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PART ONE

CHAPTER 1

“There are no shortcuts in life, Daniel.”

“I’m not taking shortcuts. I’m just… finding efficient ways to get work finished.”

Daniel Worth leaned back in his chair, absently sliding one of his textbooks across the table. Class was over, and he was the only student left in Ms. Magdalene’s classroom. The space was clean, with smooth polished oak tables, new carpets, and an orange hue coming through the window from the setting autumn sun.

“That’s basically what I just said,” said Ms. Magdalene.

“Maybe,” said Daniel. “But the way I phrased it sounds better.”

He smiled across the room at Ms. Magdalene, who still stood in front of the whiteboard, arms folded across her chest. She was an attractive woman, one of the younger adjuncts brought in to replace the massive wave of retiring professors in the last year at Icarus Community College.

“The paper I assigned you was on the writings of Phillip Barker,” said Ms. Magdalene. “On the value of hard work. This was the one time, Daniel, when you needed to cut the bullshit and spend some time on the assignment.”

She took a slow, frustrated breath, the movement highlighting the curve of her ample bust underneath her white blouse. Ms. Magdalene had chestnut brown hair done up in a bun, along with cute librarian glasses and big hazel eyes, a combination which, along with her other interesting assets, had distracted him from her lectures more than once.

“I did work hard on it,” said Daniel. “Ms. Magdalene, you don’t give me enough credit.”

“You argued against the man’s thesis, Daniel,” she said, looking over the edge of her glasses disapprovingly. “All you had to do was suck it up, acknowledge his points, and expand on them with your own examples. And instead, you turned it into a personal essay, a chance for you to write off the cuff and make a point about how-”

“Ms. Magdalene, I get it,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


The sooner I apologize and pretend that she’s right, the sooner I can get out of here,
 he thought.

Ms. Magdalene scanned the expression on his face, tearing into it with her eyes as though she could see right through him. A coy smile played across her lips, suggesting to Daniel that perhaps, she wasn’t as angry as she seemed on the surface.

“Regardless of whether you put effort into writing a paper or not, I have to put effort into grading it,” said Ms. Magdalene. “Please… don’t leave me hanging next time.”

She gave him a quick nod, and Daniel took it as his cue to leave. He slipped his books into his bag, watching Ms. Magdalene watch him, and then headed for the door as tension built in the space of the silence.

“Daniel,” she said, just as he approached the door. “We’re going to end up butting heads quite a bit this semester if you can’t learn to accept my authority.”

Daniel couldn’t stop himself from chuckling.

“Ms. Magdalene, you say that like it’s a bad thing.” He grinned at her, and was pleasantly surprised to see her smile back.

Daniel walked down the hallway and out through the front doors of the Olympus Center. Most of the students at the college for afternoon classes had already left or were in the process of doing so. He cut across the courtyard toward the bike racks, and only then began to think honestly about what his teacher had said.

She doesn’t know what she’s talking about. I do work hard, just in my own way.

If Ms. Magdalene had known more about him, she probably would have brought up examples from his life to prove her point. Daniel was, in fact, at community college as a freshman instead of a real university because of the shortcuts he’d taken during high school, and their unfortunate academic consequences.

He still lived at home with his stepmother even though half of his friends already had places of their own. In the 21st
 century economy, there wasn’t anything terribly abnormal about that, but when paired with Daniel’s lack of a job and ambition for much outside of video games and the internet, it made a compelling case for his teacher’s argument.

Daniel shrugged off the line of reasoning as he approached the spot where he’d chained his jet black Cannondale carbon frame road bike. It had been a gift from his dad on one of his infrequent visits home, and it was one of the few things in Daniel’s life he could truly be proud of.

He heard footsteps as he worked the combination into his bike lock, and looked up in time to see a gorgeous blonde girl skipping her way over. Not just any gorgeous blonde girl, either, but Shelly, the bad girl of the community college campus.

She wore a pair of tight black short shorts, along with a white sleeveless t-shirt that said “SCUM” across the front, and black and white striped knee high socks. She was eating a banana with one hand, and as she bent down to unlock her own bike, she made a show of wrapping her mouth around phallic fruit, slowly working her lips in a sensual manner.

Daniel tried not to stare at her openly. His best friend, PJ, had told him about a rumor that she would sext openly with any guy lucky enough to get her number. Daniel had made several attempts to break through to that point with her through small talk, his efforts always foiled by time constraints or the arrival of her friends.

“Hey,” she said. “Daniel…”

She flashed a flirtatious smile and made a show of sucking on the banana again, this time sliding it deeper into her mouth and letting her eyes flutter shut.

“Shelly,” said Daniel, grinning at his luck. “Hey, what are you doing this weekend?”

“What are you doing right now?” asked Shelly.

Daniel had, in fact, been on his way home to put some work into the most recent assignment he’d been given by Ms. Magdalene for his Perspectives on Work class.

“Nothing,” he said. “I’m totally free.”

“I’m hanging out with a couple of girlfriends of mine,” said Shelly. “You should stop by.”

“I…” Daniel was momentarily at a loss for words. “Yeah, of course! Are you heading over right now?”

“Like, right right now,” said Shelly. “Here, what’s your phone number?”

Daniel told her, half in a daze.

“I’ll text you the address,” she said. “I have to meet up with another friend when she gets off work. Be there at 5:30 sharp.”

“Sure,” said Daniel. “Totally. That sounds like a good time.”

Shelly smiled at him. She leaned forward and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, and Daniel had a sudden, pressing thought.

“Hey, I heard something about you and Brent…?”

If Shelly was the bad girl around campus, Brent was the yin to her yang. He was, as far as Daniel could tell, in his ninth or tenth year of community college. He and Shelly had been on and off again for many moons, and the last Daniel had heard, they were back on.

“Let’s not talk about that,” said Shelly. “Just meet me at my friend’s house. Like I said, 5:30 sharp.”

She slid onto the seat of her bike, her awesome butt shifting in her tight shorts and mesmerizing Daniel as she rode off. He took a slow breath and again, found himself wondering if maybe Ms. Magdalene had had some good points.


CHAPTER 2

Daniel still had time to kill before heading over to the address Shelly sent him, so he did a lap around town. Icarus Point was on the smaller side of what could be called a city, with less than 50,000 local residents and no major landmarks of interest. Still, it was one of the central economic hubs of the rural, untapped landscape of Michigan’s upper peninsula, even though it had no direct access to the coast of the Great Lakes.

For the past decade or so, the city had been in vogue, with a small tech boom attracting young professionals and hipsters and giving the city a bit of a multicultural flair. It made no sense to Daniel, who’d grown up and grown bored in Icarus Point, as had most of his friends and fellow classmates. It was one of those places that everyone seemed to idealize, except for the people born into it.

And on top of that, it was tourist season. Hundreds of rich people with too much free time on their hands turned out every year to admire the color of the trees and the beauty of the falling leaves. Daniel watched as he rode his bike over a pile of them on the sidewalk, kicking a few up into the wake of his back tire.

He leaned into a turn, crossing the relatively empty street and angling his bike onto a pedestrian path that led through Boreas Park. Daniel knew, at least objectively, that he really didn’t have it so bad. He and his mom lived relatively peaceful lives in a nice house in a nice neighborhood, with Daniel’s chronically absent and away on business father sending checks to make sure the bills were paid each month.

It was that fact that made Ms. Magdalene’s critique of the effort he put in all the more piercing. Daniel wished that he could get it out of his head, but the easy way in which she’d pointed out what was probably his biggest flaw had really gotten under his skin.

She probably makes the same argument to every student she wants to motivate.

He spent a couple of minutes in the park, sitting on one of the less than comfortable park benches and browsing the internet on his phone. He texted back and forth with his best friend PJ, confirming that the two of them would meet up to walk to the class they shared the next morning. When 5:15 finally rolled around, he climbed back on his bike and headed off to meet up with Shelly, grateful that he’d have a chance to end the day on a high note.

The address Shelly had given him led Daniel into the rough section of town. Most of the houses were old and badly maintained, with cracked paint jobs and overgrown lawns. A dog without a collar nosed through a small pile of garbage outside one house, and several nearby cats watched and waited their turn at perusing the refuse. Daniel rode a bit further and then slowed to a stop, frowning at the house indicated by the directions.

“Okay…” he mumbled to himself. “I guess it makes sense that a girl like Shelly would have friends that hang out in a place like this.”

He leaned his bike up against the house’s fence and behind a bush, where it would be mostly out of sight, and then headed to the front door. It was a step above most of the houses in the area, with no broken windows and no trash out front, but it still wasn’t a nice place.

The front door was already open. Daniel knocked on it three times anyway and waited for a few seconds before letting himself in. He didn’t see anyone, and the living room was essentially bare of furniture outside of a single couch that had seen better days.

“Hello?” he called.

There was a noise from the floor above him, just loud enough to give him some hope. Daniel headed to the stairs and made his way up to the second floor, following the sound to the end of the hallway and into another, bare room.

A raccoon sat in the corner, fumbling against the wall with a pickle jar stuck on his head. Daniel let out a long, disappointed sigh and took out his phone.

No new texts. What the hell, man?

He walked over to the window just in time to see it happen. A tall figure in an oversized hoodie was pulling his bike out from the bushes and taking off with it. Daniel gritted his teeth, feeling like a complete fool and wondering how he could be so stupid.

His initial reaction was to take off after the bike thief, but chasing somebody on foot when they were on a bike was an exercise in futility. He watched the bastard ride off on his Cannondale, with the knowledge that it also meant that he’d have an hour or more of walking to do to get home, unless he was interested in calling his mother to come pick him up.

The raccoon in the corner let out a cry that resonated with Daniel’s mood and fumbled against the wall some more. Daniel walked over to it and took a seat.

“I got you, little guy.” He reached out and took hold of the pickle jar. “There’s no reason for both of us to have a shitty day.”

It took him a couple of seconds to get it off, as the animal had really wedged its head in there. The raccoon stared at him curiously for a moment after that, resting on its back legs and rubbing its hands together.

“Yeah, I know the feeling,” he said. “Having your head stuck in a pickle jar… I definitely know the feeling.”


CHAPTER 3

Daniel didn’t waste much time before starting home, giving the raccoon one last ill-advised scratch between the ears before heading out onto the street. It was getting dark, and while Icarus Point was usually pretty well lit by street lights, he was not in a section of town that would be fun to spend much time in at night.

It took him about thirty minutes to make it back to the road leading onto Boreas Park. He crossed the street and stepped onto the walking path, wishing more than ever that he still had his bike. Halfway across, he saw something that made him freeze in mid-step.

Off in the distance, in a section of the park ringed by trees and to the side of the grassy central area, there was an odd, flickering patch of orange light. Daniel sniffed the air, picking up the smell of smoke immediately. He glanced around, not seeing anybody else nearby, or any sign of a warning or fire alarm having been raised. He jogged forward, frowning as he drew in closer to get a better look.

What he saw didn’t make any sense. A perfect circle of grass around thirty feet across was charred to a blackened crisp. A few small, smoldering flames continued to burn in a few places, but he could tell that what he was witnessing was the aftermath of what must have been some kind of explosion, or controlled burn.

A figure with a vague, hooded silhouette stood in front of two other people. One of them was lying on their back, and the second was crouched over them, doing what they could to shield the fallen victim from whatever the hooded figure intended to do next.

There was something deeply troubling about the sight, a sense of wrongness that made the hairs on Daniel’s arms stand up on end. He somehow knew, beyond any doubt, that being seen would probably result in his death.


I could still double back,
 he thought. There’s no reason for me to get involved here.


Daniel considered the situation for another moment, and then took a slow step forward. The hooded figure was holding something in their hands and staring at it intently. If he crept up on them slowly, then maybe…

One of the people on the ground, a girl, from what Daniel could make out from the shape of her body, turned to look in his direction. The black figure didn’t appear to notice, and stepped closer to the both of them, speaking in a voice too quiet for Daniel to make out.

He surveyed his surroundings. He was standing amidst a small patch of trees. There were branches that he could potentially use as weapons, but in order to get close enough, he’d have to sprint across the distance, leaving himself exposed and vulnerable.

He could throw a branch, though Daniel wasn’t sure how good his aim would be, especially if he only got one try. For a moment, he pictured fashioning one of the longer branches into a makeshift spear and attempting a javelin strike. The idea was ridiculous, but it led him to a better one.

There were a number of large rocks on the ground nearby, too big for him to effectively throw, but still something he could work with. Daniel chewed his lip. Maybe if he picked one up and crept over to the figure as slowly as he could…?

I’m mostly hidden, here in the trees. That’s also an advantage. And it’s not just me, there’s the girl and whoever she’s protecting, too.

The plan crystallized in his head, and not a moment too soon. The hooded figure’s body language was taking on a threatening tone. Daniel took a slow breath, stilling his fear and anxiety, and picked up a large rock that he could barely lift up to his waist.

There was another one directly next to it. Daniel took a few careful steps toward it, and then slammed his rock down on the one on the ground. The impact made a loud crack, similar to a gunshot, but with less strain on his eardrums.

The hooded figure whirled around. For a moment, Daniel was sure that all he’d done was sealed his own fate in blood. Then, the girl on the ground moved, leaping up and charging the hooded figure.

Daniel broke into a dead sprint toward the circle of charred grass, picking up one of the branches he’d been considering on his way out of the trees. The hooded figure pushed the girl back and reached into his robe. Daniel closed on him, striking down on his shoulder with the branch hard enough to snap it in half.

The hooded figure flinched back, but eerily, made no cry of pain. Something fell the ground, and without taking the time to think twice about it, Daniel snatched it up and held it in front of him like a shield.

It was just a book. Daniel felt like an idiot, but only for a second. The writing on the front of the book burst into vivid red light, as though powerful LEDs had been worked into the leather bound cover.

The “Book of Sins”?

The hooded figure was drawing back from him warily, watching him with the intensity of a person staring down the barrel of a gun.

“Quick, over here!” The girl on the ground waved her hand at Daniel, and he hurried to her side. He glanced away from the hooded figure for less than a second, and when he looked back, they were gone.

“What the hell is going on here?” Daniel shook his head dumbly, his eyes flicking from the girl, to the old man she was standing protectively in front of, down to the book in his hands. The old man let out a pained cough and spat something on the ground next to him. The girl dropped to his side.

“Ixion…” she whispered, in a voice with the slightest hint of an English accent. “I’m sorry. This shouldn’t have happened. I… I let my guard down.”

“Kami…” whispered the old man. “How long… have we known each other?”

“Years,” said the girl. “Decades… Since your master first took you as his apprentice.”

“And how many times have I told you not to apologize to me?” The old man coughed again, pulling himself a bit more upright and clasping his hands over the girls. “I’m the one who failed you, in the end.”

Tears were streaming down the face of the girl. She looked to be about the same age as Daniel, but something seemed very off about her. Her hair was jet black, and she wore an odd looking, baby blue bandana over it. Her skin was pale, and bizarrely, her eyes were a deep violet hue, almost like two pure amethysts catching the sunlight at just the right angle.

“You’ll be okay,” said the old man. “You’ll have a new master now.”

He looked in Daniel’s direction, favoring him with an uneasy smile. Daniel couldn’t say for sure how old the man was, but what he was sure of was that he’d never seen anybody of his age outside of a hospital or nursing home. The man’s gaze flicked down to the book that Daniel still held in his hands.

“Do you know what you hold, son?” asked the old man.

Daniel shook his head.

“I have no idea what’s going on,” he said. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I’m supposed to say.”

“Don’t you start apologizing to me, either,” said the man. “We don’t have time for that.”

He gestured for Daniel to come closer, and he did, feeling as though it was the least he could do for a dying man. Blood seeped from a wound in the old man’s stomach, though the pool of red surrounding him made Daniel doubt that he had much bleeding left to do.

“The Book of Sins is my gift to you,” said the old man. “It was given to me once, and to my master before that, and his master before that. Please… you must… read through the pages. The city… the people… Kami… they all need you.”

The old man reached his hand out to squeeze Daniel’s shoulder, his grip surprising in its strength. Daniel stared at the old man, watching as his eyes slowly glassed over. Kami was crying louder now.

There was a sudden, unexpected flash of light as the man’s body burst into flames, disintegrating into ash in only a couple of seconds. Daniel and the girl both jumped back, Daniel looking far more surprised of the two.

“What… the fuck?” He stared at what had been the old man, mouth agape.

“It’s the last gift he has to give,” whispered Kami. “This way, you won’t have to worry about the mortal authorities finding his body and getting involved.”

“Uh…” Daniel just shook his head.

What the hell is going on?


CHAPTER 4

“I’m going to need you to explain all of this to me,” said Daniel. “This… doesn’t make any sense.”

The two of them walked toward the edge of the park. Kami slowed to a stop in front of one of the park benches and sat down. They were close enough to one of the streetlights for Daniel to get a proper look at her, and it was hard for him to understand what he was seeing.

What he’d taken to be a bandana on her head actually appeared to be a bonnet of a style that Daniel had only ever seen in historical illustrations. She wore a light pink dress that matched the same historical period, which ran all the way down to her ankles and had odd, puffy shoulders. It was surprisingly low cut, revealing enough cleavage to catch Daniel’s eye.

“What is your name?” asked Kami.

“Daniel,” he said, extending his hand. “And I take it that your name is Kami?”

She nodded and hesitantly shook his hand.

“Daniel, the man whose life you… attempted to save,” said Kami. “He is… or was… a wizard. His name was Ixion.”

Daniel blinked. Even after everything he’d seen, his skepticism still remained strong. If anything, it was stronger than it was normally. He turned the book over in his hands, feeling the centuries old black leather cover and tracing his fingers over the words on the front of it.

“I don’t believe you,” he said. “This has to be some kind of prank, or something, right?”

The girl smiled at him.

“I was his familiar,” she said. “Well… technically I’m bound to the Book of Sins, but I served Ixion from about the time he was your age, up until…”

She trailed off and took a slow breath.

“I have a small amount of innate illusion magic, if you would like more proof,” said Kami.

Daniel nodded, smiling slightly and feeling like he’d managed to trap her in a lie.

There’s no way. This is the part where the cameras come out, and some puffed up YouTube star laughs about how scared I looked.

Kami closed her eyes. A bright pink hue surrounded her body for a couple of seconds. Daniel watched in disbelief as the glow faded, revealing the features of a blonde woman in her place, wearing the same clothing, but completely transformed.

“Proof enough?” she asked. Daniel nodded, and she repeated the process, returning to her original face.

“What…?” Daniel took a deep breath. He felt light headed, almost like he was going to pass out. He did half a lap around the bench and then leaned forward against the back of it, blinking and trying to assimilate the situation.

I must be dreaming…

“You’re not dreaming,” said Kami. She grinned when she saw his surprised reaction. “I’m good at reading people. I’ve had a lot of practice.”

Daniel chewed on his lip, unsure of what to say or do next.

“So he was like… a magician?”

“A wizard,” said Kami. “And I was his familiar, bound to the Book of Sins that you now hold in your hands.”

“And that hooded figure…?”

Kami closed her eyes, her smile fading instantly.

“I don’t know who that was,” she said, in a sad voice. “Someone who was out to get the Book of Sins, but not anyone my master or I have ever encountered.”

Daniel could see the pain in her expression. Even if he was dreaming, or hallucinating, or whatever, he still didn’t want to see this strange girl in historically accurate clothing start crying. So, he decided to change the subject.

“Why is this the first I’ve heard of any of this?” he asked. “How is it possible that… that…” It took him a couple of tries to even be able to say it, without feeling ridiculous. “That magic is… real?”

Kami opened her eyes again. She was still sitting on the bench, one leg folded primly over the other. She adjusted her bonnet and then patted the seat next to her, which Daniel lowered himself into.

“It’s complicated, but the simple answer to your question is that you’ve just never really known how to look for it,” said Kami.

Daniel shook his head.

“Maybe I haven’t,” he said. “But plenty of people, scientists, hell, conspiracy theorists, make investigating this kind of stuff into their lives. Why haven’t I read anything credible about the existence of magic before?”

Kami let out a tiny, beautiful laugh, almost like the sound of music. Daniel decided that she was far prettier with a smile on her face than with tears in her eyes.

“There are plenty of credible records, but they’re all from the Magic Ages,” she said. “Obviously.”

“The Magic Ages?”

“From about the fourth century BC to maybe around the thirteenth century AD,” said Kami. “When the Dreamwalkers founded their religion.”

“The… Dreamwalkers?” Daniel massaged his temples. It was almost too much for him to take in.

“More than anything else, they are probably why you don’t know about the supernatural world,” said Kami. “They’re either a fraternal order, a religion, or a cult, depending on who you ask. One of their god’s main tenets is to protect the civilized, mortal world from the barbarism of the supernatural.”

“They have a god?” asked Daniel.

“Well, they call her a god,” said Kami. “She’s still alive, too. There are usually a couple of rumors about where she is at any given time.”

“Okay, alright, hold on…” Daniel stood up from the bench and started circling again. He stopped behind it and looked down at his hands.

Am I losing my mind?

“Look, I know how overwhelming this must be, and I’m sorry,” said Kami. “Maybe we should head back to, uh, wherever it is where you live, and get some sleep?”

“We?”

Kami shot him a puzzled look.

“Yes,” she said. “Ixion gave the Book of Sins to you. You’re my new master.”


CHAPTER 5

“I guess I didn’t make this totally clear before…” Daniel shifted awkwardly in front of Kami. “I still live with my mom. I don’t know if she’ll be cool with me, uh, bringing you home.”


Especially in that outfit,
 he thought. It’s all just too weird.


Kami smiled a little, but Daniel could see the disappointment in her eyes.

“I understand,” she said. “If you want, I can use up the last of my magical reservoir and let myself fade out of existence?”

“Uh… what?”

“I’m a familiar,” said Kami. “I require magical energy to maintain my form. I’m tied to the Book of Sins, so if you provide it with sufficient magical energy in the future, you’ll summon me again, and I’ll come back into existence.”

“I don’t think I know how to do that?” said Daniel.

Kami chuckled.

“No, I don’t think you do, either,” she said. “Ixion was taught such things by his master, but it doesn’t seem as though you’ll have the same opportunity.”

The silence between them stretched out for a moment. Daniel frowned and folded his arms, still hung up on what she’d said.

“What did you mean by that, anyway?” he asked. “Fading out of existence? Do you mean like… dying?”

Kami nodded.

“My master usually called it unsummoning me, but I suppose it’s a fair comparison,” she said. “Though this would not be permanent for me, unless the Book of Sins was destroyed, or if knowledge of my existence within the book was lost before someone revived my form.”

“So you’re saying that if I don’t want to bring you home with me, I can ask you to kill yourself?” He tried to make it clear for his tone what he thought of the decision.

Kami sighed.

“You mortals are so melodramatic,” she said. “Yes, if that’s what you want to hear, then that’s what I’m saying.”

