son will marry you, of that I have no doubt.”
 
   “What if I don’t want to marry him?” Cassie exclaimed.
 
   “Then he’ll be a very sad little demon indeed, and I will be very cross with you.”
 
   Cassie scowled; that sounded like a threat. She also stood up and put her hands on her hips.
 
   “Excuse me? You came to tell me my future isn’t set in stone, only to say that my future is set in stone?”
 
   “I guess it is contradictory. They like to call me the Paradox Maiden for a reason, and it’s certainly not because I’m a maiden.”
 
   Cassie blushed and looked to the side at that. Somehow, the thought of Helen and Sammael together in a loving embrace seemed particularly obscene.
 
   “Paradox Maiden. Virgin Witch. Silly, silly titles,” said Helen as a strong wind whipped through her brown hair. “But while I’m probably stuck with mine, yours may change. When your ancestors decide that it’s time to exert their will through you, I think you’ll be going by a different name.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Something pithy, like Destroyer of Worlds. Or is that my son?” said Helen stroking her chin. “See, this is why you two have to get married. But if you’d like to play the field first, by all means, start dating some human men. My husband and I have a pool going on what animals Sam will turn them into first.”
 
    
 
   
Chapter Fifty-Six
 
    
 
   Serenus grimaced as he opened the door to his apartment. His time in Realm had made his bad leg worse, and it was aching badly just from the short walk to the corner store and back.
 
   It had been a few days since he’d regained his freedom, but he still refused to see anyone. He had made sure that Sam and the entourage knew that he was back in one piece, but he just wasn’t ready to face people he knew yet. He needed a little more time to relax and feel human, and hopefully to fill out his clothes again; he felt like he was swimming in all of his slacks.
 
   He was so distracted by the pain in his leg that it took him a few moments to realize that there was someone sitting in his apartment. He jumped back, relying on his good leg, and nearly dropped his cane.
 
   “Asmodeus can’t touch me for another 362 days, we’ve discussed this. I’ve done nothing,” he stammered.
 
   The stranger leaned back on the couch. In the dark room, Serenus couldn’t make out his features. “You think I’ve come to do Asmodeus’ dirty work? Turn on the light, Professor. I want you to see who you’re talking to before you decide I’m the mailman next.”
 
   Serenus did as he was bid. After flicking the light switch, he let out a painful breath. “Zerael.”
 
   The demon gestured to his robe-clad body. “In the flesh; or a reasonable facsimile thereof. It’s not quite human flesh, I’m afraid.”
 
   That was foolish; I should never have assumed it was a servant here on Asmodeus’ orders. Now I’ve insulted him. I never would have made a mistake like that before.
 
   Zerael stood up and took a few languid steps towards where Serenus was standing in the hall. Unlike most demons, who tended to adopt modern dress, he was wearing a strange purple robe that seemed to be made of shifting fabrics. His face was that of an angelic youth: white-blond hair, big blue eyes and creamy, unblemished skin. Serenus had seen him before, but mostly in the background; compared to the likes of Asmodeus and Sammael, he was a minor demon. Of course, considering that even the most minor of demons could kill a human as easily as swatting a fly, the distinction was of questionable relevance at the moment.
 
   “To what do I owe this honor?” said Serenus, forcing himself to stand erect. His leg hurt, but he had to show respect.
 
   “By which you mean, how did I get here when you haven’t summoned me?” the demon said, then laughed. It was a pleasant, casual laugh. “You know, you and I are alike in many ways. Just because we aren’t the frontrunners, everyone underestimates us. Now, I may not be able to compete with Asmodeus when it comes to throwing fireballs and tearing the Earth asunder, but I can get to the surface world twice as easily as he can,” he said conversationally.
 
   “A very useful ability,” said Serenus, trying to remain calm.
 
   “As for you,” Zereal said, still pacing the apartment. He picked up a silver frame, featuring a picture of Helen and Sam. The boy was little more than a toddler in the picture, but Helen had been in her prime; smiling mischievously, the few streaks of grey in her hair only serving to heighten her earthy, sensual appeal. When Serenus closed his eyes, this was how he liked to remember her. Zereal tilted his angelic face and studied the photograph.
 
   “As for you,” he repeated. “Your barely have any power, and what little you do have was bartered from Asmodeus. So everyone ignores you. But unless I’m mistaken,” he said, lowering the photograph and turning his luminous eyes on Serenus, “It’s you who bear responsibility for all of this.”
 