“Okay, well, that’s not an option.” Daniel frowned and ran a hand through his hair. “I suppose if I could make it back before mom gets home, I could sneak you into Melina’s old room.”

Melina was Daniel’s stepsister, and it had been almost three months since he or his mother had seen or heard from her. She was the wild child of the family, two years older than Daniel and incapable of living a life that was anything less than exciting. After a few close encounters with the law, Melina had had the fight to end all fights with Deborah, Daniel’s mother, and taken off into the night.

Mom worries about her every day. I’m pretty sure she’s just shacked up with some boy toy, outside of the city.

Daniel gestured for Kami to follow, and she fell into place beside him as they walked out of the park. Timewise, it was close to eight, and his mom got home at eight thirty. Daniel lengthened his strides, glancing back at Kami in her fanciful dress and frowning.

“Do you want me to slow down?” he asked.

“Daniel, it’s fine,” said Kami. “I want to make it very clear to you that I have no intention of becoming a burden on your life. I am bound to the book. I am your familiar, and you are my new master. You don’t owe me anything. I’m here to help you, not to make trouble.”

“You keep saying that I’m your master,” he said. “What does that really mean, exactly?”

“It means that I serve you,” said Kami. “I’ll do what you say, abide by your decisions, and trust your judgement. And of course, I’ll help you uncover the secrets of the Book of Sins.”

Between Kami herself, and what she’d explained to him of the supernatural world, Daniel had almost forgotten about the black, leather bound book. He still held it under his arm, and for the first time, he flipped it open and took a look at the first few pages.

“Uh…” He raised an eyebrow at Kami. “The pages are blank?”

“It just appears that way,” said Kami. She drew a little closer to Daniel as the two of them approached a group of figures ahead of them on the sidewalk. “Perhaps we should speak of this after?”

Daniel nodded. The two of them crossed the street, and Kami managed to keep up with his pace well enough. It was close to eight thirty by the time they approached Daniel’s house, and he breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that his mom’s car wasn’t in the driveway.

“Thank god,” said Daniel. He made his way over to the front door and unlocked it with his key. His mother was the assistant manager of a local bank, and his dad worked in the finance sector of a Chinese conglomerate, only popping his head in a couple of times per year.

It meant that the Worth family had enough money to not just own a home, but to own a nice one. Daniel led Kami into the living room, flicking the lights on as he did. His mom had left both the TV and electronic fireplace on, and he hesitated before deciding to leave them as they were. Any extra distraction would help out when it came to hiding Kami for the night.

“Are you, uh, hungry or anything?” he asked.

“No,” said Kami.

“Do you need to eat?”

She shot him a look.

“Yes, I need to eat,” she said. “I’m human in almost all of the same ways that you are, Daniel. The only differences are in regard to my capacity for free will outside of your commands and my magical nature.”

Daniel nodded slowly. His mom had left some snacks out for him. Usually, the two of them only ate dinner together on the weekends and weeknights when she could get home early.

“Aren’t the familiars of wizards supposed to be, you know, like animals and stuff?” he asked, feeling suddenly curious about Kami’s situation.

“Mostly,” said Kami. “Most wizards don’t have enough strength to bind anything larger than a cat, or maybe a dog, to their will.”

She left it at that, and Daniel decided not to probe. He led her up the stairs, pointing out where both bathrooms were, along with the guest bedroom.

“Under normal circumstances, I’d just have you sleep in here,” said Daniel. “But my mom goes in there pretty regularly. She almost never steps foot in Melina’s room though. I think it’s too emotional for her.”

Kami nodded, though from the look on her face, Daniel could see that she either didn’t understand or didn’t care. They stopped in front of the door to Melina’s room and slipped inside, Daniel flicking the light on as the entered.


CHAPTER 6

“Huh… I’m surprised that so little of her stuff is left,” he said, thinking aloud. Melina had left in a hurry, but from what Daniel saw now, he was sure she’d stealthily come back at some point to grab her things. Her dresser and a large portion of her clothes were still in the room, but she’d taken all of her makeup supplies, posters, stuffed animals, and other personal trinkets.

“Is this her?” Kami picked up a framed picture off Melina’s nightstand.

“That’s her, me, and my mom,” said Daniel, pointing to each of them. “We were at the amusement park when it was taken.”

“She’s pretty.” Kami set the photo down and looked around. “Is there anything I should know about the room?”

Daniel shrugged.

“Just… try to stay as quiet as you can,” he said. “My mom gets home late and leaves early in the morning. And my first class isn’t until around nine, so she’ll be gone by the time I need to be anywhere.”


Hopefully,
 he thought.

Kami nodded slowly. Her pale face had an odd expression on it, and she slowly scanned Daniel over with those intense, violet eyes.

“Daniel, I apologize in advance for having to ask you this so directly, but do you truly have no knowledge of any magic?” Kami’s English accent became a bit more pronounced as she spoke, as though it came more naturally whenever she needed to be polite.

“I don’t think so,” said Daniel, frowning. “I mean, I would know if I did, right? Is this going to affect me being able to use the book?”

“To a certain extent,” said Kami. “The Book of Sins is an ancient magical artifact. The spells within it are incredibly efficient and powerful. That’s part of why its defenses are so sophisticated.”

“What does that mean, in practice?” asked Daniel.

“Most mortal magic users have limits when it comes to how many different spells they can know, or memorize, at once,” said Kami. “They’re also limited by their magical reservoir, the fuel for casting magic, and that affects how strong they can make any single spell, or how much casting they can do without resting.”

“Okay,” said Daniel. “So I didn’t have a magical reservoir, before?”

“Quite the opposite,” said Kami. “You had a magical reservoir without any means of tapping it. Without instruction, or some kind of innate magical talent for learning spells, it would have gone unused for your entire life.”

Daniel nodded, still unsure as to whether he fully understood what she was talking about. Kami flashed a patient smile.

“Think of it this way. Ixion, at his prime, could either memorize about five or six of his own spells, or around twenty out of the Book of Sins. Its magic is that much more efficient, though some of the spells in the second half of the book are considerably harder to hold in one’s mind.”

“Alright,” said Daniel. “So… I never noticed anything particularly magical about myself. How many spells do you think I will be able to memorize?”

Kami lifted her hand in the air and furrowed her brow.

“One? Perhaps two?” she mused. “They’re all written in the book, so as you unlock them and undergo the trials, you’ll be able to switch them out easily enough.”

It almost feels like she’s a teacher, explaining to me why I get such bad grades.

“Alright, so how much will this-”

“Daniel, I am deeply sorry for having to interrupt you, but I brought up this line of questioning for a specific reason.” Kami smiled at him and walked over to Melina’s bed. She sat down on it, folding her legs and then clasping her hands primly together in her lap.

“Go ahead,” he said.

“You mentioned before about how the idea of letting me fade out of existence doesn’t really appeal to you,” said Kami. “Correct?”

Daniel nodded.

“Well…” Kami shifted a little uncomfortable, untying her bonnet and smoothing out the long, black hair underneath. “Gosh, if you had just learned some of the basics of conjuration magic, we wouldn’t be having this discussion.”

“Out with it, Kami,” said Daniel.

She took a deep breath and crossed her arms.

“There are a few natural ways
 for magical essence to safely pass from one person to another,” said Kami. “Most of them involve some form of, well, fluid transfer.”

She giggled and blushed, holding her hand over her mouth.

“Uh… what?” Daniel just looked at her. “Do you mean like… a blood transfusion?”

Kami furrowed her brow.

“I’m not familiar with the term, but I think so,” she said. “Or, more often than not… fluid transfer of a…” Kami cleared her throat, blushing a little. “Well, of a… sexual nature.”

“Ah.”

“Daniel, I fully understand if this makes you uncomfortable,” said Kami. “A person’s virginity, while intangible, is a highly valued thing in civilized society.”

“Who says I’m a virgin?” asked Daniel.

Kami blinked and said nothing, while Daniel felt warmth creeping across his cheeks.

“Well okay, I am,” he said. “But it’s not really relevant.”

“What I’m getting at, Daniel, is that I understand why a young man would shirk away from having to give up their purity before marriage.”

“That’s… not really the case,” he said, noticing her clothes and the style of them again. “Just how old are you, anyway?”

Kami glared at him.

“Old enough to know that it’s extremely rude to ask a woman that question,” she said.

Whoops…

“Alright, alright, sorry.” Daniel ran his hand through his hair and exhaled slowly, trying to process the situation. “So if I’m clear on this, in order for you to stay alive, you need me to…”

He trailed off, suddenly feeling his inexperience. Kami smiled at him and leaned back on the bed, her expression sharing in a little of the awkwardness.

“It’s really just a physical thing,” said Kami. “We don’t have to make it into anything it doesn’t need to be. I mean, you’re young, fit, and full of hormones. We can just approach it from a… scientific angle.”

She was staring at him now, her eyes meeting his. Her cheeks were a little red, and Daniel was dangerously aware of the soft heave of her bosom with each breath. He slowly walked over to the bed, settling down into the spot next to her. Kami smiled shyly and put a hand on his knee.

Three loud knocks came from the door, snuffing out the situation like a bucket of ice water on a smoldering flame.

“Daniel?” Deborah Worth’s voice was loud, a little worried, and full of unstated accusations. “What are you doing in your sister’s room?”

“Mom!” Daniel stood up from the bed and took a step forward. “Hold on!”

It was already too late. The door handle was turning. Daniel almost rushed forward and slammed it shut, but the risk of hurting his mom was too high, and it would have only bought them a couple of seconds, anyway. The door swung open, and Daniel saw the shock on his mother’s face, her eyes wide, mouth agape.

“…Melina?” His mom shook her head slowly and hesitated for a second before rushing forward. “Oh, my god, Melina!”

She pulled Kami into a tight hug, except, she wasn’t Kami anymore. Daniel leaned on the side of the dresser for support, his heart pounding furiously in his chest as his mother embraced his “sister” with all of the familial love she had to offer.


CHAPTER 7

Daniel stared in disbelief, only slowly coming to terms with the situation. Kami had used her innate illusion magic to adopt Melina’s exact features. Gone were her violet eyes and long, jet black hair, replaced by teal blue irises and a blonde bob cut with messy bangs.

Even though he’d already seen her do it once before, it still unnerved Daniel completely. His mother was talking at an even clip, telling “Melina” how much she’d missed her, and how sorry she was for their fight. There was something perverse and obscene about it. He was listening to his mom pour out emotions that she’d kept to herself for months to someone who was essentially a total stranger.

“It’s all my fault,” said Deborah. “I just wanted to protect you, Melina. I know how independent you are but… I worry so much.”

“Of course,” said Kami. Her voice came out in a whisper, light and neutral. Daniel stiffened as he thought about it, realizing that she had no way of knowing what Melina actually sounded like.

Is that what’s going to give her away? Will mom hear the difference and see through the ruse?

Deborah continued fussing over the person she believed to be her long lost daughter, asking her questions about whether she’d been eating enough and getting good sleep. Daniel did his best not to panic and tried to catch Kami’s eye over his mom’s shoulder. She looked nervous, and the feeling was mutual.

“Melina, sweetie, your clothes…?” Deborah had finally pulled back from the hug, and was examining Kami’s outfit with scrutinizing eyes. “What in the world?”

Kami froze, her expression reminding Daniel of the many times Melina had been caught in the middle of doing something she shouldn’t have been. He slapped his forehead as his gaze panned across Kami’s outfit. She’d taken off the bonnet, but her dress was still centuries out from being fashionable.

“I… uh…” Kami was blushing deeply and slowly shaking her head, fumbling for an excuse.

“Halloween!” said Daniel, stepping in. “Uh, Halloween is coming up, and… Melina wanted to show me her costume.”

“Oh,” said his mom. “Of course. Well, it looks great on you, honey.”

Deborah seemed to accept the reasoning without digging any deeper, the smile returning to her face. Daniel chewed his lip, realizing that as long as Kami didn’t say much, there was probably a minimal chance of his mother ever suspecting anything.

He thought about what Kami had said before about mortals experiencing magic and not being able to recognize it for what it was. There were so many rationalizations that his mom would likely settle upon first, rather than jumping to the extraordinary conclusion of her daughter having been replaced by an illusionist body double.

Then again, there are people who end up “losing their minds”, and thinking exactly that. Are we putting my mom’s sanity at risk with this lie?

He tried not to think too much about it, instead focusing on acting natural and helping Kami do the same.

“Melina was on the bus all day, mom,” said Daniel. “She’s really tired.”

“Right,” said Deborah. “Well, I brought home Thai food. There’s plenty for all of us. Can we have a quick dinner before bed?”

Daniel scrunched up his face, glancing at Kami. She nodded slowly, smiling warmly at Deborah.

“Sure,” said Kami. “That would be wonderful.”

“You should probably change out of your costume first,” said Deborah. “Wouldn’t want it to get stained.”

She gave Kami another tight, full body hug, and then headed out of the room and downstairs to the kitchen. Daniel breathed a sigh of relief, closing the door and shooting a questioning look at Kami.

“Seriously?” he said. “There are so many reasons why this is a bad idea, Kami.”

“I thought it was what you meant when you told me that I could stay in your sister’s room?” Kami shrugged. “If I’m going to be your familiar, Daniel, I’m going to need a cover story that allows me to stay close to you.”

“And what happens if, I don’t know, say, my sister really does decide to come home?”

“Hopefully by that time you’ll have a spell to deal with it,” said Kami. “I never said this was going to be straightforward.”

Daniel sighed and crossed his arms. Kami looked at him expectantly for a couple of seconds before clearing her throat.

“If you don’t mind…” She looked at him, and then when it became clear that he wasn’t getting it, said, “I still need to change.”

“Oh.” Daniel scratched his right. “Right.”

He left the room, though part of him wondered how she could talk about sex in such a casual and detached manner and yet be uncomfortable with him seeing her naked.


I should probably stop expecting her to make sense,
 he thought.

When Kami came out of Melina’s room a minute later, Daniel almost couldn’t believe it. She’d changed into a t-shirt and yoga pants, and looked exactly like his sister. She was a little bit better endowed, though it weirded Daniel out to notice such things. Apparently the illusion magic didn’t extend to adjusting her height, either, as she was probably an inch or so under Melina’s actual height.

“Well?” Kami did a small, old fashioned curtsey. “Will I pass?”

Daniel smiled.

“We’d better hope so,” he said.


CHAPTER 8

Kami managed to pass for Melina well enough over the course of dinner, at least at first. There were a few stumbles here in there, mostly related to questions Daniel’s mom asked about how some of her old friends were doing, and a few related to trips the family had been on.

“Oh, and the roller coaster, Melina!” said Deborah. “You were so nervous. It was your first time going on one, remember?”

“Uh… yes,” said Kami. “I… enjoyed rolling across the coast. Very much.”

“These peanut noodles are delicious!” Daniel did what he could to change the subject. “Did you get them from the usual place, mom?”

“Yes…” Deborah frowned at Kami. “Are you sure you’re feeling alright, honey?”

“I’m just tired,” said Kami.

“Right. Of course.” Deborah nodded and turned her attention back to her food.

Thankfully, the meal was a short one. Deborah cleared the table and came back over to say goodnight.

“It means so much to me that you’re back, Melina,” she said, pulling Kami into a tight hug. “I was so worried. This is such a weight off my shoulders.”

Daniel felt a stab of guilt, and it went deep enough to make him feel a little sick. He was doing something cruel to his mother. The fact that it was necessary didn’t change what the end result would eventually be.


I’m just going to have to take this one day at a time,
 he thought.

Deborah headed up to her room for the night, leaving the two of them alone at the kitchen table. Kami turned to look at Daniel expectantly. She smiled a little and fidgeted with her illusionary blonde hair.

“So… do you remember what we were talking about before?” she asked.

Daniel felt his cheeks warm up a bit.

“Right,” he said. “Do you want to… take care of that now?”

“Now would be good,” said Kami, a bit of her accent returning to her voice. “Keeping up this illusion is draining what little magic I have left in my reserves.”

“Alright,” said Daniel. “Let’s, uh, go do it.”

Kami giggled a little and stood up. She took his hand and led him upstairs, stopping in front of the door of Melina’s room and sliding it open. Daniel would have preferred that they use his room, but it was closer to his mother’s and would make it easier for them to be overheard.

“Did you, uh, do this with your other masters?” Daniel asked the question without thinking, and almost immediately wished that he hadn’t.

“Only when it was necessary,” said Kami. “Not that often. Look, Daniel, there is something that I should tell you.”

She walked over and sat down on the bed, her face flickering with more emotion than he’d seen in it since the two of them had met.

“What is it?”

Kami took a deep breath.

“I cared for Ixion,” she said. “I… I was his familiar since he was, well, around your age. I truly and deeply cared for him.”

“The two of you were lovers?”

Kami smiled sadly and shook her head.

“No,” she said, with a sigh. “He never saw me like that. He had girlfriends, and wives… several wives over the years. I only saw his life in glimpses. He wasn’t opposed to unsummoning for decades at a time, even. But he was my master. He was a good man. And I cared for him.”

“I get it,” said Daniel. He felt a little disappointed, though he couldn’t really articulate why.

“You’re my master now, Daniel,” said Kami. “I’ll follow your commands faithfully, and willingly submit myself to you.”

Daniel flinched back at the bluntness of her words.

It almost sounds like she’s trying to tell me that she’s a slave.

“I’m not asking you to submit,” he said. “Look, if you’d prefer to just be unsummoned, or whatever, rather than having to do this, I get it.”

Kami looked a little conflicted. Her eyes said so much, but it was like they spoke in another language, one that Daniel would have to learn the syntax and pronunciation of over time.

“No, I’d rather stay,” said Kami, in a soft voice. “I like being present. You’re a kind person, Daniel. I’m sure you’ll be a wonderful master. All I’m saying is that… it might take some time before I can open myself up completely. If that’s okay with you, of course.”

“Of course it’s okay with me.” Daniel smiled at her, and then cleared his throat, feeling a bit uncomfortable as the tension returned to the room. “So, uh… how is this going to work, exactly?”


CHAPTER 9

Kami smiled and blushed, but still seemed to have more confidence in the odd situation than he did. She patted the spot next to her on the bed, on Daniel’s sister’s bed, and he came over to join her.

“Just relax,” she said. “I know how easy it is to get anxious, as a virgin.”

“Would you quit saying that?” asked Daniel, scowling.

“It’s so fun to tease you, though,” giggled Kami. Her hand ran across his knee, and then slowly began sliding up his thigh. Daniel felt his cock hardening as though it were an aggressive soldier, finally getting called up for duty. He let his eyes meet Kami’s, and then…

“Uh…” He fidgeted as her fingers came within an inch of his bulge. “This is kind of awkward, but uh… you’re still wearing my sister’s appearance.”

“Oh!” Kami frowned and let the illusion fade. “Sorry. Though some men are into that kind of thing…”

Her fingers began massaging his erection through his jeans.

“Are you trying to make this as weird as you can for me?” he asked. “I… oh, wow!”

Her touch felt good. It felt incredibly good, and it made it hard for him to focus on anything other than her soft hands and expert fingers. Kami slowly unzipped his jeans, and Daniel pulled them down enough to expose his boxers.

“Is there any appearance in particular that you’d like me to adopt?” whispered Kami. “I can make my face and hair look like anyone’s, you know…”

Daniel looked at her. She had a pretty face. Her features were soft and understated, reminiscent of a bygone age. Her smile was one of the most beautiful things he’d ever seen, and her eyes were literally one of a kind.

“No,” he said. “I just want you to look like you.”

Kami quirked an eyebrow up at that. She licked her lips slightly, and then nodded.


She’s so beautiful,
 he thought. But I don’t think she even knows it.


“Alright,” said Kami. “I’m going to… take things a little further, now.”

She reached her hand down to the waistband of his boxers, sliding an experimental finger along the elastic before pulling them down. Daniel’s hard on popped out into the open, ready to go and aching to be touched.

Daniel expected her to immediately start doing something, but instead, Kami just stared. He waited until the tension made him feel as though his skin was on fire to say something.

“What?”

“I just…” She shook her head. “I guess I’m not used to how certain things in this time period have changed.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Kami’s cheeks reddened visibly, and she closed her hand gingerly around his erection. Pleasure pulsed through Daniel in a sudden burst, and he started breathing faster.

“It’s a compliment,” she whispered. “Trust me.”

Her hand started moving, though Kami herself kept a slight distance from him. It felt amazing. Daniel had fooled around with a few girls before, but he’d never gotten further than heavy petting, and a solid make out.

Feeling Kami’s hand on his cock, slowly stroking and massaging, was above and beyond anything he could have imagined. There was a magic to it of its own, a power that was comparable to what Kami had managed with her illusion. Daniel suddenly understood why so many men were seduced out of stable lives by beautiful women, as well as the inverse of a woman leaving her family for a man who knows what to do with her.

“Kami…” he said. “Wow, that feels great.”

“Well, it’s supposed to,” she said, smiling wickedly. “And I’m glad.”

She ran her thumb across the tip, apparently unconcerned with the wetness that had formed there from his excitement. Kami gave his cock a soft squeeze, as though testing how hard it truly was, and then made an appreciative noise.

“Be sure to let me know when you’re close,” she said.

“I will,” said Daniel, again recognizing where they were and feeling a little weird about it. “We wouldn’t want to make a mess on your… er, my sister’s bed.”

“Oh, you won’t have to worry about that.”

Kami pressed a hand to Daniel’s chest, easing him down onto the bed. She was gentle in her approach, and though it was her that was leading him through the encounter, Daniel felt hesitance in her movements. It was as though she recognized his dominance, as a man and as her master.

I bet if I wanted to, I could just…

He let the thought die before he could finish it. Kami had been open with him about her feelings before, and regardless of how good her hand felt, and how much better other parts of her body would likely feel, he wouldn’t take advantage of her like that.

She had both of her hands on his erection now, stroking it up and down as though she was polishing a bed post, or the hilt of a sword. Daniel could see the look on her face, and suffice to say, he was flattered by it. She looked impressed, almost awed, and the way she bit her lower lip slightly as she worked her hands on his shaft was one of the most erotic things he’d ever seen.

“I’m happy to please you, master,” whispered Kami. “We’ll probably have to do this at least every couple of days, so it’s good to see that you enjoy it.”

“Oh…” Daniel let out a moan as he exhaled. “That’s an understatement. Oh god, Kami…”

She giggled and leaned in closer, making eye contact as her hands stroked faster, and faster. Daniel closed his eyes and melted into the sensation. He could feel his inexperience in his reaction to how good it felt, and knew that he couldn’t hold out for much longer.

“Kami,” he said, feeling a sudden urgency.

“Are you going to cum?” she whispered.

He nodded, and was surprised to see Kami’s face turn beat red. With timid hesitance, she brought her face in close to the tip of his cock, carefully opening her mouth and extending her tongue underneath it. It was as though she was purposely trying to make as little contact as possible while still being in position to take his load. Daniel shifted slightly and felt her hot, wet tongue accidentally press against the underside of his shaft.

“Oh, Kami!” he moaned. He felt almost as though he shouldn’t watch, as though it was somehow embarrassing for him to watch her preparing to suck down his cum in a desperate bid to maintain her magical energy.

Kami winked at him and exhaled slowly. That was all it took. Daniel’s entire body pulsed with pleasure as his cock exploded, blasting out the first string of hot, sticky seed directly into Kami’s open mouth.

She held onto one of his thighs, trying to keep him from moving too much as he writhed in pleasure so that she could get what she needed. Daniel moaned, still enjoying the sensation of her hand on his shaft, along with the occasional, accidental touches of her hot, wet tongue.

The way Kami had described the physical process of re-upping her magical reserves had made it sound tame, almost routine. A simple fluid exchange, nothing more. Nothing outlandish, nothing the two of them couldn’t handle.

Daniel sat up as his orgasm faded, watching as Kami licked the last of his cum off her lips. He was mesmerized by the eroticism of the sight, but there was something else about it, about her, that made it hard to look away.

I’ve never met anyone like her before.


CHAPTER 10

“Will that be enough to keep you going?”

Daniel had just finished pulling his jeans back on and zipping them up. Kami was sitting next to him on the bed, her hair a bit messy, but her face calm and collected.

“For a while,” she said. “Maybe a week, if I’m careful about how I use my abilities.”

For some reason, hearing that made him feel a little disappointed. Daniel had assumed it would only be a couple days before they’d have to go through the process again, and found that he was already looking forward to it.

“We should talk about the Book of Sins,” said Kami. “I don’t think we’ve gotten a chance to get down to the details of how it works.”

“I’m exhausted,” said Daniel. “Can it wait until morning?”

Kami shot him a severe look.

“No,” she said, bluntly. “We’re talking about a dangerous magical artifact, with more power in its pages than a dozen wizards put together. It cannot wait until morning.”

“Okay, fine.” Daniel sighed. “It’s in my bag in my room. Let’s just head into there to take a look at it.”

After making sure that the hallway was totally clear, the two of them tiptoed through the dark and into Daniel’s room. He kept his space simple and neat most of the time, and tonight was no exception. Outside of his computer desk, bed, and dresser, the only other things in the room were a bike tool and a spare helmet.

I won’t be needing either of those anymore, I guess.

He made his way over to his book bag and slid the Book of Sins out from inside of it. It was about the size of a textbook, but everything from its worn cover to its wrinkled, yellow pages spoke of its age. He ran his palm over the words on the front, noticing for the first time that the lettering appeared to be burned into the books cover, rather than inked or painted on.

“Alright,” said Daniel, flipping it open. “I still don’t get why the pages are blank. Why don’t we start there?”

Kami walked over to him, stepping in close as she ran a finger over the first page. The expression on her face was sad and distant, as though the sight of the book brought back old memories, possibly not ones that she was interested in remembering.

“As far as anyone knows, the Book of Sins was written by Trancor the Mad,” said Kami. “Sometime around the late 1500s or the early 1600s.”

“How can you be so sure of the time period?” asked Daniel.

A slight, sad smile played across Kami’s lips.

“Because I found it in the year 1666,” she whispered. “And it was still in mint condition.”

“…Oh.”

Neither of them said anything for a couple of seconds. Daniel was insanely curious, but he knew that if she wanted to tell him more, she would, and if she didn’t, it wasn’t his place to ask.

“The book was passed down to you, as it has been passed down to all of its readers,” said Kami. “Until you give it to somebody else, or you die, the magic is yours to use. The book will reveal itself over time, each page in sequential order, about one spell every couple of days.”

“But… there’s nothing here yet, to start,” said Daniel. “Do I just have to keep waiting?”

“No, the first page should be good to go,” said Kami. “Look at it very carefully. Your eyes may need a minute or two before the text becomes legible.”

Daniel was skeptical, but he accepted the Book of Sins as she passed it to him and gave it a try. The first page looked completely unremarkable. It was just a warn rectangle of old parchment, in good condition for being 400ish years old, but nothing special.

His eyes shifted slightly, drawing into focus in much the same way a person might line up a Magic Eye three dimensional picture. Letters began appearing on the page as though written by an invisible hand, forming into words, and then a complete sentence.

Steal a kiss from one sworn to another.

After all of the words had appeared, an illustration scrawled itself into existence on the rest of the page, a crude drawing of a man pulling a woman into a kiss, while another man stood with his back turned, looking confused. Daniel shared in his confusion.

“Uh…” He shook his head slowly. “I read the page, but I don’t feel as though I know any magic.”

“This isn’t the spell, silly,” said Kami. “This is the trial. You have to do what it says, and then the incantation will appear along the bottom of the page.”

Daniel frowned at her.

“How am I supposed to…” He shook his head, his cheeks heating up a little as he nodded to the page. “It’s telling me to, uh, kiss somebody? Somebody in a relationship, I guess?”

Kami let out a small laugh.

“It’s definitely illusion magic, then,” she said. “You’ll probably get some kind of minor charm spell out of it. Not the most useful thing in the world, but at least it won’t get you killed.”

“Minor charm spell?” Daniel rubbed a hand across his forehead. “Do you mean like, some type of… love magic? That sounds like it could be pretty useful.”

“You’d think so, but you’d be wrong,” said Kami. “The thing about a spell like that is that using it usually requires a wizard to expose them self.”

“Did you mean for that to sound like innuendo, or…?”

Kami punched him lightly in the arm.

“If you want my honest advice, Daniel, it would be to keep the book closed, for the most part,” she said.

“Are you saying I shouldn’t use it?” he asked.

Kami let out a slow exhale.

“No,” she said. “Ixion… He got you into something bigger than I think you realize. You may end up with other supernatural forces hunting you, or more precisely, hunting the book.”

“…What?” Daniel stared at her. “You could have… mentioned this earlier.”

“I’m mentioning it now. Daniel, this might very well ruin your life. You might not be able to live like a normal person, if you choose to go down this path.”


I’m not afraid for myself,
 he thought. But my mom and my friends… Can I really involve them in something like this?


“Unless you’re planning on throwing the book out, along with… well, along with me… then you will eventually need the spells in it to protect yourself.” Kami frowned and looked away from him. “It still is an option, you know. I wouldn’t judge you for it.”

Daniel was silent for a moment.

“How did you end up here, Kami?” he asked. “Connected to the book, I mean.”

Kami shrugged.

“I was like you,” she said. “I was a young, aspiring witch, and I inherited the Book of Sins. I made it more than halfway through before accidentally miscasting a conjuration spell and, well… I bound myself to it.”

“Kami… I’m so sorry.”

“I’ve had centuries to get over it, Daniel,” she said. “I’m not sure why, but most of my memories of using the book have faded over time. I still remember my life as a human, and I remember my life as a familiar, but I’m afraid that I won’t be able to tell you what to expect from the spells in the Book of Sins.”

“You’ve done enough already,” he said. He reached his hand out and set it on top of hers. Kami let it stay there for a couple of seconds before giving it a small pat and moving away from him.

“Actually, there is one more thing that you can help me with,” said Daniel, deciding he should fill the silence with something a little lighter.

“What?”

“My bike was stolen earlier today,” he said. “I want to get it back.”

Kami flashed an appreciative smile, and listened as Daniel began to explain what he had in mind.


CHAPTER 11

“You and your sister are so much closer than I remember.”

Daniel sat at the kitchen table the next morning, watching his mother pull on her work heels as she munched on an apple. She was wearing a matching black skirt and blouse, and had her hair pulled up into a bun. Daniel was always a little surprised by the effort she put into making herself look professional.

“Well, uh, we’ve always been pretty close,” said Daniel.

“The two of you used to argue at the top of a hat,” said Deborah. “Last night, though, it seemed almost like you guys were… well, never mind.”

Daniel frowned a little at that.

Mom is way smarter than I give her credit for.

“Anyway, where is she?” asked Deborah. “She never used to sleep in…”

“She said she was really tired from her trip,” said Daniel.

Deborah sighed.

“I suppose I’ll just make time to call her around lunch, then.”

Daniel dropped the spoon he’d been holding into his bowl of cheerios. If his mother called Melina, she stood a very real chance of getting in touch with Melina, the real Melina. And then everything would fall apart.

“No!” Daniel cleared his throat. “She… mentioned that her phone was deactivated, actually.”

“Oh.” Deborah frowned slightly, but Daniel couldn’t tell if it was at him, or the circumstance. “Well, tell her I love her. And make sure she’s still here when I get home tonight, Daniel.”

She smiled at him again, and Daniel felt evil for the trick they were pulling on her.

“I will, Mom,” he said.

Deborah left. Daniel waited until he saw her car turn at the end of the block before slipping back upstairs to check on Kami. He knocked quietly on her door as he slipped it open.

“Good morning,” he said. “It’s time for us to get up and… moving?”

Kami had apparently not heard him approach. She was wearing a matching pair of bra and panties that fit her better than any of Melina’s should have, and rummaging through Daniel’s sister’s dresser. She was phenomenally sexy, with perfect curves in all the right places and… she was blushing deeply, and looking at Daniel as though he’d just made a serious mistake.

“Sorry!” Daniel spun and shut the door in the same motion. “My bad…”

He guiltily made his way back downstairs and punished himself by eating what was left of his soggy cheerios. Kami made her way down a couple of minutes later, wearing a pair of Melina’s tight jeans and a loose white blouse with frills along the bottom. She was still bushing, a little.

“You never enter a lady’s room without invitation,” said Kami, through half clenched teeth.

“I said I was sorry,” said Daniel. “I didn’t realize that you’d be changing in there.”

“I could have been doing one of any number of things that I might not want you to see!” Kami gave him another serious look, and then seemed to let it drop, her expression relaxing.

“Do you want some food? We don’t have much, but there’s cereal and milk…”

“See-real?” She frowned and then looked at the bowl Daniel had in front of him. “I… don’t think I’ve had it before.”

After a bit of cajoling, Kami gave a bowl of cheerios a try and found them to be acceptable enough. She ate with small, cautious bites, sipping as much milk as she could out of each spoonful before eating the cheerios within.

It is a little weird. Like eating soup for breakfast.

“So,” said Daniel. “I want to make sure we’re clear on the plan.”

Kami frowned at him.

“I already expressed my feelings about this last night,” she said. “This is a terribly unethical idea.”

“I’m just trying to get my bike back,” said Daniel. “To right a wrong that’s been done to me.”

Kami sighed and shook her head.

“So like I said,” he continued. “All signs point to Shelly’s boyfriend Brent being the culprit, including the build of the guy in the hoodie I saw making off with it. We just need to get him to tell us where he put it.”

“And you want me to pretend to be someone in order to trick him into divulging this information,” said Kami.

“Yes!” Daniel slid his chair over nearer to hers, pulling out his phone. “And this should help…”

He logged into Facebook and found Shelly’s timeline. Her profile picture was of her lying on a bed, back arched, shirt riding up to expose her nicely toned abs and a hint of the bottoms of her breasts. It was incredibly hot, but lacked a clear enough angle of her face to suit Kami’s purposes.

“Let’s see… here we go!”

He found one of her and Brent, both in swim wear, standing next to each other on a beach. Neither of them looked especially happy to be there. The photo’s comment section was a flame war between Brent and one of his exes.

“You think you can pull it off?” asked Daniel.

Kami shrugged.

“It will be more about timing than skill or aptitude on my part,” she will. “You will have to keep anyone else nearby away from me and this boy while I am in the process of getting the information.”

Daniel nodded.

“Just… uh… shout for me if he starts doing anything weird, okay?” he said. “He’s going to think you’re his girlfriend, so he might… get a little intimate with you.”

The thought made Daniel’s stomach twist, though he couldn’t put into words exactly why. He felt protective of Kami even after knowing her for less than a full day. It didn’t seem right to offer her up in disguise to a jackass like Brent.


She’s right about how spectacularly this could end up going wrong,
 he thought.

“If you’re not comfortable with doing this, that makes two of us,” said Kami. “What does this bike mean to you, anyway?”

Daniel hesitated before answering.

“…Nothing,” he said. “It’s just a nice bike. Nothing special.”

“Was it a gift?”

Daniel hesitated again.

“…Yeah,” he said.

Kami’s pretty smile flitted across her lips. She blinked her big, beautiful violet eyes at him and didn’t ask any other questions, instead turning her head to face away from him. When she turned back, her face was an exact replica of Shelly’s features.

“Will this be sufficient?” she asked.

Daniel felt his mouth drop open.

Maybe I should ask her to experiment with illusion magic the next time we…

“Daniel? Why are you blushing?”


CHAPTER 12

Daniel, and Kami in her natural appearance, headed out of the house through the front door. Daniel had his book bag over one shoulder, with the Book of Sins nestled comfortably inside. He was eager to get started on the first trial, and figured it would be best to have the book on hand in case an opportunity presented itself.

And this way, I don’t have to worry about it being at home, unguarded.

The two of them had made it about halfway down the block when Daniel heard a familiar voice calling his name. He turned around and had a moment of realization. He’d totally forgotten about PJ.

“You totally forgot about me, didn’t you?” asked PJ.

PJ, or Paul Jacob, as he was known to his parents, had been Daniel’s best friend since middle school. He was a huge, black, asthmatic nerd with thick glasses. He also one of the most legitimately honest and loyal people Daniel had ever met.

He’d been in a situation similar to Daniel’s after high school, but for different reasons. PJ’s family was poor, and he had younger siblings to look out for. He’d chosen to go to Icarus Community College and continue working his pizza delivery job, allowing him to stay close to home and help out as much as possible.

“PJ…” Daniel slapped a hand to his forehead. “Sorry, man. A lot happened last night.”

PJ’s eyes flicked to Kami, widening as he got a better look at her.

“Apparently,” he said. “Hi… uh, I’m Paul. I mean, everybody calls me PJ, but my name is Paul.”

Kami smiled and extended her hand.

“Kami,” she said. “It’s nice to meet you, Paul. I’m Daniel’s…”

She hesitated glancing over at Daniel, who just shrugged.

“I’m Daniel’s girlfriend,” finished Kami.

Whoa… I was not expecting her to say that.

“Daniel’s… girlfriend?” PJ gave his friend a skeptical look. “Have you been living a secret life, or something? What’s next, a hidden stash of bitcoins?”

PJ let out a somewhat nasally laugh, glancing at Kami, who had no clue what he was talking about.

“Like I said, a lot happened last night,” said Daniel. “Any chance I can catch up with you later?”

PJ’s smile faded. He scratched the back of his head, sunlight glinting off his glasses at an angle.

“Oh, right, sure,” said PJ. “No need to explain. I get it, Daniel.”

Daniel could hear the hurt in his friend’s voice. He shot Kami a look and then walked over to PJ, throwing an arm around his shoulders and walking a short distance away.

“I’m not ditching you,” said Daniel. “I swear to god.”

“Really? Because it feels kind of like you’re ditching me.”

Daniel took a deep breath and chewed his lip.

“I’ll buy you a game on Steam if you don’t make a big deal out of this,” he said. “Rocket League? Overwatch?”

PJ’s expression softened visibly.

“I’m going to want an explanation eventually, you know,” he said.

“And you’ll get one. I just need to take care of a few things, first.”

PJ looked back over at Kami.

“Deal,” he said. “But be careful, buddy. Don’t put the pussy on a pedestal.”

Daniel rolled his eyes and groaned.

“You’re a virgin, PJ,” said Daniel. “I’m not sure your advice is warranted here. And besides, it’s not really like that with Kami, anyway.”

He patted PJ on the shoulder and split off.

“Nice meeting you, Kami,” PJ shouted after them. “Come find me if he breaks your heart!”

Kami waited until she and Daniel were a few blocks away before favoring him with a questioning look.

“What was that about?” she asked.

“That’s just PJ,” said Daniel. “He’s got a nose like a bloodhound when it comes to detecting lies and anything out of the ordinary. I’d rather not see him get involved.”

“That’s probably a wise course of action,” said Kami. “He seems like a nice boy.”

Daniel nodded, frowning a little as he thought more about having to push his friend away.

I’m already starting to make tradeoffs. Maybe Kami was right about my life never being the same?

He walked a brisk pace, aware of the fact that stopping to chat with PJ had cost him several precious minutes. Brent, along with PJ, was also in Daniel’s nine o’clock English Composition class. He usually arrived on campus a couple of minutes early and spent some time chatting with his buddies, and given that Daniel never saw Shelly on most Friday mornings, it was safe for him to assume that she wouldn’t be there today, either.

By the time the two of them made it onto campus, it was already eight forty five. Daniel looked over his shoulder to make sure that Kami was still following, and didn’t turn to face front in time to stop himself from running into someone.

“Oh.” He took a quick step back, but the person, a girl, was already flat on her butt. “Jeez, I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.” The girl smiled at him. “I was up in my head, not paying attention.”

Daniel reached a hand down to help her up, his eyes taking in the sight of her. She had mid length blonde hair, with a glossiness to it that suggested that she didn’t scrimp when it came to styling products. Her eyes were a soft blue, like the sky on a clear day, and she squinted slightly as she looked at him.

One of her cheeks was marred by what was either an oversized birthmark, or a long since faded scar. It didn’t do much to distract from her beauty, the modest curves of her bust and hips, and if anything, it added a sense of grounded character to the girl’s features.

“I haven’t seen you around before,” said Daniel. “New student?”

She nodded.

“I just started this semester, but I’ve, uh, been sick… quite a bit.” She smiled and extended her hand. “Leah.”

“Daniel.” He accepted her hand and shook it, glancing over his shoulder at where Kami had been standing. She was nowhere in sight, which caught him off guard.

“Do you know where the Athena Auditorium is, by any chance?” asked Leah.

“Oh. It’s right there.” He pointed across the campus.

“Thanks,” she said. “I should probably get moving. Don’t want to be late!”

She took off at a jog, each stride causing the short skirt she was wearing to flutter slightly in the wind. Daniel watched her go, feeling his emotions pulse in a manner that went beyond his typical masculine reaction to a pretty girl.

“Hmmm…” Kami appeared next to him, as though materializing out of thin air. Daniel flinched away from her, surprised.

“What?”

“There’s something a little off about her,” said Kami. “She’s acting too nice.”

“Too nice?”

“Daniel, there’s at least one paranormal agent that’s going to be in town searching for the Book of Sins,” said Kami. “Whoever, or whatever it was managed to defeat Ixion…”

Her voice had a bit of a tremor of it as she said the last few words, but she rallied and continued.

“In addition, the Dreamwalkers could have been alerted to last night’s events,” she said. “You’re going to have to be very careful and very suspicious of every new person you meet until we have a better grasp on the situation.”

Daniel watched as Leah continued running off into the distance. She had a paper, probably her schedule, held in one hand. As she looked down on it, her foot caught on an uneven patch of ground, sending her and all of her books sprawling.

“Right,” he said. “She’s definitely out to get us.”

Kami folded her arms, her expression lacking anything resembling amusement.


CHAPTER 13

“Alright, usually he’s hanging out in the courtyard, so he should be somewhere around… here?”

Daniel turned the corner around the edge of the Olympus Center to see Brent standing a few hundred feet away, conversing with Shelly. He let out a frustrated sigh and rubbed at his chin, mourning the death of his plan.

“I would take this to be a sign,” said Kami. “You can always get another bike.”

Daniel gritted his teeth.

“I don’t want another bike,” he said. “I want this one. And we can still make this work, we’ll just have to improvise.”

“Daniel, I don’t have any magic that’s going to let me read his mind,” said Kami. “Just the basic shapeshifting.”

Given what I know about Brent, maybe that will be enough…

He took a step out of sight and put a hand on Kami’s shoulder, pulling her into a close and conspiratorial huddle.

“Kami,” he said, pulling out his phone. “Can you shapeshift into… her?”

He passed her the phone. On it was the Facebook profile picture of Brent’s most recent ex. Daniel felt a bit like a dirty cyber stalker, but he reminded himself that it was for a good cause, to get his bike back.

“This is a terrible idea,” muttered Kami. “I want it on the record that I told you that this was a terrible idea.”

“Sure, sure,” said Daniel. “Can you do it, or…?”

He looked up at her and saw that she already had. Kami was now Candace, a stunning redhead with pouty lips and seductive freckles. Kami wasn’t quite as well-endowed as the girl she was pretending to be, but Daniel got the feeling that neither Brent nor Shelly would be able to tell the difference off that detail alone.

“Perfect!” he said. “Now, here’s what you’re going to say…”

Five minutes later, Daniel watched as “Candace” approached Brent and Shelly, smiling provocatively. She played her part perfectly, thanking Brent for “the other night” and blowing him a kiss that was clearly meant more to get under Shelly’s skin than for anything else.

“You bastard!” Shelly slapped Brent hard across the shoulder and then stomped off out of the courtyard. Brent started to go after her, and then doubled back toward “Candace”, and then just stood here he was, at a loss for what to do.


Perfect
. Now, time for me to do my thing.


He hurried after Shelly, knowing that the next part of the plan would hinge on solely on his ability to be a charming, comforting shoulder to cry on. He found her sitting on a bench, looking embarrassed and smudging her makeup as she tried to wipe tears away. Daniel honestly found the sight to be a little heart wrenching, especially when combined with the knowledge that he’d engineered her pain.

“Shelly,” he say. “Hey… are you okay?”

She looked up at him, a sliver of guilt now mixing with the pain and shame in her expression.

“Daniel,” she said. “I’m sorry… I’m a mess right now.”

“Is it something you want to talk about? Here, let’s go inside and find some place quiet…”

Daniel took her hand into his, part of him expecting her to pull away, or react awkwardly. Instead, she just went with it, still sniffling a little as he led her into the study wing of the Olympus Center, which was filled with desks, comfortable furniture, and usually empty of other students in the morning.

They sat down on one of the couches in one of the study alcoves furthest from the door, the wall extending out far enough to block anyone’s view of what was going on inside. Daniel squeezed Shelly’s hand and smiled her. Looking at her now, even knowing about her involvement with the theft of his bike, all he could see was pretty girl in pain.

“What’s up?” he asked. “What happened?”

“Daniel, I…” She shook her head and let out a sigh. “It’s Brent. You know, maybe I deserve this. Daniel…”

“You can tell me anything, Shelly,” he said. “I’m your friend. It’s okay.”

“I… helped steal your bike,” she said. “I’m a bad person. And so is that bastard Brent!”

Daniel smiled. This was almost what he wanted. He just needed to push it a little further.

“You’re not a bad person, Shelly.” He cupped her cheek in his hand, the movement coming almost as though it was second nature. “Everybody makes mistakes.”

It all happened fast, but the moment seemed to stretch on for an eternity. Shelly’s eyes locked onto his, her lips trembling slightly and parting open. Daniel leaned forward a little, hesitating and glancing at her pretty mouth and smudged makeup. He went for it, pressing forward and giving her a soft, tentative kiss.