   “I’m sorry?” said Serenus, feigning ignorance.
 
   “Helen Andrews, the one they call the Paradox Maiden. Without you, she never would have known of the existence of demons, let alone had a child by one. Why would you do it, I wonder?” he said, putting the photograph down. A hint of a smirk played on his lips.
 
   “If I had any idea what she would do, I never would have told her anything about demons. I thought—”
 
   “That if you told her you were part-demon, she would be intrigued and go to bed with you? All of reality, primed to unravel, and all because you had a crush on a girl that was out of your league,” said Zerael. He laughed again; there was no obvious menace in the sound, but it still made Serenus’ skin crawl to hear it.
 
   “Down there, they’re running around like chickens with their heads cut off, all because of that woman and what she’s unleashed. And to think that Asmodeus had you—the catalyst—in a dungeon for weeks, and did nothing? Fascinating.”
 
   “What do you want from me, my lord?” said Serenus, finally. He was afraid, but weariness was winning out. He couldn’t keep standing like this for much longer. “If you want my soul, in whole or in part, you’ll have to deal with Asmodeus. And there’s no way I can undo anything I’ve done, as I’m sure you well know.”
 
   Zerael spread his arms out theatrically. “Is it funny to you? To know that beings who have been alive for eons are—what is that expression again?—‘losing their shit’ because of what you’ve done? Yet no one thinks to blame you, because you’re so far beneath their notice?”
 
   “What is it that you want, Zerael?” Serenus repeated. Daggers of pain were shooting through his leg, and he felt lightheaded.
 
   “I think we can help each other, you and I,” said the demon lord, closing the distance between them. “Two criminally underestimated demons, perhaps together, can become something far more.”
 
   “I don’t know if I’m in a position to be offering help to anyone,” Serenus said honestly. Right now, he felt like nothing but a ball of aches, pains, and regrets.
 
   “That’s not true. You have a front-row seat to everything that matters. You have the trust of all the major players.” He grinned. “And now you have me.”
 
   “I won’t do anything to betray Helen’s son. If that’s what you have in mind, kill me now.”
 
   “Such a suspicious mind you have. Why would I hurt the Son of Sammael? He and his witch can have their run of the Earth. I only want control of the lower Realms, which he couldn’t care less about.”
 
   “What?” Serenus exclaimed. Is he saying what I think he’s saying?
 
   The lesser demon lord put a companionable hand on the professor’s shoulder.
 
   “I want to take over Hell, Dr. Zeitbloom. After your recent stay, don’t you think it could use some proper hospitality?”
 
   “That’s impossible,” said Serenus. “Even if you could somehow get rid of Asmodeus and all the lesser lords, there’s still Sammael, who’s still an Archangel in all but name. And Lucifer himself….”
 
   Zerael put a finger to his lips at the mention of the Devil’s name. “Shhhh. But that is why I need you, Dr. Zeitbloom. You kicked off a chain of impossibilities once; who’s to say you can’t do it again?”
 
    
 
   Appendix
 
   Sorcery: The Happening: A Primer
 
    
 
   Sorcery: The Happening is a CCG (collectible card game) created by the company Mages of the Shore in 1998. The game first made a name for itself in the crowded CCG marketplace due to its unusually high-quality artwork and shiny, foil-embossed cards, leading to accusations that the game was all flash with little strategic depth. However, Mages continued to diversify the play mechanics with every release, as well as tweak the color balance in response to player feedback. Over time, the property developed a reputation as a game with fast, fun gameplay as well as beautiful visuals.
 
   The game focuses on summoning powerful monsters, culled from countless mythologies, and having these otherworldly creatures do battle. It’s possible to attack opponents directly without the use of a summoned creature, however, such tactics tend to be less effective than using summons. By design, it’s quite difficult to win with a creatureless deck; however, some adventurous players have not only pulled this off, but managed to win major tournaments using this strategy. Whether these rare victories were due to incredible skill or sheer luck is a matter of some debate in the Sorcery community.
 
   The title of the game refers to a “Happening,” a gathering of six monsters that represent each of the games main colors: Gray, Brown, Yellow, Orange, Purple, and Pink. In theory, the goal of the game is to accrue enough magic of each color to summon a Happening, in which case the player’s forces become so powerful that a victory is virtually guaranteed. However, there are many faster ways to win besides summoning a Happening, and most players prefer to play one or two-color decks, rather than taking the multicolored approach a Happening requires. At present, Happenings are almost never seen in serious play, however there are a few purists who believe that winning with a Happening is the only “pure” way to win and still construct their decks with this goal in mind.
 