As soon as their lips touched together, Daniel understood. It was as though the proverbial lightbulb went off in his head, or more appropriately, a thunder clap of forbidden knowledge. He’d passed the trial and learned his first spell. The incantation was burned into his mind and muscle memory as perfectly as the act of walking, or spelling his own name.

“Whoa…” He stood up and took a step back, feeling a bit like Neo from the Matrix after discovering how to freeze bullets.

“What’s wrong?” asked Shelly. “Did I… do something wrong?”

“Hold on,” said Daniel. “Just a second.”

He’d shrugged off his book bag when they’d first entered the alcove, and he hurriedly unzipped it and pulled free the Book of Sins. Flipping to the first page, he saw a new line under the illustration, written in either red ink or blood.

WHISPER OF DESIRE

“Whisper of Desire,” he mouthed. He closed the book and looked over at Shelly, suddenly seeing her as an opportunity to try out something new.

Would Kami say that this was ethical? Probably not, but… maybe it will help her loosen up and tell me where my bike is?

“Why are you acting so weird?” asked Shelly. “I should probably go…”

Daniel sat down next to her while she was talking. Passing the trial had given him the knowledge he needed to cast Whisper of Desire. It was basic illusion magic, just as Kami had assumed. It was only active at a very short range, and the magic, as the name would suggest, used his mouth as a focus point.

He leaned in close to Shelly, smiling and moving as though to kiss her on the neck. The act of casting a spell felt sort of like doing a hard mental math problem while simultaneously trying to flex a very inconveniently placed muscle. He was focused, however, and felt the exact moment when the spell released. He could see his breath as he exhaled the whisper out onto her, tinged slightly pink, with an odd musky scent to it.

Shelly’s entire body shivered, and she slid along the couch, reaching her arm out to steady herself against the backrest. Daniel set a hand on her shoulder out of concern and she gasped.

“Shelly,” he said frowning a little. “Uh… Are you okay? I mean, how do you feel?”

“Daniel…” she whispered. He knees were quivering a little, and she slid one of her hands down to her crotch, as though trying to shield it from something and massage herself at the same time.

The spell had taken a toll on Daniel’s body, to the point where he knew that he couldn’t have cast it again if he wanted to. However, given that it was literally the first bit of magic he’d ever done, he was rather impressed with the results. He even felt a little bad at how turned on Shelly appeared to be. His earlier flirtation, along with the first kiss, along with Shelly’s emotional day, were all probably playing a part and amplifying the effect of the whisper.

“I really think that you should kiss me again,” whispered Shelly, in a voice that bordered on desperate. “Daniel… I want you… to give me another kiss.”

“Shelly.” He shifted toward her. “We can stop here, you know. You don’t have to do anything that you don’t want to.”

It might be a little late for me to give this particular speech.

Shelly was leaning back on the couch further. She grabbed him by the scruff of his shirt and pulled him onto her.


CHAPTER 14

When Daniel kissed Shelly the first time, the experience had been nice for him, but ultimately rather tame and beholden to the context of the situation and what she thought of him as a person. Daniel was a normal, nice guy, and he gave and received a normal, nice kiss from her.

“Oh god, Daniel!” moaned Shelly. “I want you! Right now! Right here!”

Daniel felt Shelly’s legs wrap around him, locking him tight against her with no avenue for escape. He leaned in and kissed Shelly for second time, and felt a difference as profound as night and day.

Her lips moved against his with eager sensuality. Her tongue slipped into his mouth, and her hand slid through his hair. Daniel had to come up for air after a few seconds, but Shelly kept going, kissing his neck and sending tingles of hot excitement to through the rest of his body.

“Shelly,” he said. “We’re in the study lounge. Someone might-”

“Nobody’s here this early,” said Shelly. “And we’ll be quick.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “It just seems like a bad idea.”

Shelly had leaned away from him while he was talking, lifting up the hem of her t-shirt and pulling it off. She had on a black lace bra underneath that complimented her big breasts, rather than just hiding them. It was made of sheer material, and Daniel could see a hint of pink nipple at the center, so incredibly erotic that he forgot all of his reasons for protesting.

“If you’re worried,” she said, her voice a whisper. “Then we should just be quick… and fast…”

She unzipped her jeans and wiggled out of them, revealing a pair of matching and similarly sheer panties.

“What would you do to me if you had five minutes to go wild, Daniel?” Shelly flashed a wicked smile at him and rubbed her foot against his growing bulge. She still had one hand on her crotch, slowly rubbing and pleasing herself and making it very clear that she intended to get off, with or without him.


I could just wait it out,
 he thought. Surely the spell will wear off eventually, and this way I get to be the good guy.


Shelly crawled across the couch over to him. She licked her lips and then planted a kiss on the spot where Daniel’s erection was pressing against his jeans, holding her mouth there for long enough for him to feel the heat of it through his clothing.

“Oh, man…” he said, feeling a stupid grin spread across his face.

“Daniel…” whispered Shelly. “It isn’t my first time having sex in one of these alcoves.”


It’s my first time having sex, period
. Alright, enough with the moralizing.


Daniel unzipped his jeans and pulled them off in record time. Shelly’s chest was heaving back and forth, and as soon as he had his pants off, she practically ripped his boxers as she slipped them down.

Shelly immediately took hold of his hard cock in her hand, not going slow or waiting for permission. Daniel tensed as the pleasure hit him in a vivid burst. Shelly pressed her lips against the head of his erection, and the sensation was enough to steal his breath away.

“Whoa…” he said, shaking his head in disbelief.

Shelly let out a giggle and gave his shaft a soft lick. It felt so incredible, and made him all the more aware of how many years he’d spent missing out on the best feeling in the world. Daniel leaned his head back and stared at her dumbly, watching as she continued to lick and prod with her tongue. She brought her lips forward and gave the head of his erection a quick, tentative suck.

“Jesus Christ,” he whispered. Shelly gave it a few more glorious, hot, wet sucks and then pulled back.

“Do you like that?” she asked, with a smirk. “What about this?”

She pushed forward, taking half of his cock into her mouth, and then three quarters, and then with a bit of deep throating magic, every inch of him. It felt insanely good, and there was something intimate about how vulnerable Shelly allowed herself to be while doing it. Daniel literally had part of his cock sheathed in her throat, while for most of the year leading up to that day, he’d fantasized about asking her out on dates and giving her chaste kisses good night.

“Fuck…” Daniel tapped her on the back of the head, letting her know that he was close. Shelly instantly pulled back.

“Not yet,” she said, smiling. “I’m glad you’re enjoying my mad skills, but we haven’t even gotten started yet.”

She leaned back on the couch, the cushions making a noise as she moved across them. Daniel leaned out of the alcove far enough to see the rest of the study area, verifying that they were still alone. When he turned back, Shelly had pulled her panties to the side, revealing the pink, flowery lips of her cunt, and the triangle of well-trimmed pubic hair she kept just above it.

“Shelly, I don’t have a condom!” he hissed.

“Oh.” She frowned slightly, and then shook her head. “Just… do your best to pull out, okay?”

Pull out. Of course. That makes sense.

Daniel knew that his logical thinking skills were impaired by the intensity of his lust and the temptation of the situation, but he couldn’t make himself care. He slid in between Shelly’s legs, kissing her as he let his hard cock slide inside her for the first time.

It felt amazing. Pleasure flowed into Daniel from the point of contact between his tool and Shelly’s tight pussy. It was like a drug, kindling emotions and desires inside of him that he’d never been aware of before. Daniel thrust forward and heard Shelly make a tiny whimpering noise. He pulled back and pumped forward again, letting his lips slide across her neck as he did.

“Oh, Daniel!” said Shelly. She was being too loud. Daniel didn’t care. His hips were moving on autopilot, plunging his cock in and out of her tight, hot hole.

He reached up to her chest and pulled her breasts free of her bra. They were soft, and even larger than they appeared in clothing. His cock was still going, still pushing into her, mining her for all the pleasure she had to offer with a singular purpose.

“Oh god!” Shelly had it even worse than he did. She was shivering with pleasure, running her hands through his hair. Daniel gave one of her nipples a kiss and she let out a silent scream of ecstasy, shivering in orgasm.

He took hold of Shelly by the waist, clumsily pulling her back into him as he thrust forward. Her cunt fit his cock like a glove that was a size too small, squeezing him each time he went deep. Daniel wanted nothing more than to keep fucking her, to immediately start over again once they were finished.

He understood why so many men fell victim to seduction. He understood sex addiction and infidelity. It all made sense to him now in a way that was backed up by evidence, the sweetness of Shelly’s cunt proving to him that there were some things worth throwing reason out the window for.

“Oh, fuck…” he whispered. He had one hand on one of Shelly’s breasts, and the other on her waist. He was holding her in place as he fucked her, all of the muscles in his body working together to ensure that he got the most out of it.

There was still a sense of guilt and wrongness to it. He’d used magic on her, and true enough, it did made him feel guilty. But there was also Kami, sweet, ethical Kami. What would she think if she could see him now?


She isn’t really my girlfriend.
 That was just a cover story.


The thought didn’t give him much solace. Perversely, the more he thought about Kami and the spell, the hotter the situation with Shelly began to seem. She had Brent waiting for her somewhere, too. It was so wrong, so dirty, right in the open, where anyone could see them.

“Daniel!” Shelly was almost screaming now. She looped her arms around his neck and pulled his head down against hers. Daniel kept thrusting, feeling her cunt contracting on his cock. He couldn’t resist.

“Fuck!” Daniel tensed up as a freight train of an orgasm slammed into him. The pleasure was too much, too intense, for him to think straight. The first blast of hot, sticky cum shot straight into Shelly’s cunt. He came to his senses and pulled out in time to shoot the rest onto her stomach, still leaning against her, her arms wrapped around his neck.

“It’s okay…” she said, softly. “I’m on the pill… I just don’t like it when guys cum in me.”

“My bad,” he whispered, high on his afterglow.

“It’s not so bad with you.” Shelly smiled hopefully at him and cupped his cheek. The reality of what Daniel had just done made her touch feel like a slap, or a burn from a hot iron.


Kami is right.
 I need to be careful with the book and these spells.


“Clothes on. Now. Both of you.”

A stern, authoritative voice cut through the reverie of the two lovers like a chainsaw through a glass window. Daniel turned and stared at the entrance to the alcove, where Ms. Magdalene stood, arms folded and expression unreadable. He could only stare at her, dumbfounded and well aware of how fucked he was.


CHAPTER 15

Ms. Magdalene watched them get dressed, her eyes sharp and judgmental enough to coax Daniel’s embarrassment into full blown shame. She had on a black pencil skirt and a grey sweater, and struck a rather imposing figure in the entranceway of the alcove. She was almost as tall as Daniel was, and the vibe she gave off at the moment was just short of murderous.

“We have high school seniors coming to tour the college this week,” said Ms. Magdalene, through gritted teeth. “Families, children, grandparents… Any of whom could have walked in and seen you!”

“I’m so sorry, Ms. Magdalene…” Shelly sounded like she was about to cry. “I… I don’t know what came over me!”

“This is the type of mistake that could turn you both into sex offenders!” said Ms. Magdalene, her voice rising to a pitch. “There are limits to what you can get away with in life, and this goes up and beyond them!”

“Ms. Magdalene, it’s my fault, not Shelly’s,” said Daniel. He zipped up his jeans and picked up his t-shirt, which had fallen on top of the Book of Sins. “She didn’t mean for any of this to happen. I was the one who…”

Daniel trailed off in mid-sentence. Ms. Magdalene was staring at the Book of Sins with intense focus. Her expression had shifted, no longer angry as it had been before, but now filled with complete and utter surprise.

“That…” Ms. Magdalene shook her head slowly. “Shelly, head to your first class. Daniel, I’ll need to speak with you more in private.”

She knows what the book is!

Daniel tried to keep his reaction from showing as he quickly slipped the Book of Sins into his book bag. Ms. Magdalene’s eyes never left it. He pulled on his t-shirt and looped his arms through his bag’s straps, standing up and doing his best to look as he had before, ashamed and worried for his future.

“Come with me,” said Ms. Magdalene. “We’ll… talk about this some more, in my office.”

“…Alright.”

Daniel hesitated for a moment before following after her, sorting through a dozen different thoughts at once as though they were puzzle pieces. How could Ms. Magdalene recognize the book for what it was? Did that mean that she was familiar with the supernatural world? What would she be willing to do to get ahold of it? Was he in danger, and should he consider bolting for it at the first chance?

He steeled his nerves and followed after her. Ms. Magdalene’s homeroom wasn’t far from the study lounge. She led him past the whiteboard and through the door in the back, into the small, cozy personal space that all of the new professors too new to have a complete office were given. She closed the door behind them, and Daniel saw her lock it with a subtle movement that he doubted she’d meant for him to notice.

“Daniel,” she said, turning to face him. “I’m nothing if not sympathetic. I was a teenager once, too.”

What’s her game? What’s she playing at?

“It was an honest mistake, Ms. Magdalene,” said Daniel. “I’m not going to run away from the consequences.”

Ms. Magdalene nodded, smiling slightly. She walked over to her desk and leaned against it, half sitting and half standing. Her lips turned up into a slight smile, and she met Daniel’s eye, searching his expression for something.

“I’ve seen a difference in you lately, Daniel,” said Ms. Magdalene. “The talk we had yesterday afternoon. This all relates back to your choices, and the results of them.”

Daniel could feel her setting up a trap with her words, but couldn’t see what it was. He nodded slowly, trying to look as remorseful as possible and deciding to take a straightforward approach.

“Ms. Magdalene, I understand if you have to report what you saw,” he said. “Like I said, I won’t run away from it.”

“I don’t want to report you, Daniel.” Ms. Magdalene slowly uncrossed, and then recrossed her legs. “What I would like more than anything is for you to give me a chance to help you with whatever you’re going through.”

The tiny room felt hot, stuffy, and tense. Despite having just finished with Shelly, Daniel felt curiously aroused, probably a result of their close proximity combined with the odd circumstances. It gave him idea.

“Ms. Magdalene…” Daniel closed his eyes and put his hand over his eyes, feigning as though overwhelmed. “You’re right. There’s something… that I have to tell you.”

“You can tell me anything, Daniel,” she said, in a quiet voice. “I’m here for you.”

Daniel moved toward her slowly, bringing his lips in close to her ear and neck, close enough to use the Whisper of Desire. He opened his mouth, focused on the spell… and came up short. Whatever magical energy had allowed him to use it before had run dry. He was on his own.

“Go ahead,” said Ms. Magdalene. “I’m listening.”

“I…” Daniel chewed his lip. “…am worried about what will happen if you don’t immediately report this. Won’t it give people the wrong idea, if it eventually gets out?”

It was a gamble, but it was all he could think of under pressure. Daniel suspected that Ms. Magdalene would be unwilling to let him out of her office without first taking the book. If she went to the college’s administrative staff to report what she’d seen, they would take deal with him on their own and leave her with no easy way to get what she wanted.

“Daniel.” Ms. Magdalene gave him a curious look, half surprised and half amused. “If I report this, the police could end up getting involved. Think of what that would do to you, and to Shelly. It might be wiser if you let me help you work through this.”

What am I supposed to say to that?

“Daniel, I’m going to have to search your bag,” said Ms. Magdalene. “We can talk about what was going through your head while I do it.”

“Why?”

Ms. Magdalene shook her head as though it should have been self-evident.

“It’s standard procedure,” she said. “I need to make sure you don’t have any weapons in it, anything that you could have used to entice Shelly into the situation.”

Daniel made no move to hand his bag over. Ms. Magdalene pushed herself off the desk, standing to her full height and stepping forward until she was within inches of him.

“Daniel,” she said. “We’ve always had a close relationship, as teacher and student, haven’t we?”

“Sure,” he said. “Very close.”

“If you trust me with this, think about how much closer we could become,” she said. “I don’t like secrets, but I could keep this one for you. Maybe we could keep it together, a little secret just between the two of us. I could help you find better outlets for your… energy. So that it wouldn’t happen again, in the future.”

Daniel was hard as a rock. His mind was flooded with thoughts of Ms. Magdalene, her body, lips, and curves. He felt almost like he couldn’t think straight, and then it hit him.

This isn’t natural. She’s using magic of her own!

“Ms. Magdalene…” It took all of his willpower to keep from pushing himself against her. “I’m not letting you search my bag.”

Anger flashed across his professor’s face. Daniel knew that in refusing her, he was making a powerful enemy. He had no idea what she was about to do, but he knew that he wouldn’t be able to defend himself if she really did have magical aptitude and spells of her own.

“Ms. Magdalene, your students are waiting for you.” The voice and the knock came at the same time, from directly outside the office. Ms. Magdalene jumped a little, turning around and smoothing out her dress.

“Oh, I’m sorry…” She hurried to the door, unlocking and open it in a single smooth motion. “I… was busy with a student.”

The Dean of Icarus Community College, Michael Williams, stood on the other side of the door. He looked annoyed, and his annoyance only grew when he saw Daniel standing in the back of Ms. Magdalene’s small office.

“If you don’t mind me asking, what were the two of you busy with?” The Dean’s expression was suspicious, now.

This was the moment of truth. If Ms. Magdalene wanted to, she could tell the Dean about what she’d seen. It would fuck Daniel’s life up severely, but also potentially put him and the Book of Sins out of her reach, if the police decided to view the situation from a criminal perspective.

“We were discussing a missed assignment of Daniel’s,” said Ms. Magdalene. “I’m sorry. I should be getting to my class.”

“You should,” said the Dean. “And you, young man, should get to wherever you need to be.”

Daniel nodded.

“Of course.”


CHAPTER 16

Daniel waited for Ms. Magdalene to turn the corner down the hall before heading off in the opposite direction. His hands were sweaty, and as he approached each intersection, he expected someone or something to jump out and make a grab for the book.

Kami was waiting for him outside in the courtyard, sitting on a bench and tapping her foot impatiently. She stood up when she saw him approaching, looking him over with a curious gleam in her eyes.

“You were gone for quite a while,” she said. “Did something happen?”

“Yes,” he said. “And not something good.”

Daniel quickly ran through the details of what had gone down. Kami listened intently, nodding and saying very little until he finished.

“Daniel, I was joking when I said that illusion magic might make a wizard expose himself,” said Kami. “I didn’t mean it literally.”

“Shut up,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Look, what am I supposed to do about Ms. Magdalene?”

“She let you off the hook, didn’t she?” asked Kami. “It doesn’t seem like there’s a problem there.”

“I told you, she was looking at the book,” said Daniel.

“But from the way you tell it, she never specifically asked about it,” said Kami. “I think you’re just being paranoid.”

“Kami, you weren’t there.” He scowled and shook his head. “She was acting really weird.”

“She caught you, one of her students, having sexual intercourse out in the open,” said Kami. “That’s more than enough to justify odd behavior. There’s no guidebook for what to do in a situation like that.”

Daniel ran a hand through his hair.

“I don’t know…”

“How long have you known her for?” asked Kami.

“A couple of months,” said Daniel. “She’s been teaching at the school for a few years, though.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about,” said Kami. “Her being a sorceress is so unlikely that I would almost declare it to be an impossibility.”

Daniel exhaled, feeling a little better after hearing her analysis.

“Alright,” he said. “Maybe you’re right. I should still try to act normal for the rest of today, just in case. If Ms. Magdalene really thinks that I have the Book of Sins, the last thing she’d expect me to do is to go to my class and stick to my boring, regular routine.”

“Exactly,” said Kami. “Just put it out of your mind and try to learn something. You’ll be safe amongst the crowd.”

Daniel nodded a couple of times, grateful for her opinion.

“So you didn’t find out where your bike was, in the end?”

“No,” he said. “But that’s not a fault of the plan. Just bad luck.”

He walked with Kami over to the Zeus Building, where he had his first class of the day, which he was currently about fifteen minutes late for. He frowned as he approached the entrance, knowing that it would be a bad idea to try to bring Kami in with him.

“I only have this one class today, but it’s double length,” he said. “I won’t be done until the afternoon.”

“Do you want me to wait somewhere?” asked Kami.

“Here.” Daniel pulled out his wallet and took out a couple of bills. “There’s a movie theater a few blocks down the street from here. Why don’t you go check the play times and see if there’s anything you’re interested in him?”

Kami stared at him blankly, with zero understanding in her eyes of what he’d just said.

“Movie… theater?” she said, furrowing her brow.

“It’s fun,” he said. “You get to watch a, uh, well, it’s like a moving picture. With sound.”

She shook her head, still looking completely confused.

“Just head that way until you see the building with the big white sign overhead,” he said, pointing. “Then head inside, hand this to whoever is behind the counter, and pick whatever sounds interesting. And bring me the change, if you can.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” said Kami. “Explain the moving picture thing, again?”

Daniel groaned.

“Just do your best,” he said. “I have to get to class.”

Without really thinking about it, Daniel reached over and pulled Kami into a hug. She hesitated for a second and then hugged him back. When he stepped away from her, she was blushing a little.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Fine!” Kami smiled at him and then turned and walked off quickly, headed toward the theater.

Daniel shrugged, and made his way to class.


CHAPTER 17

Mr. Johnson was already well into his lecture by the time Daniel made it to his English class. He hesitated at the door, peeking into the classroom and waiting until his teacher was looking at the whiteboard before slipping inside.

There were close to four dozen students in the room and Mr. Johnson didn’t grade on attendance, meaning that as long as Daniel was stealthy, he could slip in and catch the rest of the lecture without too much trouble. Unfortunately, almost all of the seats were already taken. Daniel saw where PJ was sitting, up at the front of the room and a couple of seats down from Brent, and had no interest of trying to find a place nearby.

Instead, he found an empty seat near the back of the room and slid into it as silently as he could. He let out a sigh of relief as Mr. Johnson turned to face the class again, showing no sign of having noticed Daniel’s mysterious appearance.

“You haven’t missed much,” said a familiar voice.

Daniel looked to his left and saw Leah, the blonde girl he’d given directions to earlier. She was resting her chin on her hand and smiling, clearly amused by his attempt at a stealthy entrance.

“Cool,” he said. “Thanks.”

“Here.” Leah slid a paper she’d been taken notes on over to him and nodded. “You can copy these, if you want. Like I said though… this teacher has a way of using a lot of words to say very little.”

Daniel nodded slowly, and then frowned. He hadn’t noticed Leah in the class before, and they were already on their fourth week of the semester. It seemed a little strange they she would decide to show up for the first time so late into the class’s cycle.

I showed up late today, didn’t I? It’s the same thing, just on a larger scale.

He copied Leah’s notes and whispered a quick thanks as he handed them back. The class went by excruciatingly slowly, and Daniel had to do everything within his power to keep from falling asleep at the dullness of it.

Finally, two o’clock rolled around and Mr. Johnson finished explaining the week’s reading assignment. Daniel let out a yawn and picked up his books.

“That was truly riveting,” said Leah. “I especially liked the part when he made the pun about ‘writing a wrong’.”

Daniel chuckled.

“Yeah,” he said. “Witty stuff.”

Leah stood there looking at him, and there was something incongruous about her that Daniel couldn’t quite place.

“I haven’t seen you in this class before,” he said. “Have you been sick, or something?”

“Something like that,” said Leah. “I have an unusual work schedule. I checked in with all my teachers and cleared things up at the start of the semester, though.”

She reached down to pick up one of her text books and ended up knocking it and her pencil to the ground. Daniel leaned over to pick it up at the same time she did, and the two of them shared an awkward moment under the desk, both smiling at each other.

“Sorry! I should really get going!” Leah moved to slide out from under the desk and banged her head on the underside of it. “Ouch!”

“Careful,” said Daniel, smiling.

She made a face at him and then hurried out of the classroom. Daniel leaned back on the edge of the desk, waiting for PJ to make his way up the aisle so the two could walk out into the courtyard together.

“You showed up!” said PJ, a little surprised. “I figured you and your new girlfriend were having a, uh, morning meeting, if you catch my drift.”

“Only just,” said Daniel. “You’re so subtle.”

PJ chuckled and the two fell into step beside each other. For a moment, Daniel was able to forget about the Book of Sins, magic, and the new complications in his life.

“So about Kami…” PJ frowned at him and scratched his head. “How’d you guys meet, exactly?”

“It’s kind of complicated,” said Daniel.

“Come on, man, at least give me the gist of it,” said PJ.

“We ran into each other last night in the park,” said Daniel. “She was different from anyone I’d ever met before. One thing led to another, and…”

“You ran into each other in the park?” asked PJ. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


It’s not like I can just tell him the truth,
 thought Daniel. But I have to tell him something.


“She was being mugged, PJ,” he said. “She’s from out of town. I helped her out, and then helped her find a place to stay for the night.”

“And now she’s your girlfriend?” asked PJ. “It sounds like you did more than just help her find a place to stay, if you know what I mean.”

“Oh, wow, again with the subtlety,” said Daniel, punching him lightly in the shoulder. “Listen I gotta go. Let’s talk later.”

“Sure thing,” said PJ. “You still owe me a Steam game, remember.”

“Right.”

Daniel split off from his friend and started heading out of the courtyard, toward the movie theater. He’d made it halfway across when he saw Kami, sitting on the same bench where he’d found her before. She waved and smiled at him as he walked over.

“Hey,” she said. “How was your lesson?”

“It was good…” he said. “Long, but good. How was the movie?”

Kami opened her mouth as though to answer, and then hesitated. She frowned and favored him with a slight glare.

“You could have told me more about it, other than that it was a moving picture,” she said, bitterly. “That was terrifying!”

Daniel laughed.

“What? No, movies are fun.”

“It was so loud,” said Kami. “I’ve never seen illusion magic on that scale before. And some of the scenes… there was a man and a woman and they were… well, it certainly wasn’t appropriate, that’s for sure.”

“Kami, you… I mean, last night, the two of us…” Daniel fumbled, feeling a bit awkward bringing up their tryst.

“That’s different,” she said. “You’re my master, and that was happening behind closed doors. Not up on the wall in a room filled with dozens of people.”

“Alright, alright, I see your point,” said Daniel. “So you didn’t stay till the end?”

Kami shrugged.

“No, I stayed,” she said. “It was weird. I’m not sure if I liked it or not, but… I don’t know, gosh, it just reminded me of how strange the world has become over the years.”

“Wow…” Daniel shook his head slowly, grinning at her. “I feel kind of like I’ve adopted an Amish person.”

Kami pouted a little.

“I am not Amish!” she announced. “Whatever that means… or is…”


CHAPTER 18

Daniel was hungry, and from what he’d seen Kami eat that morning, he figured she probably was, too. The best food in town was at a place called Allen’s Burger Joint, a small restaurant on the edge of Boreas Park with a bunch of tables outside.

Daniel ordered a double cheeseburger for himself, along with fries and onion rings. He frowned as the waitress looked expectantly at Kami. He’d explained the process of ordering to her, but it seemed as though she having a bit of trouble deciding.

“She’ll just have a plain hamburger and fries,” said Daniel. “And a coke.”

Kami glared at him.

“Alright,” said the waitress. “It shouldn’t be too long.”

The waitress headed off into the kitchen, and Kami made a noise to indicate her annoyance.

“I didn’t want anything with ham in it,” she said.

“It’s just…” Daniel tried to explain through his chuckling. “It’s a name, Kami. A misnomer, actually. There’s no ham whatsoever in a hamburger.”

She stared at him, looking visibly unsure of whether he was playing a joke on her or not.

“You’ll see,” he said. Daniel turned his attention back to the Book of Sins, which he’d carefully opened on the table while they waited for the waitress.

The first page looked as it had before. The text across the top still described the kissing trial, and the illustration, he now saw, was vague enough that it could apply to both the trial and the spell.

He ran his fingers across the words in red at the bottom and felt the memory of the trial flash in his head, more vividly than it would have if he’d thought of it on his own. He pulled his finger away and it stopped, and then ran it across the words again one last time to confirm.

It looks like it’s written in blood. Does that make it… blood magic?

“This thing is so weird…” he muttered.

“It’s quite sophisticated, actually,” said Kami. “Most wizards, the vast majority of them, never learn how to use more spells than they can memorize naturally. The few that do often rely on convoluted spell books to remember the spells they switch out of memory. The descriptions of each spell are enormous when written, sometimes taking up a book each on their own.”

“Why don’t they just do something like this, then?” asked Daniel.

Kami smiled at the question.

“Because you would need a new spell to lock memories and magical knowledge away on a page in such an efficient fashion,” she said. “If your mind can hold ten spells and only ten, and you’ve reached that limit, you have to get rid of one of them just to make room for such a memory spell, which you’ll probably only use once or twice to store your life’s work.”

“Huh…” Daniel chewed his lip as he looked at the book. “So something like this really would be the jackpot, then? There must be three hundred pages in this book… with a spell on each one?”

“It’s worth more than you could ever imagine, Daniel,” said Kami. “There’s nothing else like it in the world. Sure, artifacts today exist that can give the owner or wielder a spell, but it’s rare for them to have any sort of sophistication to them, nothing like the trials of the Book of Sins. It’s from another era, a time when magic was commonplace, and constantly being used for small miracles.”

Daniel flipped to the second page of the book. It was empty, but he stared at it, trying to make his eyes focus as he had before. Nothing happened.

“It’s going to take time, Daniel,” said Kami. “You probably won’t get another page for another day or two, yet.”

“What decides how fast I get the pages?”

Kami shrugged.

“I was never really clear on that,” she said. “Neither was Ixion or his master. It was irregular for me, when I had it, though it’s hard for me to remember. The first few dozen spells each came every few days, and then it was a week or more in between. The last spell… took over a month.”

Daniel frowned.

“Sorry,” he said. “This is probably a sensitive subject for you, huh?”

Kami smiled sadly and shook her head.

“I’m not bitter about it, anymore. I was for a long time. Spent almost a year crying under my very first master, though given how cruel the man was, I probably would have anyway.”

“Kami, I’m sorry…”

“It’s okay, really,” she said. “Ixion was good to me. So was his master, Leonardo. It gave me the time I needed to heal. I’ve long since accepted my circumstances.”

Daniel’s heart ached at the finality of her words. She sounded like someone talking about how they’d given up on their dreams, on living a life of their own.

“Is there anything special I can do?” he asked. “To make it easier for you?”

Kami opened her mouth as to answer and then hesitated. She shook her mouth slightly, and then opened her mouth again.

“There is… one thing,” she said, softly. “It’s always confusing when I miss out on a period of time due to being unsummoned.”

“I can imagine,” said Daniel. “What does it feel like, anyway?”

“It’s not painful, if that’s what you’re asking,” said Kami. “It just feels like… going to sleep. And then waking up.”


It sounds like she’s describing death,
 he thought.

“I don’t want to make you go through that,” said Daniel.

“It might be necessary for your survival. Or for you to save someone you love. Or for you to just… be with someone, that you love.” Kami bit her lip and glanced away from him. “Part of why I’m so uncomfortable with your world is because of how rarely Ixion summoned me over the last, oh, century or so, of his life. He had a family, and a normal life. People that he loved.”

Daniel’s heart was threatening to shatter into little pieces. He reached his hands out and put them over one of Kami’s. She wouldn’t meet his eyes, but he squeezed her hand, trying to make sure she understood that he was listening, that he was hearing what she was saying.

“And here you go!” announced the waitress. “Double cheeseburger for the gentleman, hamburger for the lady!”

She set the food down and Daniel nodded his thanks. The interruption knocked Kami off her sad train of thought, and she examined the burger with a quizzical expression.

“This is… a steak on a bun?” She frowned.

“Uh… I’m not quite sure I’d call it a steak,” said Daniel. “But it’s good. Trust me.”

“I do,” said Kami. “Trust you… I mean.”


CHAPTER 19

They finished their food and headed out. Daniel texted back and forth with PJ on his way home, the two of them arguing over the price point of the promised video game.

There was a car that Daniel didn’t recognize in his family’s driveway, along with his mom’s car, which was very unusual. He frowned and looked over at Kami, who’d already used her magic to shift her face to look like his sister’s.

“I can’t remember the last time my mom was home this early,” he said. “And with a guest?”

A smile spread across Kami’s lips, and with her face as it was, it reminded Daniel of the way Melina would smile right before she got into some new mischief.

“Well, it’s possible that she and a gentleman have some afternoon business to discuss,” said Kami.

“What? That’s ridiculous. She’s married to my dad, and she would never…”

He trailed off as he thought a little more about it.

Dad’s essentially only ever home for the holidays, at this point. Mom has seemed a little lonely, lately…

“Let’s just get inside, and figure this out,” said Daniel. He was half dreading going through the front door, but knew that the only way to get to the bottom of things was to confront them head on.

Kami followed behind him, looking so much like Melina with her face and her clothes that it was a little spooky. Daniel paused at the front door, frowning as he slowly turned the handle and slipped it open.

He heard familiar voices discussing something in the living room. Daniel walked around the corner and stared, his mouth open with surprise, at his mother sitting across from Ms. Magdalene.

“Daniel,” said his mom. “Good timing. “Your professor has been waiting for you.”

Kami stood next to Daniel, a little confused, but not dumbfounded, like he was.

“Mom, uh…” Daniel shook his head. “Ms. Magdalene. What are you doing here?”


I know exactly why she’s here.
 Why didn’t I see this coming?


“We talked about it earlier today, Daniel,” said Ms. Magdalene. “An old acquaintance of mine, a New York Times bestselling author, no less, is in town. I figured that since you’re my prized pupil, I’d take you out for dinner with him.”

“I’m so proud, Daniel.” Deborah’s smile was beaming. “You’ve really turned things around from your last year of high school.”

“Uh, thanks…” he said, slowly. “Is it a private dinner, or would it be alright if my sister came, too?”

“Oh, no, Daniel,” said his mom. “I want Melina here with me. We didn’t really get a chance to catch up last night.”

From beside him, Kami laughed nervously. Daniel thought through the situation frantically, only slowly realizing how perfectly Ms. Magdalene had set up her trap. There was nothing he could do to get out of her offer without potentially alerting his mom to what was going on, or worse, putting her in active danger.

“Alright,” he said. “I… guess I’ll see you later tonight then, Melina.”

He looked into Kami’s eyes, his sister’s eyes, and tried to silently convey his message.

Go along with it. We’ll improvise here, just like we did this morning.

“Thanks for the tea, Deborah,” said Ms. Magdalene. “Let’s do it again sometime.”

“I would love to, Molly,” said Daniel’s mom. “Have a nice dinner!”

“We should probably get going,” said Ms. Magdalene. “Oh, and Daniel? You should bring that overdue library book you’ve been meaning to return.”

“Of course,” he said. “I wouldn’t dream of leaving that behind.”

Daniel followed Ms. Magdalene outside, keeping a wary distance from her and watching every movement carefully.

“Relax, Daniel,” she said, once they’d both climbed inside her car. “I think you might be misreading the situation a little.”

“Really?” asked Daniel. “Why don’t you explain to me what the situation is, and how I’m misreading it?”

She smiled at him, and again, Daniel found himself admiring her, in an odd, grudging way. She was a very attractive and intelligent woman, but under his current circumstances, those two facts only made her that much more dangerous.

“I know what the book is, Daniel,” said Ms. Magdalene. “I have a small amount of magical aptitude, and have spent most of my adult life as a scholar, of sorts, on the topic of magical artifacts.”

“And how does this justify you showing up at my home unannounced?” asked Daniel. “You lied to my mom and tricked her into letting you wait there.”

“What was I supposed to do, tell her the truth?” asked Ms. Magdalene. “I don’t know how much you know, Daniel, but open honesty just isn’t how the supernatural world works.”

The sun was setting over the horizon in the distance, making Icarus Point’s puny skyline look as though some of the buildings were alight with flame. Ms. Magdalene drove them north, into one of the city’s smaller, comfy suburbs.

“None of this explains why you weren’t upfront with me,” said Daniel. “Earlier today, after you found me and Shelly. Why didn’t you just come clean and tell me all of this then?”

“About that…” Ms. Magdalene flashed a knowing smile. “The last I heard, she had a boyfriend. And it’s certainly a little odd that the two of you would have been so lustful as to decide to use one of the study lounge alcoves as an intimate space.”

“You didn’t answer my question,” said Daniel.

“I didn’t know for sure, Daniel,” said Ms. Magdalene. “It wasn’t until I spoke with you in my office that suspicions were confirmed.”

She pulled into a driveway outside of a small, two story house and killed the engine. Daniel watched her carefully as he got out of the car, keeping his book bag tightly in hand.

“So why the hell did you bring me here?” asked Daniel. “This is your house.”

“What, did you think I was going to drive you into the woods and murder you?” Ms. Magdalene looked offended. “Daniel, I just want to talk to you about all of this. Make sure you know what you’re getting into.”

The truth of it was that Daniel really didn’t have a clue what he was getting into. He watched Ms. Magdalene walk to the front door, her hips swaying from side to side in her tight pencil skirt, and cautiously followed after her.


CHAPTER 20

“Can I get you anything? Some water? Maybe some wine?”

Ms. Magdalene led him into a spacious, comfortably furnished living room. A black leather L-shaped couch cut through the center of the room, oriented to face a large flat screen TV. The carpets were clean, and the room smelled faintly of flowers.

“I’m 18,” said Daniel. “It’s not exactly legal for you to be offering me alcohol.”

Ms. Magdalene grinned at him. She’d taken off her high heels and was now an inch or two shorter than Daniel. She disappeared into the kitchen for a moment, returning with a bottle in one hand and two long stemmed wine glasses in the other.

“Daniel, I just want you to relax a little,” she said. “You’re so tense right now, it’s actually making me a little nervous.”

Is that really why she’s nervous? Maybe it has more to do with the book, and what she thinks I can do with it?

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll have a single glass.”

He took a seat on the couch, leaving a foot or so of space in between them. It felt so weird, and Daniel had trouble knowing how to act, or what to say. He kept one eye on his bag, which he’d set down next to the sofa. He was absolutely sure that Ms. Magdalene would make a play for the book eventually, either through suggestion, or possibly more direct means.

“How long have you had the book for, Daniel?” asked Ms. Magdalene.

“A couple of months now.” He lied for no other reason than to see if she would pick up on it or not. If Ms. Magdalene did, she showed no sign of it in her expression.

“I’ve only heard rumors about the Book of Sins before,” said Ms. Magdalene. “Of the magic infused within its pages. Have you… unlocked anything, from within it?”

Daniel smiled and made a show of not responding to the question. Ms. Magdalene had taken a huge risk by bringing him into her home. She was confident, but he could see it now. She was every bit as wary of him as he was of her, and probably for good reason.

“I’m curious about you, Ms. Magdalene,” said Daniel. “You’re a teacher, but you’re familiar with the supernatural world. How does something like that come about?”

Ms. Magdalene didn’t seem offended by the way he’d dismissed her line of inquiry. She shifted on the couch, lifting her legs up and sliding them underneath her.

“I’ve had a small amount of magical aptitude from a young age,” she said. “It runs in my family. Just enough for me to be aware of it, but not so much as to keep me from living a normal life. My parents were wealthy and knowledgeable, and I grew up never having to worry about drawing the attention of anything in the supernatural world that might have taken an interest in me.”

“Were you born here in Icarus Point?” asked Daniel.

Ms. Magdalene shook her head.

“No,” she said. “I moved here after taking my current job at the college. It’s a nice place, very calm and quiet.”

“For the most part,” said Daniel.

His teacher let out a small laugh and took a sip of her wine. Daniel remembered his and did the same. It tasted sweeter than he’d expected, and there was something in the flavor that made him want to keep drinking.

“Daniel, the real reason why I brought you here tonight is because I’m worried about you,” said Ms. Magdalene. “After what I saw you doing today, it’s very clear to me that the temptation of the Book of Sins might lead you down a dark path.”

“You don’t have to worry about that,” he said. “It’s in good hands with me.”

He almost continued, thinking of Kami and how she’d been guiding him in the book’s use, but stopped himself, instead taking another sip of wine. It was better if he kept that to himself until he got a more complete sense of his teacher’s intentions.

“You’re a fit, handsome young man,” said Ms. Magdalene. “But I somehow suspect that what happened between you and Shelly earlier today happened because of magic, rather than hormones.”

Daniel shrugged.

“I’m a teenager, Ms. Magdalene,” he said. “You know how teenagers are.”

“I do.” She smiled and shifted a little closer to him on the couch. “All too well. Which is why I’m worried about what you would do with a hypothetical spell that would, let’s say, create desire in a member of the opposite sex.”

Daniel had, in fact, been planning on using his spell on Ms. Magdalene as soon as he got another chance. It was the only trick he had up his sleeve, the only way he could see himself escaping if push came to shove, and she had magical talents of her own.


It’s just as well,
 he thought. I still haven’t recovered enough of my magic yet to cast it again.


“Daniel, you aren’t just my student anymore,” said Ms. Magdalene. “You’re a man with a secret, one that might tempt you into doing some very bad things.”

Daniel smiled, taking a sip of the wine and feeling the tension in the room build.

“I don’t give into temptation so easily, Ms. Magdalene,” he said.

“You did earlier today. And I think… you will again.”

She was right against him on the couch now, her shoulder pressing into his. Daniel looked into her eyes, feeling a sudden, intense urge to tear her conservative white blouse open. He looked down at the wine glass in his hand and something clicked in his head.

She spiked it with magic! And I didn’t even think twice about drinking it…

His cock was already hardening in his jeans with such determination that Daniel knew that he wouldn’t be able to resist if she tried to seduce him. But, he resolved to try anyway, to keep as much of whatever advantage he had as he could. Ms. Magdalene was not to be trusted.

“Nice try,” he said, through gritted teeth. “But it will take more than that to…”

Ms. Magdalene started unbuttoning her blouse with slow, titillating movements. She made it halfway down, far enough for the edge of the red bra holding her big breasts in check to slip into view.

“Can I tell you a secret of mine, Daniel?” She brought her lips close enough for her hot breath to tickle his ear. “I really like giving head,” she whispered.


CHAPTER 21

Ms. Magdalene pressed her breasts into Daniel’s face, and his entire body throbbed with lustful, physical need. He’d actually thought of her like this before, many times before, when life was still simple and having sex fantasies about his hot college professor was just a part of being a horny young man.

“Ms. Magdalene…” Daniel tried to breathe deep and calm himself down. “You… put something in the wine, didn’t you?”

“Just a simple potion to calm you down,” she said. “Along with one to focus your desire. I want to give you a taste of what you did to that young woman earlier today.”

“Ohh…” Daniel let out a moan as her hand began to run over the bulge in his jeans. He couldn’t think clearly anymore, and logic and reason had both taken a backseat to his overwhelming horniness.

“It’s like I said before, Daniel,” whispered Ms. Magdalene. “When you feel like you’re in over your head… I want you to know where to come.”

She unzipped his jeans and pulled them down, pausing afterward to rub the wet spot on his boxers before working his cock out of them. She ran her fingers over it, sending waves of pleasure intense enough to be excruciating through the rest of Daniel’s body.

“Oh god!” he cried out.

“I might have made the lust potion a little stronger than I needed to,” said Ms. Magdalene. “I just wanted to make sure that you got enough to really open up to me.”

She ran one of her fingers up his shaft, shifting it to let the perfectly manicured fingernail slide over sensitive skin. Ms. Magdalene made eye contact with him and slowly licked her lips. She shrugged out of her white blouse and pressed her breasts in his face again.

“Just relax,” she whispered, “and enjoy your lesson.”

Ms. Magdalene swished her hair back over her shoulders and brought her mouth down to Daniel’s painfully hard cock. He groaned as her lips pushed against it. The sensation was unbelievable, as though her mouth was magically able to overload whatever it touched with pleasure.

“Do you like that?” asked Ms. Magdalene. “Would you like to see what else your teacher can do with her mouth and lips?”

Daniel nodded, feeling entranced by his desire. If she’d asked for the book in that moment, he wasn’t sure if he would have been able to keep himself from giving it to her.

Let’s hope she doesn’t ask…

Ms. Magdalene pushed her lips against the tip of his erection, letting his cock slide into her mouth slowly, her tongue pressing forward as it did. She made a small noise of satisfaction that vibrated through Daniel’s tool. He leaned his head back on the couch, unable to believe what was happening.

“Jesus Christ!” He felt a shiver of pleasure course through him as his teacher began to bob her head up and down, licking and sucking.

Looking down at her only made the sensation even more intense. Ms. Magdalene was enthusiastically giving him head, dressed only in her bra and her tight skirt. She was the same woman who’d reamed him out the afternoon before for not putting in enough effort in her class. Now she was the one putting in the effort, sucking him off like a porn star trying to win an award for the best blowjob technique.

He set a hand on the back of her head, gently encouraging her to suck faster and harder. Ms. Magdalene obliged him so readily that Daniel could only wonder about her previous sexual exploits. She was in her early thirties, old enough to have a decade or two of practice, and Daniel was only a couple of hours out of his virginity.

She pulled back slightly, popping her lips off his member and giving it a few long, sensual licks. Her hand stroked him up and down, and she flashed a coy smile at him.

“Are we on the same page now, Daniel?” she asked.

He nodded without stopping to think twice about it.

“I just want us to have a healthy, mutually beneficial friendship.” Ms. Magdalene paused and gave the tip of his cock a kiss. “I treat my friends well. You can have as much fun with me as you want, as my friend.”

She returned to sucking, immediately getting back up to speed, bobbing her hot mouth and soft lips up and down on his rod. Daniel watched her with a mixture of horniness and awe. He couldn’t take much more, not at the speed she was going at.