   Here we present an overview of the major colors in Sorcery: The Happening and their attributes. The properties of Teal, to be featured heavily in the upcoming Medea vs. Circe expansion set, remain a mystery for now….
 
   Gray: The color that plays host to both divine and demonic creatures in Sorcery. Gray is perhaps the most versatile color in the game, featuring both powerful healing spells and vicious attacks, however, this flexibility comes at a price; many players say that Gray decks only really shine against other Gray decks. Trademark Gray creatures include Sweet Seraphim, Owl Daemons, and Wicked Imps. Incidentally, Arc Angels are the most expensive creatures to summon in the entire game.
 
   Brown: Creatures who hail from this color tend to be defensive in the extreme. Brown creatures don’t do much damage, but they don’t take much either, plus almost all of them heal over time. One popular saying about this color is that it’s really hard to lose with a Brown deck, but it’s even harder to win with one. If you ever encounter a match between two players with pure Brown decks, assume they’re going to be there a while; the longest official Sorcery match on record was between two such decks, with a final match time of 32:38:40. One habit among regular players is to yell “Slow Down for Brown!” whenever a Brown deck is put on the table. Notable Brown creatures include Swampy Titans, Shale Dragons, and Roaring Redwoods.
 
   Orange: This color is focused on summoned creatures that weaken enemy creatures’ attack and defense. Since Orange creatures have little ability to do damage themselves, Orange is always paired with another color, such as Brown or Yellow. Due to the lack of direct damage, some players deride this color as a waste of time, however the most skilled Sorcery: The Happening players tend to make good use of Orange as a general rule. Notable orange creatures include Potato Motes, Jupiter Flytrappers and Stink Slimes.
 
   Purple: Purple is a color for brutes, plain and simple. Creatures that belong to this color hit incredibly hard, and what they lack in finesse, they make up for by hitting incredibly hard some more. Due to the ease with which a smartly-constructed purple deck can steamroll over an unprepared opponent, some players scoff that Purple is a “win button,” and refuse to use it. However, even a great purple deck can run into plenty of trouble with the saboteur abilities of skilled Pink and Orange players. Notable Purple creatures include Manscaping Minotaurs, Troglo Trolls, and Ice Whales.
 
   Yellow: This color also focuses on attack power, but with some power spared for defense. Unlike Purple creatures, Yellow creatures tend to have some ability to defend themselves, but their damage potential is generally lower. While a Purple deck can win faster than a Yellow deck, a player who uses Yellow is more likely to react effectively to surprise plays and emergency situations. Since Yellow tends to moderate Purple’s excesses while still operating on the same principles, Purple/Yellow combination decks are popular. Prominent Yellow creatures include Dire Dolphins, Shrieking Harpies, and Forest Mammoths.
 
   Pink: Creatures of this color focus on turning the enemies’ strength against them by charming, or otherwise manipulating creatures of other colors. Turning the enemies’ strength against them can be devastating, but as a corollary, Pink players can find themselves handicapped against relatively weak decks. Also, a deck with strong offense can often shut down a Pink deck before the Pink player’s devious plans have time to bear fruit. While Pink is not a weak color by any stretch of the imagination, it requires the most planning and finesse to fully utilize, thus many players avoid it on general principle. However, a large percentage of tournament winners use Pink creatures to good effect. For this reason, the phrase “Real Men Play Pink” is growing in popularity. Prominent Pink creatures include Lulubelle Fairies, Sage Seahorses and Meandering Mockingbirds.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Afterword
 
   These books seem to be getting longer and longer! If I get into George R. R. Martin territory soon, I promise not to kill off as many characters as he does. Probably.
 
   Book Four, which might be called The Invention of Werewolves (because frankly, I’m tempted to call it that even if there are no werewolves in the book) should be out in time for Christmas 2014; if it isn’t, it’s because some mean demon turned me into a rat. Have you ever seen a rat try to touch-type?
 
   Ah, enough silliness and let me just thank you for sharing Cassie and Sam’s adventures with me once again. For more information on The Familiar Series, including character art and whatever else we can dig up, visit the Facebook page at www.Facebook.com/TheFamiliarSeries.
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