Her tongue was an active agent in the task, sliding and swirling around his cock, pleasing him inside her mouth as her lips squeezed and massaged on the outside. One of Ms. Magdalene’s hands slid up and down Daniel’s thigh, adding another layer of sensation onto the first.

He tried to focus and think clearly, struggling to connect his thoughts as he watched his teacher suck him off. She was only doing it to get the book. He was in her house, vulnerable, completely open to whatever plan she’d concocted.

But she… her mouth… this is incredible!

Daniel pictured Ms. Magdalene back on the first day of her class, the way she’d shut down some of the jocks for making lewd comments. He’d thought that she was one of the strictest professors at the college, back then. And now… well, he was certainly getting a very intense lesson from her.

Ms. Magdalene’s eyes locked onto his and she slowed her pace, each suck slow, sensual, and taking in every inch of him. Daniel couldn’t make himself hold out any longer. The pleasure hit him like a ton of bricks.

“Ms. Magdalene!” He grabbed the back of her head, giving into his instinctual urge to pull whatever his cock was inside of closer, to make sure his cum reached its target. Strand after strand of sticky seed blasted out into his teacher’s mouth. Ms. Magdalene swallowed every drop of it.

The pleasure lifted Daniel up and away as though it were a warm cloud. He melted into the couch, his eyes closing as his entire body hummed with satisfaction. He was off guard, but too relaxed to care.


CHAPTER 22

Daniel wasn’t sure how much time had gone by when he heard Ms. Magdalene’s whispers. She was speaking to someone, but not to him. He slowly opened his eyes and panned his gaze around the room.

“He’s confident, but naïve.” Ms. Magdalene was still shirtless, but held her cell phone to her ear. “After what I just did with him, I have no doubt that he’ll be wrapped around my little finger.”

She was standing in front of the door, but looking away from Daniel. Slowly, without making a noise, he rose to his feet.

“No, I don’t think we need to,” said Ms. Magdalene. “It would only risk attracting the attention of the Dreamwalkers and the police. And plus, then we’d have a body to dispose. I think he’ll relinquish his hold on the book on his own, if I ask him to.”

Daniel leaned his head into Ms. Magdalene’s kitchen. There was one other door, in the back of the house. He silently hefted his book bag, first making sure it still had the Book of Sins in it. His heart was pounding in his chest, but he kept his footsteps calm, controlled, and silent.

The back door was locked with something that went beyond a normal tumbler. When Daniel set his hand to the knob, it felt tingly, and refused budge as surely as though it had been welded into place. He swore under his breath and silently slipped back into the living room.

“No,” said Ms. Magdalene. “It’s probably fine to let the mom and sister go, but it’s up to you. Just be careful when you… Daniel?”

They have Kami and mom!

Daniel locked eyes with Ms. Magdalene for a single, brutally honest second, and then rushed to the side. There was one other door on the first floor that he hadn’t tried. He threw it open and rushed forward… into the bathroom.

“Daniel, hey!” Ms. Magdalene tried to follow after him, her voice filled with forced concern. “What’s wrong?”

Daniel locked the bathroom door and clenched his hands into frustrated fists. Not only did Ms. Magdalene and whoever else she was working with have his mother and Kami, but now they had him. He’d delivered himself into a situation where escape was essentially impossible.

“Daniel…” said Ms. Magdalene, in a sweet voice. “I’m glad that you’re up and moving. You know, I was just thinking about maybe taking a shower myself. We could take one… together.”

“Uh… that’s tempting,” said Daniel. It really was tempting, though with what he knew now, also tantamount to suicide.

Daniel unzipped his bag and pulled out the Book of Sins. It was what had gotten him into this trouble, and he would be damned if there wasn’t some way for it to get him out of it.

“Daniel, open the door,” said Ms. Magdalene. “Look, I was just talking to a friend. It’s nothing for you to get jealous about…”

Using Whisper of Desire on his teacher didn’t seem to be an option. Even if he could get close enough to pull it off, and had enough energy to do it, she had magical aptitude of her own. There was a solid chance that she had some kind of counter defense or immunity. It would explain why she’d left herself open to it earlier in the day, when he’d made his first attempt with it in her office.

“Sorry Ms. Magdalene,” said Daniel. “I ate some bad Indian food earlier today.”

He flipped open the book, turning past the first page to the second. Kami had told him that it would take a couple of days for each new trial to appear. By his count, it had barely been over twenty hours.

Is that enough time?

Daniel focused his eyes on the page, determined to find out. He drowned out Ms. Magdalene’s voice, his own concern for his mom and Kami, even the latent effects of the arousal potion his teacher had slipped into his wine. Words slowly began to appear within the book.

Light something on fire that doesn’t belong to you.

The illustration was of a grinning man carrying a basic, wooden torch, leaning toward an old fashioned carriage and preparing to do mischief. It was crude, and something about it made Daniel think that it had been drawn based off the author’s own experiences.

“Fire…” Daniel grinned. “Now this, I can work with.”

“Daniel!” Ms. Magdalene was losing her patience. “Mr. Worth, you need to open this door right now!”

“Uhhhh…” Daniel flushed the toilet several times. “You should give it a minute, Ms. Magdalene. It smells like someone died in here.”

He scanned the room, searching for something, anything, to work with. What Daniel had been hoping for was a stray scented candle, possibly along with a lighter or some matches. He checked the medicine cabinet, under the sink, and in the small linen closet and came up empty.

“Come on…” he muttered. “I’m desperate…”

His eyes lingered on the electrical socket next to the sink. Ms. Magdalene was yelling from outside and trying the door handle over and over again. Daniel chewed his lip, thinking furiously, and then spotting her jewelry box.

He pulled out two flashy metal hoop earrings and set about straightening them out. In a few seconds, he had the means to attempt to harness some of the house’s electrical energy, which meant that he could make an attempt at a fire, or more likely, electrocute himself to death.

Something banged into the bathroom door hard, with far more intensity than a woman the size of Ms. Magdalene could hope to put into a shoulder slam. Daniel rushed through the next step of his pyromaniacal plan, grabbing a few pieces of dry toilet paper to hold in one hand.

“If this kills me,” he said, “at least she’ll have to explain what a student was doing in her bathroom in the middle of the night.”

Daniel pushed the first length of earring wire into the left electrical hole, flinching back as it sparked. He wrapped his fingers in toilet paper for the second, trying to create some kind of buffer between him and the killer current.

It happened in the blink of an eye once he had them both in. They were each making contact with the toilet paper, passing current through it. Toilet paper, as Daniel had suspected, was a horrible conductor of electricity.

A flame burst into life and immediately started devouring the dry, insubstantial wisp of tinder. Daniel panicked, tossing the hot fire away from him and into Ms. Magdalene’s linen closet. He had time to think of a reason or two why that would probably end badly before the knowledge of his new spell hit him.

It was the same as it had been with Whisper of Desire. Daniel’s mind was flooded with basic knowledge of a specific magical ability. He could make a palm sized fire in either hand, fire that would burn anything other than him. He couldn’t throw it, fire ball style, and he couldn’t extend its length like a flamethrower without additional fuel.

If he lit something else on fire, it would be capable of burning him as soon as it became a self-sufficient entity of its own. It would take magic to keep the original flame going, a toll that would be rather significant on him, given his limited innate ability. Daniel glanced at the new page of the Book of Sins, and saw the spell’s official name written in red across the bottom.

FLAME TOUCH

“Daniel!” screamed Ms. Magdalene. “I’m knocking the door down!”

Whatever spell Ms. Magdalene was using to attack the door struck a second time, cracking the wood and almost smashing through. Daniel shook his head, coming back to the situation. He slipped the Book of Sins into his bag and immediately broke into coughing fit.

The linen closet, full of towels, sheets, and spare blankets, had taken the small toilet paper flame and turned it into a blazing inferno. Daniel had to drop low to the ground just to breathe, the room filling with smoke faster than he could have imagined.

Ms. Magdalene cast her spell again and this time, the door tore from its frame, flying over Daniel and across the bathroom. Smoke rushed into her face, blinding Ms. Magdalene and reducing her to a mess of coughs.

“You… my bathroom!” screamed Ms. Magdalene.

Daniel was already moving, slipping by her with the smoke and charging the front door. It was unlocked, but he hesitated before rushing outside, noticing the hook next to the door with a set of car keys hanging from it.

Hey… I am in a rush, after all, aren’t I?


CHAPTER 23

Ms. Magdalene was apparently more concerned with keeping her house from burning down than pursuing him. Daniel didn’t see her coming after him as he started the car and backed out of the driveway. He almost felt a little bad, when looking at the night from a detached perspective.


She’s the victim of arson and grand theft auto
. And all of the seduction was for nothing.


He flew down the street, not bothering to take notice of the speed limit. His concern for Kami and his mother came to the forefront of his mind, along with an ominous sense of curiosity related to their mysterious captor.

Daniel parked Ms. Magdalene’s car up the block from his house, not wanting his approach to be overheard. He left the keys in the ignition, feeling a sliver of sympathy for his teacher. She had, after all, recommended against killing him to whoever her partner in crime was.

It was late enough in the night for the streetlights to be on, and he opted instead to walk across the lawns of his neighbors, in the shadows. He heard something coming from his own back yard, a voice that he didn’t recognize.

“At least your old master put up a fight. This boy… what can you expect him to do against me?”

“It’s not him you have to worry about,” said Kami. “It’s me. I’m going to kill you, and get vengeance for Ixion, I swear it!”

The unfamiliar voice let out a deep, raspy laugh. Daniel crept up to the fence separating his yard from the neighbors. He saw a figure in a black robe standing on the lawn. Kami was on the ground a few feet away from him, struggling to her feet. Behind the black robed figure, near the door leading inside, lay Daniel’s mother, either unconscious, or worse… dead.

He hopped the fence and landed with a surprising amount of dexterity, barely making a sound. The robed figure was speaking to Kami in a quiet voice and didn’t notice immediately. Kami lashed out suddenly, kicking her leg and making the figure jump back.

“You need to learn obedience,” said the robed figure. “You’ll belong to me, soon enough.”

“He won’t give you the book,” said Kami. “He knows better than that.”

“Then I’ll kill him, and take it from him. And then I’ll take you, throughout what’s left of the night.”

Daniel reached his mom’s side without being seen. He held a hand in front of her mouth. She was still breathing, and seemed otherwise unharmed. He looked back over at Kami. She’d seen him, and looked as though she was making an effort to catch his eye without giving away his presence.

Kami’s expression was like something out of a painting, imparting a silent, desperate message to Daniel. She was urging him, begging him, even, to take his mother and escape. She was reminding him that she, as his familiar, and bound to the book as she was, could die without dying. He could leave her there as a distraction, and resummon her later, once he was more familiar with the spells within the Book of Sins.

I won’t leave her behind. Not now, and not ever.

Daniel placed his mom just within the house on the floor of the kitchen, and then turned his attention back to the yard. He slammed the glass sliding door with enough force to make a loud crack, drawing the hooded figure’s attention.

“And here is the hero in question,” said the stranger. “Charging into to danger to save his betrothed.”

He offered a mock bow, and though his face was completely shrouded by the robe, Daniel got the sense that he was grinning at him. He unshouldered his book bag and set it aside. It would only slow him down in the oncoming fight.

“I’m going to give you one chance,” said Daniel. “Turn around, and get the fuck out of my yard.”

The hooded figure laughed.

“No, I don’t suppose I will,” he said. “Molly’s description of you was spot on. Confident, and yet so naïve.”

The hooded figure waved a hand in Daniel’s direction. Daniel barely had time to see the lawn chair, lifted by an invisible magical force, flying at his head. He ducked and felt a plastic chair leg swish over his head, rustling his hair.

“You were in the right place at the right time, last night,” said the figure. “You aren’t anything special. I want to make that very clear.”

He waved his hand a second time. A stray soccer ball whipped toward Daniel’s head. He swung his hand at it, summoning his magic and using Flame Touch as he made contact. The ball exploded in a rather impressive burst of fire and melted rubber.

The hooded figure seemed to hesitate slightly, as though considering what Daniel’s usage of the spell meant. Daniel didn’t say anything, and in fact, took advantage of his foe’s thought process. He let his mouth turn up into an amused smile.

“I thought it was just a book at first,” he said, enunciating each syllable as confidently as he could. “But Kami explained it all to me. It’s been quite an… interesting read.”

“If you had the power to do anything against me, you already would have,” said the figure. “A splash of flames is nothing in comparison to my magic.”

He shoved his hand forward and Daniel flew back, slamming against the wall of his house hard enough to knock the wind out of him and make him see stars. Daniel remained standing, however, and kept his composure.

The hooded figure moved to attack him again, this time lifting a few rocks from the garden, along with several slats of wood from the fence. Daniel charged forward, his hand burning with Flame Touch, his eyes scanning from projectile to projectile, judging distances and preparing.

The attack came as Daniel closed with a dozen feet. He managed to dodge one of the wooden slats by accident, stumbling slightly at just the right time to allow it to pass by his ear. The second one he was ready for, and managed to catch it in midair with his burning hand. The wooden fence slat immediately immolated along one side, and Daniel held it in front of him like a burning sword.

“Face me, then!” shouted the hooded figure.

Daniel had gotten turned around in his evasive maneuvers. He whirled, preparing to hurl the flaming wooden slat at his opponent. Instead of one enemy, he found that there were now a half dozen, all of them identical copies of his original foe, black hoods and shrouded features.

“What...” Daniel felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. All of the robed figures waved their arms in unison, and another piece of a fence flew at him, slamming into his leg with enough force to tear open his jeans and leave slivers in his thigh.

“Run, Daniel!” screamed Kami. “You can’t win against him!”

More laughter rang out, this time from multiple directions. Daniel tried to use his flaming fence slat to knock away the rocks that the hooded figure continued to telekinetically fling at him, with mixed success. A bucket flew at him from behind, striking him solidly and leaving a mean bruise on his shoulder.

A rake leaning against the shed hit him across the chest, snapping in half as it fell to the ground. Daniel stumbled backward as the two broken pieces of it flew back into the air, turning so that their jagged edges faced him as they shot forward. He only barely dodged them, aware that getting impaled would mean the end of the fight and probably his life.

As he pulled himself to his feet, Daniel used Flame Touch to reignite his makeshift wooden weapon. He paused, looking at the illusionary figures and having a moment of sudden realization as the flames cast flickering shadows across the yard.

The illusions have no shadows. The real one is third over from the right.

Daniel acted as though he was still confused by the magic, stumbling into the middle of the phantoms and whirling in slow circle to face all of them. He kept his back to the real one, taking a few seemingly accidental steps in his direction.

“I grow tired of this,” said all of the illusions at once. “It’s time to end the-”

Daniel whirled, throwing his flaming shaft of wood with all of the strength he could muster with both hands. Its path through the air was uninhibited and true, and it struck the real hooded figure square in the chest, eliciting a cry of pain and partially igniting his robe. The other illusions disappeared and Daniel seized the moment, charging the hooded figure with hands balled into fists. He was out of magic to use his Flame Touch, but if he could get in a few good punches…

Purple lightning exploded from the sorcerer’s hands as Daniel closed on him. Every single inch of his body exploded with pain, and he fell to his knees in agony, still a good ten feet from his target.

“You fool,” said the sorcerer. “There is nothing you can do to win against me.”

The Worth family’s wooden picnic table flipped onto its side and flew across the yard, slamming into Daniel and knocking him into the air. He landed in an uncoordinated sprawl next to the shed, his entire body bruised and aching. He wasn’t sure if he could even manage to stand up.

“Daniel!” screamed Kami.

“It’s over,” said the sorcerer. “I’ll give you one last chance, Kamila Goodchild. Swear yourself to me as my familiar, and I will show you mercy once I have the book in hand.”

The hooded figure began lifting more objects into the air, swirling rocks, fence slats, and pieces of broken picnic table into a maelstrom around himself and Kami. Daniel felt a powerful fury building in his chest.

I’m not letting this bastard enslave her!

He staggered to his feet and took a few steps toward them. The pieces of debris swirling around the sorcerer and Kami were moving too fast for him to charge through, at least not without taking what could be a crippling blow.

Daniel chewed his lip, trying to think of what he could do. His eyes slowly scanned across the yard, coming to a stop as he saw something that shouldn’t have been there. His jet black, carbon frame Cannondale road bike was leaning against the side of the shed.

“Shelly…” he muttered, in disbelief. “She brought it back.”

There wasn’t time to him to consider the potential downsides of what he was about to do. Daniel climbed onto his bike, pedaling hard in a curve to build up speed, and then pumped with all the strength his legs had left in them, speeding toward the sorcerer’s back.

One of the broken rake pieces came within an inch of his neck as he made it past the swirling barrier. The sorcerer was holding Kami by the scruff of her shirt, whispering something into her ear, one hand cupping her cheek in a manner that fueled Daniel’s rage even further.

He twisted the handlebars at the last second to solidify his aim. The bike’s front tire drove between the sorcerer’s legs, and Daniel’s fist followed an instant later, slamming into the back of his opponents head.

The crash was nearly as painful for him as it probably was for the sorcerer, but the difference was that Daniel had been expecting it. He managed to keep hold of the hooded figure as he tumbled free from his bike, reeling his fist back to strike again, and again, as he wrestled himself onto his opponent’s waist.

He heard screams of pain as his onslaught intensified, and part of him savored them. As Daniel’s fist came down for a fifth punch to the head, his opponent disappeared. The black robe was still there, but whoever had been inside it was gone, if it hadn’t been some kind of physical illusion to begin with.

“This isn’t over, wizard whelp!” cried a voice from nowhere and everywhere at once. “I will have the Book of Sins! And you will live to see the form my revenge takes!”

Daniel punched the empty robe one last time, adrenaline still pulsing through his veins as he looked around the yard. It was a complete mess, with most of the fences that separated his backyard from his neighbors’ backyards reduced to wooden splinters. Most of the rocks from the garden had been torn up, and the house’s paint job had several deep scratches in it from various impacts.

Kami walked over him, limping visibly on one side, a broad smile playing across her lips. She crouched down next to him and pulled him into a tight, full body hug.

“Why didn’t you leave me?” she asked, her voice a whisper.

Daniel shook his head.

“I’m just not that kind of person,” he said.

Kami locked eyes with him, her big, purple irises misting over with tears. Her smile widened even further, and she leaned her head against his chest.

“You’re really stupid,” she said. “…Thanks.”


CHAPTER 24

Daniel brought his mother inside and set her down on the couch. She woke up about ten minutes later, immediately digging in her heels and disputing the version of events that Daniel and “Melina” offered.

“Mom, it was just a group of teenagers in hoodies,” said Daniel. “I don’t know where you’re getting this from.”

“I know what I saw!” said Deborah. “He showed up at our door and scared us, Daniel. Your sister and I ran into the backyard to get away from him, and then he started doing… something. Melina, why won’t you tell him?”

“You’re just confused,” said Kami, as gently as she could. “One of the kids was taller than the rest? Maybe that’s it? He scared you and you fainted, remember?”

The process had to be repeated a second time when the police showed up, close to an hour after the action was over. Daniel gave the same statement as Kami, and though Deborah was still insistent on her version of events, she conceded that her fainting spell might be clouding her memory.

“Let us know if any of you remember anything else,” said one of the cops. “With the details you’ve given, it might take us a while to catch these guys.”

“I know how it is,” said Daniel. “Don’t worry, we’ll be okay.”

They left, and Daniel spent a couple of minutes tending to his mom. She was remarkably well composed, all things considered, and even offered to make dinner for all of them if they were hungry.

“We’re fine, mom,” said Daniel. “Really. You should get some sleep.”

Deborah frowned at her son.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“Positive.”

She smiled at him and walked over, pulling Daniel into a tight hug.

“I love you, sweetie,” she said. “I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t gotten home when you did.”


All of this is only happening because of me and my choices,
 thought Daniel. I can’t take credit, it’s my fault to begin with.


“I love you too, mom,” he said. “You should get some sleep.”

Deborah said goodnight to Daniel and “Melina”, and then headed upstairs. Daniel let out a sigh of relief and collapsed on the couch.

“What now?” he asked Kami. She’d let her disguise drop as soon as Deborah was out of sight, and was watching Daniel with a strange look in her eyes.

“Now, we rest,” said Kami.

“What if Ms. Magdalene and this… nameless sorcerer fellow try something else?”

Kami shook her head.

“They won’t,” she said. “The Dreamwalkers will be watching your neighborhood very closely for the next few days. Speaking of which, you should leave the front door unlocked.”

“What? Seriously?”

Kami nodded.

“They’ll be by tonight, the Dreamwalkers, for your mom and probably a few of your neighbors,” she said. “It’s nothing to worry about. They just need to edit a couple of their memories, and make it seem like none of this ever happened.”

Daniel stared at her, unsure of how to feel about that.

“So, wait, you’re saying one of them is going to come into the house and mess with my mom’s mind?”

“They’ll be under a powerful cloaking spell,” said Kami. “You won’t be able to see them, and they’ll be in and out in a matter of minutes. They’re quite professional, for a bunch of religious kooks.”

Daniel scratched his head.

“Wait, what if somebody took a video, or something?” he asked. “If evidence of the supernatural ended up on YouTube, it’s not like they could go into millions of people’s homes to do memory wipes… could they?”

“YouTube?” Kami frowned at him. “Is that like… one of those movie things?”

“A movie thing that you don’t have to pay for,” said Daniel. “That anyone can put up on the, uh, well it’s called the internet. And it’s totally unrestricted.”

“If it’s anything like what the Dreamwalkers faced after the adoption of the printing press, I doubt it’s too much of an issue for them,” said Kami. “People are always trying to be ‘skeptical’, and ‘rational’, when it comes to these sorts of things. A moving picture would never be enough to convince most of society of the supernatural. There’s too much momentum behind the boring and regular paradigm that scientists and world leaders have agreed upon.”

“So… why should we leave the door unlocked, again?” asked Daniel.

Kami shrugged.

“Do you want your mom remembering this?” she asked. “Best case scenario is that she thinks she’s crazy.”

“I guess you’re right.” Daniel sighed, and then remembered something. “Kamila Goodchild? That’s seriously your name?”

Kami blushed a little, an offended look flashing across her eyes.

“Hey, Daniel Worth isn’t that much better to my ears,” she said. “And yes, it is. But I haven’t gone by that since… well, since I first became a familiar.”

“Hmmm…” Daniel crossed his arms. “So is this guy a friend of yours, or something?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. I didn’t get a look at his face, and I definitely didn’t recognize his voice.” Kami’s expression darkened. “Which isn’t good, Daniel. This means we’re dealing with someone who, at best, is a powerful necromancer, and at worse, has an artifact that grants him extended life, possibly even immortality.”

That made Daniel uneasy, but he tried not to let it show. He reached over to his bag and pulled out the Book of Sins, running his hand across the cover and feeling a little amazed at how much trouble the simple tome had dumped into his lap.

“Nice new spell, by the way,” said Kami. “I’m surprised that you were able to read another page and pass another trial so quickly.”

“Thanks,” he said. “Flame Touch. It’s like the coolest zippo ever invented.”

“Basic destruction magic,” said Kami. “Don’t rely on it too much. Wizards that focus on destruction magic tend to lose their creative edge.”

“I won’t,” he said.

A silent moment passed by. She was still looking at him.

“Daniel…” Kami shrugged and brushed her glossy, black bangs out of her eyes. “It meant a lot to me. You fighting the sorcerer on my behalf, I mean.”

“Don’t mention it. I couldn’t let that guy screw with my friends and family and get away with it.”

Kami slid a little closer to him on the couch. She reached her hand up and touched his cheek, her fingers caressing above a small scratch that one of the sorcerer’s projectiles had left.

Slowly, with the hesitance of blushing teenager, Kami leaned in and kissed him. It was the first time that she’d done that, and her lips were unsure against his until he started kissing back. Daniel pulled her against him, feeling warmth and joy flooding over him. He’d only known her for a single day, but he was already glad to have her as a part of his life.

They only pulled apart after several seconds of making out. Kami looked a little embarrassed and cleared her throat to disperse some of the tension.

“We should both probably get to bed.” Her face shifted back to the mask of Daniel’s sister, which made Daniel feel supremely uncomfortable again.

“Right,” he said. “Good night, Kami.”

She smiled at him.

“Good night, Daniel.”


CHAPTER 25

The Dreamwalker approached slowly, taking care to muffle her footsteps as she moved. The cloaking spell she was under helped reduce the sound of her movements, but not to the same extent that it hid her from view. Someone could look directly at her and not see her, but if she coughed too loudly or knocked something over, she could still be discovered.

Icarus Point was a small enough city to usually only have a single Dreamwalker operating within its limits at a time. It was rare for there to be more than a single incident every few months. The past two days had been two for two, though the first hadn’t required her touch, in the end.

She paused outside of the entrance to the house at the center of the encounter. The Worth family’s next door neighbor had been a quick job, an older woman who’d been watching from her lawn and had only seen the last few seconds of the fight. The Dreamwalker suspected that she’d have to do a little more here, and be on guard while doing it.

She’d already sent a report on Daniel Worth to one of the Dreamwalkers on the Elder Council. Ixion had been in their records as a wizard of remarkable talent and reasonable disposition, but none of them had ever for a second suspected that he’d held the Book of Sins in his possession.

For them to discover it so soon after the wizard’s demise would have been a small miracle, if not for the events that had followed. The Book of Sins was a dangerous magical artifact, so dangerous, in fact, that sending Dreamwalkers after it in centuries past had been used as a political tool, a way for councilmen to discreetly and indirectly eliminate underlings that stepped out of line. Nobody came back from an encounter with a sorcerer with an artifact of power like that.

She was preparing a basic alteration spell to kill the door’s lock even before she tried the handle, and was surprised to find that it was already unlocked. The young Dreamwalker pulled hood of her grey cloak up and over her head as she stepped into the house, quietly shutting the door behind her.

The stairs were on the other side of the living room, and she silently made her way up them. There was no need for her to try the first few doors. The watchers had already fed her information on this particular target, down to the layout of the house and the woman’s physical appearance.

She opened the third door along the upstairs hallway, crept over to the sleeping woman’s bed, and held her hand directly over her head. There was an art to editing memories through a person’s dreams. The first few years of her training had focused on it, along with the doctrines of the Temple of Dreams.

It only took a couple of seconds. The woman would wake up the next morning feeling refreshed. She would remember only the new, edited version of the events. Any remnants of the original experience would feel like dream, and fade over the course of hours, if not minutes.

The Dreamwalker silently made her way back down the stairs and through the house. She paused at the door, sighing and feeling as though she was staring into the thick, dark cloud of an oncoming storm.

“Be careful with that book, Daniel,” whispered Leah.

THE END


PART TWO

CHAPTER 26

Daniel made a show of covering his plate as Ms. Duncan stalked her way around the table, holding a plate of delicious smelling pork chops in one hand and a pair of tongs in the other.

“No more,” he said, grinning. “I’m stuffed. Definitely the best home cooked meal I’ve had in a very long time.”

“Your mom cooks for you, doesn’t she?” asked Ms. Duncan. She was an elegant woman, younger than the average parent of a college student, with honey brown skin and dark, glossy, straightened hair. She was also Daniel’s best friend’s mother, and a single mother, at that.

“Of course she cooks for him,” said PJ. He clapped Daniel on the back, a gesture that snapped Daniel’s focus back to his full stomach.

“Occasionally,” said Daniel. He glanced out the window, noticing that it was darker than he’d thought it was outside. “Speaking of which, I should probably get going.”

“Can I pack you with some leftovers to take home?” asked Ms. Duncan. Daniel shook his head.

“I’m fine, really,” he said.

“You should stop by for dinner again soon,” said Jess, a smile playing across her lips. At 18, she was the oldest of PJ’s sisters, and though they’d been born within two years of each other, she had a different father than her brother. Her skin was lighter than her mother’s, and her facial features were half Asiatic and quite intriguing, though Daniel did his best not to notice.

“I will, trust me,” said Daniel. “Man, that was good.”

He stood up and PJ rose alongside, walking him to the door.

“Thanks, man,” said Daniel. “That was a blast.”

“Are you kidding? I should be thanking you,” said PJ. “The only time mom goes all out is when we have company over. And besides…”

He hesitated, only for a split second, but long enough for Daniel, who’d been his best friend for the better part of a decade, to pick up on it.

“What?”

“Ah, nothing,” said PJ. The smile returned to his face, and he clasped Daniel’s hand in goodbye. “I’ll see you in class tomorrow.”

Daniel nodded.

“See you then.”

It was a cold night, fallen leaves rustling across the street incessantly and lending an ambient rattle to the neighborhood background nose. Daniel zipped his hooded sweatshirt up and headed down the sidewalk at a pace fast enough to help keep him warm.

He’d thought about riding his bike, but PJ didn’t live far away, and his front tire had been leaking air ever since he’d used it as a battering ram against a dark sorcerer who’d taken his mom and Kami, his familiar, hostage. Daniel was fine with walking and appreciated the chance to have some time to be alone with his thoughts.

Four street lamps on either side of the road ahead of him suddenly winked out in perfect unison. Daniel froze. There was barely enough light left for him to make out basic shapes in the darkness, and one shape in particular was moving in his direction.

Seriously? I can’t even go to dinner at my best friend’s house without fighting for my life?

“Daniel Worth.” The voice that came from the figure was feminine, but fuzzily obscured and a little vague sounding, as though it had been magically altered to be unrecognizable.

“Mysterious creepster,” said Daniel. “I’m tired. Can we do this tomorrow?”

“The Book of Sins,” said the figure. “We know that you have it.”

Daniel froze in place. The Book of Sins was an ancient magical artifact that he’d inherited out of stupid luck, being in the right place at the right time. In the five days that he’d had it in his possession, it had completely upturned his life, for better and for worse.

“Wait, who is we?” asked Daniel. “If you’re speaking on behalf of some kind of club, I’d like to at least know-”

“The Dreamwalkers.”

Daniel went silent. He’d heard about the Dreamwalkers from his familiar, Kami. Long before she’d lost her last master and been orphaned into his care, she’d been a witch. An unfortunately powerful miscast conjuration spell had bound to the book, almost four hundred years earlier. She knew her stuff when it came to the movers and shakers of the magical world, and she’d spoken of the Dreamwalkers with a mixture of fear and respect.

“So you’re the local Dreamwalker,” said Daniel. “I guess this is our first official meeting. Great job on doctoring my mom’s memories, by the way.”

The Dreamwalkers, from what he’d been told, were kind of like the religious authority of the supernatural world. They had all of the characteristics of an underground cult, except for the fact that they served a real, living god, an immortal figure who could walk and talk and interact with the mortal world, if Kami’s information was accurate.

They were also very particular about how magic was allowed to interact with normal civilization, along with what people were allowed to know of and remember its existence. Their method of action was to enter the dreams of anyone without innate magical talent after a supernatural incident, snipping out inconvenient memories and smoothing things over.

“You’re welcome,” said the Dreamwalker.

“What’s your name?” asked Daniel. He didn’t expect her to actually answer. He was surprised that they were even having a conversation, to begin with.

The Dreamwalker was silent for a moment.

“You may call me Nyx,” she finally said. “The book, Daniel. We know that you have the book, and we’d like for you to consider turning it over to us.”

Daniel sighed and started walking again. He got the sense that if she had been going to attack him, she already would have.

“Daniel!” she yelled, as he passed by her. “Having a magical artifact in your possession is not grounds for us to take action, but if you delve into its pages, we will have no other choice. There is dark magic in the Book of Sins! It will consume you, if you let it.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said.

“It’s not just about you. Think of your mother, Daniel. Think of the risks you’re exposing her to, just by having it, let alone using it.”

That made him hesitate. Daniel’s encounter with the dark sorcerer the prior week had left him with serious anxiety concerning his mom’s safety. He couldn’t protect her all of the time, and the fact that he still lived at home made her into a target, a weakness for his enemies to exploit, even.

“I’ll think about it,” he said. And he meant it. For now, however, he needed to get home. Daniel turned away from the conversation with a nod and headed on his way.

A strong gust of breeze blew across the street, and Daniel heard a crash. A couple of trash cans had been knocked over from where they’d been on the curb. What caught Daniel’s attention, however, was how the Dreamwalker’s cloak had slipped to the side a bit, and though it was still too dark for him to see anything but a silhouette, he could now see more of her profile. She had a nice body, with all of the curves right where they needed to be.

“Good night, Nyx,” he called after her. He glanced away for a moment. The street lights flicked back on, and she was gone.


CHAPTER 27

The street was silent. Daniel shivered as he made it down the last stretch to his house. He was tired, but knew that there were pressing matters other than sleep waiting for him back home.

He frowned as he walked up the Worth family driveway. There were noises coming from inside the house. He took another step and immediately tensed as a sharp, terrified scream came from just beyond the door. Daniel’s heart pounded as he rushed forward, cold sweat coalescing into existence on his palms.

The sorcerer must be making a second attempt. How could I be so fucking stupid, leaving the house unguarded?

“Mom! Kami!” Daniel threw the door open, crouching down as his eyes searched the darkness for signs of danger.

“Daniel?” Deborah Worth turned to look at him from where she sat on the couch, pressing pause on the remote in her hand as she did. “What’s wrong?”

It took Daniel another second or two to recognize the situation for what it was. His mother and “Melina” were sitting on the couch together, both of them curled up under blankets, watching some scary movie they’d found on Netflix. There was no danger, no reason for him to get worked up. He let out a sigh of relief and closed the door behind him, locking the handle and sliding the deadbolt.

“Sorry,” he said. “I heard the scream from outside and… well, I assumed the worst.”

“Oh, that’s so sweet.” The girl that appeared to be Daniel’s sister smiled at him and brushed bangs out of her face. It was Kami, of course. The familiar had taken to shapeshifting her face into the appearance of Melina, Daniel’s wayward sister, in order to stay close to him without arousing Deborah’s suspicions.

Over the past couple of days, Kami’s identity had taken on a life of its own. Deborah was thrilled to have her “daughter” back, and even though Kami had none of Melina’s memories or temperament, she’d been passing just fine. Deborah and Kami were becoming close, bonding together in that special way that mothers and daughters do.


I’m not sure how I feel about that,
 he thought. It’s nice to see mom so happy, and Kami could definitely use a friend, but still…


“Do you want to join us, Daniel?” asked his mom. “The movie’s almost done, but we have plenty of popcorn left.”

“And plenty of wine,” said Kami. Deborah laughed.

“Don’t tempt him with that,” said Deborah. “He’s even more underage than you are!”

Daniel smiled. Finding the Book of Sins had brought more into his life than just supernatural complications and magical cantrips. Kami was a genuinely wonderful person, and a pleasure to be around. She felt like a part of his family already, someone who he could trust with anything, and someone who had his back when times were rough.

Is that why I don’t want to give the book up? She would go with it, bound to it as she is…

“I have some homework to get done,” said Daniel. “An essay that’s due tomorrow.”

“Daniel…” said his mom. “Who is Kami?”

Daniel flinched back, glancing over at “Melina”.

“Uh…”

“You shouted her name when you barged in.” Deborah grinned. “If I had to guess, I’d say she’s… a friend? Maybe… a girlfriend, even? What do you think, Melina? Have you seen any signs of Daniel being smitten with someone?”

As awkward as the situation was for Daniel, he still managed to sympathize with Kami being put on the spot by his mother’s inadvertently personal question. She was blushing furiously, and just kind of shrugged and shook her head.

“Who knows?” she said, absently.

“I have to get my work done,” said Daniel. “Sorry, mom. I’ll talk to you in the morning.”

“Daniel, I can… help out, if you need some advice on your, uh, essay?” offered Kami.

“Sure,” said Daniel.

Deborah gave them both an odd look, and then returned to the movie, unpausing it in the middle of an action sequence. Daniel walked upstairs and into his room, followed closely behind by Kami, who still had on Melina’s face.

“How was dinner?” asked Kami, once the door was shut. A bit of her English accent crept back into her voice. It was something she’d been working to tone down, as Melina, but Daniel enjoyed the sound of it and appreciated the fact that it wasn’t gone for good.

“Good.” Daniel sat down at his desk, slipping the Book of Sins out from its hiding spot in the secret nook on his bookshelf. “Except for the walk home. The Dreamwalker stopped in for a chat.”

Kami frowned at that, letting her disguise drop and looking like her real self. She was so pretty, and Daniel almost lost focus as he looked at her. Her hair was jet black and perfectly straight. Her face was classically pretty, with deep violet eyes that had an odd swirling pattern of sparkling gold in them, like some kind of magical storm of color.

“What did he say?” she asked.

“It’s a she,” said Daniel. “Called herself ‘Nyx’. And she basically just gave me a warning about the book. Made an offer to take it off my hands if I wanted to give it up.”

He saw Kami tense slightly at his words. She knew as well as he did what giving the book up would mean. He would go on living his normal life, and Kami, well, there was no telling what would happen to her, in that situation.

“I’m not going to,” he continued. “Obviously. It’s too much fun for me to pass it off to someone else.”

Kami frowned at him.

“You should take this more seriously, Daniel,” she said. “I mean… you don’t have to give the book up, but to call it fun seems a little flippant.”

He chuckled.

“Maybe so,” he said. “Did you and my mom have a nice night?”

Kami looked as though she still had more to say and ask about the Dreamwalker, but she let it drop, nodding and smiling a little as she contemplated his question.

“We had a blast,” she said. “She insisted on watching that movie. It was so scary, Daniel… but I think I liked it. It’s unbelievable to me that machines are able to do that with light, it’s like we were looking through a window into another world!”

Daniel nodded, trying to keep his amusement from being too blatant. Kami was from another time, another century, in fact. She’d been a familiar to a half dozen or so different masters, but hadn’t lived straight through all of the years. Because of that, she had missed out on long periods of history, along with the technological developments occurring over them.

“Are sure you’re adjusting okay, Kami?” he asked. “I mean… Is life bearable for you here, bound to the book?”


Stuck with me and my mom, without any other options,
 he thought.

Kami raised an eyebrow at him, a hint of amusement entering her expression.

“I’ve been adjusting to being bound to the book for hundreds of years now, Daniel,” she said. “Trust me, I’ve gotten used to it. Though it would be nice to stay summoned for long enough to get used to a time period properly, for once.”

“Hint taken.” Daniel smiled back at her. “So… tell me about your life back before you became a familiar?”

“Are you really interested?”

Daniel nodded.

“Of course,” he said. “You were so vague the last time I asked, it’s not like I can be anything but curious.”

Kami looked as though she was about to answer, and then hesitated. After a second or two, she cleared her throat, ran her hands over her legs, and then answered.

“I was a seamstress,” she said. “For most of my childhood and early teenage years. Then I fell in with a ‘rough crowd’, as I think your mother would put it. And the rest is, well, history.”

Kami clasped her hands on her lap and looked at him expectantly, trying to read something in his expression. She looked earnest and yet, a little vulnerable, and Daniel couldn’t help but smile as he looked at her.

“Why are you staring at me like that?” Kami made a face and crossed her arms, looping around behind him in the chair and setting a hand on his shoulder.

“Sorry,” he said, opening the book. “You’re just so cute sometimes.”

Kami’s hand squeezed on his arm slightly, and then she pulled away. Daniel smiled and turned his attention to the third page of the Book of Sins.

The first two pages had revealed themselves to Daniel within a day of finding the book. The original author of the tome had locked away an incredible inheritance of magic inside of it, but each spell required the reader to first unlock the page, and then go through an additional trial in order to receive the knowledge.

Daniel had earned two spells for himself, one of which a simple, illusionary charm designed to work on the opposite sex, the other a basic bit of destruction fire magic. For the past three days, he’d been eagerly awaiting the next page of the book to reveal itself, but it had remained blank, as though mocking him for his eagerness.

“Let’s see if I can make this work tonight,” he said, taking a deep breath. He stared at the blank page, taking a moment to unfocus his eyes and trying to coax the magic hidden within the book out into the open.

Words slowly appeared on the page, each one scribbling itself into existence as though being written by an invisible hand. Kami made an excited noise from where she stood behind him, and Daniel grinned, watching as an illustration of his next trial appeared.

The picture was of a completely bald, hairless, and very naked man, skipping through a crowded town square. A number of people rode on horses and in basic carriages in the background, and several men stood with swords hanging from their belts.

The eyes of everyone in the picture were locked onto the naked man, the center of attention. Daniel read the text underneath it.

Strip off your clothes, your hair, and your pride, and take a jaunt through a public place.

“Jeez…” muttered Daniel. “This could be the big one. It sounds like it’s a trial for an invisibility spell, or at least some type of cloaking magic. But it’s going to be a little tricky…”

“Tricky?” Kami poked him in the cheek with her index finger. “I think you mean awkward, embarrassing, and shameful. I’m glad it’s you doing it, and not me.”

Daniel smiled and stood up from the chair.

“I’m not,” he said, letting his eyes meet hers. “It would be more fun to see you do it, blushing and naked and nervous.”

Kami smiled back at him and brought a finger to her lips.

“But then I’d have to shave all of the hair off my body,” she said. “Down to every nook and cranny…”

Daniel stepped closer to her. He wasn’t sure exactly what the two of them were, in terms of relationship. Kami was his familiar, and the very act of keeping her infused with magic required regular sexual intimacy on his behalf. It was the only way to transfer his magical essence into her, given his lack of innate spellcasting ability. And he didn’t mind in the slightest.

But from the way Kami had been acting, it was clear that she still needed some time to become completely comfortable with it, emotionally speaking. He’d only given her an “infusion of his magic” on that first day after bringing her home, and even then, it had been a somewhat limited affair. She also had kissed him once, after his battle with the sorcerer, but in the days following, the two of them had acted as though they were back to being just friends.


Friends with some serious sexual tension,
 he thought. I’m not sure if I’ll be able to keep things platonic if we don’t figure something out.


“I should get to bed, Daniel,” said Kami, licking her lips. “We don’t want your mom to start wondering about why we’re spending so much time together in your room.”

Daniel nodded slowly. Kami stepped forward to give him a hug, and it took all of his willpower to keep from pushing his lips against hers, and then throwing her down onto his bed.

“I will need another magical infusion soon, though,” she whispered. “Not tonight… but soon.”

“Yeah, totally, whenever you need it,” he said, trying not to sound too eager and failing miserably.

“Good night, Daniel,” said Kami. “You should give your next trial some thought, before attempting it.”

She flashed a wicked grin and slipped out the door. Daniel let out a breath that he hadn’t realized he’d been holding and collapsed on his bed. It took him a little while to calm down enough to get to sleep, and it wasn’t just because he was thinking about the next trial.


CHAPTER 28

Daniel was still exhausted when he woke up the next morning, but forced himself to start the day, pulling on clothes and stopping by the bathroom to brush his teeth on his way downstairs. His mom had already left for work, and Kami was sitting on the couch, wearing one of Daniel’s sister’s thin nightgowns and browsing Netflix.

“What do you think I should watch, Daniel?” she asked. “I’d prefer something set in an older time period… and something happy and cheery with an uplifting message!”

“You should check out Breaking Bad,” he said, smiling. His mom had left a box of granola bars on the kitchen counter as a stand in for breakfast, and he snagged one of them on his way out the door.

“What classes do you have today?” asked Kami.

“Just Creative Writing,” said Daniel. “It’s going to be a little weird. It’s one of Ms. Magdalene’s classes.”

Kami frowned at that.

“Do you want me to come with you?” she asked.

“You couldn’t sit in for it,” he said. “And it wouldn’t change much, I don’t think. I’ll be back later this afternoon.”

“Okay. I might go for a walk at some point.”

Daniel frowned and scratched his head. He was a little concerned about Kami heading out on her own, and for more reasons than the supernatural threat he faced. The modern world was completely new to her. Daniel was afraid of what would happen if she ran into someone interested in taking advantage of her. She didn’t have any money or anything of value to make her a target, but she was gorgeous, and unused to fending off aggressive, 21st
 century suitors.


But on the other hand, she is a grown woman,
 he thought. And with her shapeshifting magic, it’s not like she’s helpless.


“Alright,” he finally said. “Just be careful if you do. Assume that anyone who talks to you wants something or another.”

“What would somebody want from me?” Kami shifted to face him on the couch as she asked the question, her nightgown pulling taut against her breasts, the nipples poking against the sheer fabric. “I’m just a small town girl, living in a lonely world…”

“Let me guess… you watched Glee yesterday?”

“I love it! It’s so good!”

Daniel chuckled.

“Just be careful,” he said. “For my sake. Later, Kami.”

“Bye, Daniel.”

He slipped out through the front door, wishing that he’d had the chance to give his mom a similar talk before she’d left for work. It would have been harder with her, given how oblivious she was to the nature of their new situation, but at least it would have made him feel a little better.

Daniel was running a little late already, and had to jog the last quarter mile or so to the Icarus Community College campus. He headed straight for the Olympus Center, slipping past a large group of students mingling outside the entrance and heading down the hall to his classroom.

Most his fellow classmates had already settled into their seats. Creative Writing was one of the many classes Daniel shared with PJ, and he was a little surprised to see that his friend hadn’t arrived yet. He ended up finding a seat next to another face he recognized.

“Hi,” he said, sitting down next to a pretty blonde girl. “Leah, right?”

“Daniel.” Leah smiled at him, her teeth white and radiant. “Good to see you again.”

Leah was the classic, all-American girl next door. She had shoulder length blonde hair, big boobs, a nice butt, and a new age, neo hippie sense of fashion. She had on a loose-fitting tan blouse that was low cut in the front, along with tight jeans and a necklace with thin, rectangular beads.

“Have you been finding all of your classes easily enough?” he asked. Daniel had only met Leah the previous week, and she’d made it clear that she was still very new to the college.

“Yeah,” she said. She was looking at him strangely, her eyes more intense than they should have been. “You look… tired. Did you get enough sleep last night?”

Daniel yawned reflexively and shook his head.

“Not nearly enough,” he said. “But that’s par for the course.”

She looked like she was about to say something else, but before she could, Ms. Magdalene entered the classroom, taking her place behind her desk at the front of the room.

Daniel felt his heart rate speed at the sight of her. Ms. Magdalene was no ordinary teacher. She wanted the Book of Sins, and had made it very clear to him the week prior that she would go to whatever means necessary to get her hands on it.

Whatever. Means. Necessary.

It wasn’t just about physically taking the book from Daniel, either. From what Kami had explained to him, Daniel knew that he had to relinquish the book voluntarily for it to pass from him to another person. It was either that, or they needed to kill him, and free the book of its owner in order for any of the magic within the pages to transfer properly.

Ms. Magdalene slowly scanned over the room. She was smiling, and showed no reaction upon seeing Daniel. That made him feel a little bit better, almost like the encounter between the two of them had never happened, but only for a couple of seconds.

“I’ll be coming around to collect your essays,” said Ms. Magdalene. “Have them ready on your desk, and silently review the reading material while you wait.”

Despite her instructions, the room quickly filled with lively conversation as each person waited for her to come around and collect their assignment. Ms. Magdalene reprimanded several people on her way toward the back of the room, including one guy who made a crude comment about a certain part of her body.

Daniel almost let himself think that he’d be able to make it through her class without issue, when he saw the expression on her face as she approached his desk. She took his essay, and then smiled at the page underneath it, which was filled with doodles and a couple of musings from the night before, all of them about the next spell in the Book of Sins.

“What’s this?” asked Ms. Magdalene, grabbing the page before Daniel could slip it out of view. Her gaze scanned over the underlined title across the top. “Uses for Invisibility?”

“Uh, that’s just… nothing.” Daniel cringed, and then felt anger and embarrassment wave over him as he saw the devious look in Ms. Magdalene’s eyes.

“One: Start a YouTube channel and make big bucks.” Ms. Magdalene spoke in a voice loud enough to carry to the entire room, and a couple of people began snickering.

“That’s just a… joke.” Daniel gritted his teeth, feeling his face heat up.

“Two: Prank PJ.” She smiled and shook her head. “Are you sure you’re a college student, Daniel? This sounds more like a grade schooler’s agenda.”

“Ms. Magdalene,” he said, in a low voice. The entire room was laughing now, with the exception of Leah, strangely.

“Oh, and this one is just too perfect. Three: Best Halloween costume ever.” Ms. Magdalene beamed as the room exploded into laughter. “I’m surprised ‘sneak into the girl’s locker room’ isn’t on the list, too.”

She handed the paper back to Daniel, meeting his eye for a second or two. Her message was clear enough. He may have foiled her attempt at getting the Book of Sins, but she was still his professor, and she had him in not just one, but two separate classes. She could make his life hell if she wanted to.


CHAPTER 29

Daniel survived until the end of class and stayed seated as the rest of the students filed by, a few of them making jokes at his expense on their way out. Ms. Magdalene stood behind her desk, sorting papers and pretending not to notice that he was still there.

“Real mature,” he said, once the room was empty. “I didn’t take you to be a sore loser, Ms. Magdalene.”

She looked up at him, a thin and humorless smile on her lips.

“I haven’t lost, Daniel,” she said. “I’ve barely even started. You managed to get extremely lucky last week. It won’t happen again.”

“Nice phrasing.” He flashed a grin at her and started walking toward her desk.

One of the methods through which Ms. Magdalene had attempted to get the book had involved dosing Daniel with a potion of arousal and then fulfilling a fantasy that was on the mind of just about every straight male in the college. She was the spitting image of a seductive teacher, with nice breasts, an attractive, albeit slightly bookish appearance, and a sensual, feminine, authoritative voice. And at least for one night, she’d been eager to indulge him.

“My associate and I will get the Book of Sins,” said Ms. Magdalene. “It’s only a matter of time.”

“What’s his name, by the way?” asked Daniel. “I’ve just taken to calling him the dark sorcerer… but that’s so generic.”

Ms. Magdalene took a slow breath. Her eyes were sharp and dangerous. Daniel began to feel like he was in over his head, like he’d jumped into the tiger’s cage and was now poking it with a stick.

“Do you really want to try this, Mr. Worth?”

He shrugged.

“You’re the one who is trying, Ms. Magdalene,” he said. “I’m just living my life.”

Her hand flicked up from her side in a blur, the palm glowing with blue light. Daniel wiggled his own fingers, preparing to use his offensive fire spell, Flame Touch, if need be. Neither of them seemed to want to make the first move.

“There are still… other ways, that we could settle this,” said Ms. Magdalene. She took a few steps in his direction, coming within a couple of feet. She looked really good, and Daniel had to work not to notice.

“I’m not here to fight you, Ms. Magdalene,” said Daniel.

“What are you here to do, then?” She licked her lips slowly.

The classroom’s door opened, and a slightly surprised looking Leah began walking down the aisle. She smiled innocently at Daniel, releasing the strange tension that had been building between him and his teacher.

“Hey,” she said. “Daniel, I thought you might want to take a look at some of my notes?”

“Uh, yeah,” he said. “Sure.”

Daniel glanced at Ms. Magdalene and was surprised to see that she had a wary, almost fearful expression on her face. She cleared her throat and moved back around behind her desk, almost as though she was trying to put it between her and the two of them.

I wish I knew what was going on inside that woman’s head.

“Ms. Magdalene,” said Leah. “You don’t mind me stealing him, do you?”

Ms. Magdalene let out an amused chuckle.

“For now, you may have him,” she said, with careful emphasis on the first two words.

Daniel frowned, but Leah was already on her way out of the room. He followed after her, thankful to be free of the tiger’s cage.

“Here,” she said. “I already made a copy of them.”

“Thanks,” he said. “Ms. Magdalene… She’s kind of a weird teacher, isn’t she?”

Leah shrugged.

“Yeah, I guess.” She glanced down at her phone. “Oh, shoot. I have to get to my next class. See you later!”

Daniel watched her leave, feeling suddenly as though she was just as weird and just as impossible to understand. The notes she’d handed him weren’t anything he’d asked for, or really even needed.

He made his way back into the college’s courtyard and was surprised to see PJ waiting next to one of the park benches. Daniel walked over, his concern building as he saw his friend’s face.

“PJ, what’s up?” he asked. “You normally never miss class. What happened?”

PJ’s expression was tired and overstressed.

“Daniel,” he said. “After dinner last night, my mom left.”

Daniel scratched his head.

“What?”

“My mom left,” repeated PJ. “She went out to meet somebody, or at least that’s what she said, and never came back. I had to take care of getting my sisters to school this morning because… she wasn’t there.”

“That doesn’t sound typical of her,” said Daniel. “Your mom is a pretty responsible woman.”

“I’m really worried,” said PJ. “But I can’t just go looking for her. Between classes, and work, and picking up Katie and Angie from school, and making sure they get dinner, I just… I just…”

“It’s okay, I got it,” said Daniel. He’d never seen PJ so overwhelmed before, not in close to a decade of friendship. “You take care of your sisters and your life. I have some free time this afternoon. I’ll take a look around for her.”

“Daniel…” PJ still looked as though he was a sentence or two from breaking into tears. “Are you sure?”

PJ was Daniel’s best friend for good reason. It wasn’t just because the two of them lived nearby each other, or because they’d both teamed up to survive victimization and bullying in middle school. It went deeper than that.

PJ was a good person, a legitimately good person. He worked hard at a dead end job, contributing close to as much to rent and bills for the household as his mother did. He was the oldest of all his siblings, and had made the choice to go to community college and stay close to home for their sake, even though he’d gotten the kind of grades in high school that would have let him go anywhere.

“I’m positive,” said Daniel. “PJ… I have your back, man.”

PJ let out a sigh of relief and clapped him hard on the shoulder. Daniel pulled him into a hug.

“It’s going to be okay, dude,” he said.

“I know where you can start,” said PJ. “Here. She’s been seeing a new therapist recently. I found this on our kitchen table.”

PJ handed him a thin business card with a business address and doctor’s name printed on it.

“Dr. Malcolm Xanthos, Emotional Attenuating Therapy?” Daniel scratched his head. “That sounds a little off. Doesn’t it?”

“That’s what I’m saying,” said PJ. “I mean, she’s seemed really happy for the past few weeks, but… I don’t know. This disappearance, it’s not like her.”

“I’ll check it out,” said Daniel. “And I’ll call you as soon as I find anything. I promise.”

“Thanks, buddy,” said PJ.

“Don’t mention it,” he said. “You’d do the same for me.”

Daniel thought about his mom, and the lengths he’d go to in order to find her if she just up and disappeared one night. Sympathy stabbed into his heart like an emotional needle. He would find PJ’s mom and bring her back.


CHAPTER 30

The first thing Daniel did once he’d left the Icarus Community College campus was also the most obvious. He gave the number on the business card a call. A secretary with a pretty voice answered, but even after explaining the situation, she was reluctant to give him anything.

“I’m sorry, sir,” said the secretary. “We can’t give out patient information freely. It’s actually illegal for us to tell you anything.”

“Well, can I at least talk to, uh, Dr. Xanthos about it?” asked Daniel. “I’m not asking for her medical information. I’m just asking if he’s seen her.”

“He’s in a meeting right now,” said the secretary. “And he’s booked through for the rest of the day. I’m going to have to let you go now, okay?”

“But-”

“Goodbye, sir, sorry.”

Daniel swore as the phone on the other side disconnected. He checked the business card again, noticing that the address was downtown and no more than a ten minute walk from where he was.

The weather in Icarus Point had been erratic for the last week or so, warmer than average during the day, and colder than average at night. The town had numerous parks and all of them were filled with orange, brown, and red leaves. A number of people came around annually during the fall, taking photos and making a show of appreciating all of the color. Daniel tried to see it from their perspective, but usually ended up just getting frustrated at how obnoxious he found tourists.

Malcolm Xanthos’s office was small and on the second floor of a building just outside of Icarus Point’s main business district. Daniel headed inside and made his way upstairs, stopping in front of a door with a frost tinted window and slipping in through it.

The secretary behind the desk was as pretty as her voice had made her sound. She was a petite woman, her auburn brown hair done up in a neat bun. She wore a sky blue blouse and a tan skirt, and smiled at him as he approached.

“Hello,” she said, smiling. “Are you a new patient, or do you have an appointment?”

“I’m the guy from before,” said Daniel. “On the phone.”

The secretary’s smile immediately faded. She stood up and made her way around to the door in the back of the room that presumably led into the Dr. Xanthos’s therapy room, as though she was planning on blocking his way if he tried to charge in.

“Sir, you need to leave,” she said, sharply. “We have a working relationship with the Icarus Police Department. If I call them, they’ll send someone over in minutes.”

“I’m sorry, I know how inappropriate this is,” said Daniel. He was speaking honestly, and really did feel a little bad for making her job harder than it needed to be, even if she was dismissive and inconsiderate of the situation. “I just need to ask you one thing.”

He gestured for her to come closer, looking from side to side, signaling that he was about to whisper something into her ear. The secretary sighed, but she seemed to decide that playing along would be the easiest and quickest way to get him out of the building.

Daniel only needed a second. He let his magic pool into his lips for a moment, building up the energy to do what needed to be done, and then cast the spell.

Whisper of Desire was limited to a range of just a few inches. It was a situational bit of magic, not something that he could use outside of a close encounter, and it only worked on women that were attracted to men. Daniel also needed to find his target attractive for the magic to achieve its full potency, which in this instance, was not much of an issue.

The spell had only a slight visual component, the barest wisp of magical steam emanating from Daniel’s breath as he let the whisper slide over the secretary’s ear and neck. She shivered, her entire body tensing up, becoming receptive to his presence. As he pulled back, he could see from the look in his eyes that she was much, much more willing to listen to whatever he had to tell her.


She looks willing to do more than just listen, too,
 he thought. But now is neither the time nor the place.


“What…” The secretary’s eyes roamed over his chest, shoulders, and face. “What did you say your name was?”

“Daniel,” he said. “I’m here trying to track down my friend’s mom. She’s gone missing, you see.”

“Oh, that’s so sad!” The secretary took one of his hands into hers and led him over to where chairs lined one section of the wall. “Here, have a seat. I’ll do whatever I can to help you, Daniel…”

Daniel sat down and she took a seat next him, shifting with small, eager movements. He locked eyes with her and smiled, setting his hand on her shoulder. The girl shivered and let a pleasured breath, lips parting slightly.

I might as well give her a little incentive.

“Her name is Raven Duncan,” said Daniel. “She’s a black woman in her mid-thirties. Very attractive, very spirited.”

“Raven…” whispered the girl. “She… she comes here.”

Daniel gave her shoulder a squeeze. It was a tiny and rather tame gesture, but under the effects of his spell, it was still more than enough to make the secretary squirm.

“When is the last time she came?” asked Daniel. He let his thumb trace along the hem of her short-sleeved blouse. The secretary practically buckled from the sensation, pushing her hips up and biting her lip.

“A few days ago…” said the girl. “I… oh god, please. There’s a bathroom across the room. Maybe… we could… go in there together?”

Daniel sighed and pulled his hand back. She was pretty, pretty enough to make the idea rather appealing. But he was there for another reason, and she’d already told him all that he thought she knew.

“No, you’d lose your job,” said Daniel. “Sorry, I should probably-”

A tall, athletically built man swung open the door of the therapy room and stepped out into the waiting area. It was hard to tell his age, but his hair had a few hints of grey at the base of the roots, which, along with a few wrinkles around his eyes, gave him a distinguished look. He wore jeans, a t-shirt, and a suit jacket, along with a pendant on a chain around his neck.

“Emily,” said the man. “I told you that I was on break. No more patients today.”

The secretary stood up, looking flustered enough to make Daniel feel bad. She smoothed out her dress as she hurried over to her spot at her desk.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “He isn’t here as a client, he’s looking for Raven Duncan. Says she’s gone missing.”

The man didn’t react, and Daniel found that just as telling as anything. He slowly turned toward Daniel, offering him a small smile and an even smaller nod.

“Come on into my office,” said the man. “I’m Dr. Xanthos, but you can call me Malcolm, if it makes you more comfortable. And you are…?”

“Daniel,” he said. “I appreciate your willingness to help, Malcolm.”

The man looked at him and grinned. Daniel felt like he’d stepped into the lair of a wolf.


CHAPTER 31

“Have a seat in the hot chair, Daniel.”

Malcolm pointed to the classic black leather patients’ couch. Daniel walked over to it and sat down sideways, feeling his suspicion of the other man deepen.

“So like I said, she was last seen yesterday after dinner,” said Daniel. “She left after that, and-”

“How do you know Raven, Daniel?” asked Malcolm.

Daniel shrugged, hesitating before answering.

“She’s my best friend’s mom,” he said.

“And how long have you known this particular best friend for?”

“Since middle school, so about… seven years.” Daniel frowned. Malcolm was stalling, but he was doing it with such calm and confidence that Daniel found it hard to understand why.

“Are you a virgin, Daniel?”

Daniel flinched back from the question.

“What?”

“Just curious,” said Malcolm. “I promise, we’ll get back on topic soon enough.”

Daniel had half a mind to tell him off. Malcolm was sitting on top of his desk, holding an hourglass bobble in one hand and tipping it so that both ends remained level.

“No,” said Daniel, figuring it would be quicker to play along. “I’m not.”

“Raven…” said Malcolm. “Hmmm… She’s a good woman. Very passionate, capable of experiencing a wide range of emotions.”

“Did she ever say anything about wanting to leave in her sessions?” asked Daniel.

Malcolm waved a finger in the air at him.

“I can’t tell you that,” he said. “Doctor patient confidentiality rules. So, do you go to school around here, Daniel?”

“Icarus Community College,” he said. “Look, it might make the difference between us finding her safely or not. Can’t you make an exception, just this once?”

“Do you enjoy your studies, Daniel?

Daniel gritted his teeth, fighting back his building anger.

“Yes, I enjoy my studies,” he said. “Now answer my fucking question.”

Malcolm laughed and clapped his hands together. He leaned his head to the side diagonally, frowning as his eyes scanned over Daniel.

“If we put this on the book as a session, the same confidentiality rules would apply to you,” said Malcolm. “It would give me a little more leeway as far as the secrets of other patients are concerned.”

“Sure, whatever,” said Daniel.

Malcolm nodded slowly. He walked over to where Daniel sat on the patient’s couch and gestured for him to lie down on it properly.

“Come now,” said Malcolm. “I’m a professional. I’m going to actually treat this like a session.”

“Whatever…” Daniel rolled his eyes and shifted so that he was lying down. He had to admit, the couch felt extremely comfortable.

Malcolm took the pendant off his neck and held it in the air. He frowned at Daniel, watching for his reaction.

“My main focus is on the benefits of hypnotism in regard to mental health,” said Malcolm. “Now… I’m going to hypnotize you, Daniel. Is that alright with you?”

Say no. This is bad news.

“Sure, whatever,” he said. “Just make it quick.”

Malcolm flashed a wolfish smile and began to move the pendant. It caught the light from the window, glinting as Malcolm swung it from side to side in front of his face.

“Watch the pendant, Daniel,” he said. “And take a deep, slow breath.”

He reached out and set a hand on Daniel’s shoulder. Daniel felt an indescribable rush of magical energy flowing out of Malcolm’s hand and immediately wished he’d listened to his voice of doubt. The man had just cast a spell on him.

“You’re getting very sleepy,” said Malcolm. “Just kidding. You’re already hypnotized.”

Daniel wanted to stand up, to rush out of the room and whatever other hidden dangers the session held for him. His body disobeyed whatever commands his mind sent. He couldn’t move, couldn’t yell, couldn’t do anything but lie there, breathing slowly, feeling incredibly relaxed and pliable. Malcolm brought his desk chair around and sat down on it a few feet away from him, a broad smile on his face.

“So tell me, Daniel,” he said. “Who are the most important women in your life?”

Daniel felt a fluttering sensation in his chest, and he started speaking, the words coming out in a tired mumble, as though he was half asleep.

“Kami,” he said. “My… familiar.”

Malcolm frowned and scratched his ear. He seemed a little surprised, but not confused in the slightest by the way Daniel had referred to her.

“Who else?” he asked.

“Leah… and Shelly,” mumbled Daniel. “From school.”

“Keep going.”

“My mother,” said Daniel. “Deborah.”

Malcolm clapped a hand against his thigh, his smile broadening into a full blown grin.

“There we go,” he said. “Is she married… or a single mother?”

“She’s married,” said Daniel. “Dad is never around.”

“Of course not,” said Malcolm. “Daniel, I’m going to run you through a simple emotional exercise. It will help you get some of the weight off your shoulders, loosen up a bit, alright?”

Daniel didn’t say anything, and Malcolm seemed to take that as a yes.

“Picture your mother… Deborah… in your head. I want you to remember exactly what she looks like.”

Daniel imagined his mother as he’d seen her the night before. She had a professional air about her, hair done up in a neat bun, black skirt and tan blouse, high heels.

“Now, we’re going to turn back time,” said Malcolm. “Imagine your mother as she was… let’s say… two decades ago. Before you were ever born.”

Daniel grimaced. He felt his thoughts shifting, the mental image of his mother transforming. He tried to break out of the trance, suddenly aware of what direction it was headed in. Nothing he did affected it.

The image of his mother in his head slipped back through time. Deborah looked to be about his age now, and even in her business casual clothing, she had a peppy air about her. Her features were gorgeous, and she looked different enough from the mother he knew and loved in the real world for Daniel to notice things about her, perky breasts and a curvaceous butt.

“Alright,” said Malcolm. “Now let’s have a little fun.”

This is going too far! What the hell is this supposed to accomplish?

Slowly, with her expression a mixture of embarrassment and shyness, the young image of Deborah began to move around, putting her body on display in various ways. Daniel couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

She leaned over to pick something up off the ground, pushing her butt outward, standing up slowly and running her hands over her thighs. She was blushing slightly and smiling like she had a secret. She looked so much like his mother, and yet nothing like her.

“Daniel,” said Malcolm. “Whenever you see your mother for the next few days, I want you to think of this.”

Daniel tried to say something, to speak out against the perversions the hypnotist was walking him through, but he couldn’t.

“Alright, let it drop,” said Malcolm. “Sorry about that. Oedipal compulsions are something that I work with a lot of my patients on. I just wanted to bridge the topic so we could get it out of the way early.”

This time, Daniel managed to shake his head from side to side, though what he really wanted to do was scream obscenities in the man’s face.

“Let’s make this a little more interesting, shall we?” asked Malcolm. He grinned at Daniel and then pushed a button on his desk.

A second or two went by, and then Emily, the secretary, was at the door. Malcolm walked over to her and put a hand on her shoulder, casting the same spell on her that he had on Daniel.

“Have a seat, Emily,” he said. “Join the fun.”


CHAPTER 32

Emily moved as though in a trance, walking past the couch and taking a seat in Malcolm’s desk chair. Malcolm closed the door and locked it. He stood in the center of the room, grinning at Daniel and his secretary.

What the fuck have I gotten myself into?

“I first met Emily as a patient, before I ever hired her,” said Malcolm. “She came to therapy because she’d been having invasive thoughts. She was newly married, and even though she loved her husband, she couldn’t stop thinking about other men. She was terrified about succumbing to her urges and becoming unfaithful.”

Malcolm did a slow circle around the room, stopping at his desk to pull a tiny camcorder out. He flipped it open and pointed it in the direction of Daniel and his secretary.

“Unzip his pants, Emily.”

“Alright…” She smiled at Daniel, her cheeks turning slightly red as she slowly unbuttoned his jeans. He tried again to seize control of himself, only managing to squirm in place.

“Take out his cock, Emily,” said Malcolm. “Run your hands across it.”

She pulled down his boxers. Daniel already primed from the imagination exercise, and as Emily began to stroke, pleasurable sensations coursed through his crotch, his cock slowly hardening into a proper, eager erection.

“Is it bigger than your husband’s, Emily?” asked Malcolm. He moved around to the front of her, shifting the camera to get a better angle of her face.

“…Yes,” she whispered, her voice quivering slightly as she spoke.

“Does looking at it make you think unfaithful thoughts?”

“Maybe....” She licked her lips. “A few thoughts…”

Malcolm smiled and nodded slowly.

“Why don’t you go ahead and give Daniel a blowjob?” said Malcolm. “Give him the best one that you know how to give. The type of blowjob your husband begs for and never gets.”

Daniel watched with wide eyes as Emily brought her face in close, and then started licking his cock. She brought her tongue up and along the entire length of his shaft, pressing the hot, wet tip of it against his sensitive skin as though trying to give it a sponge bath.

He wanted to moan in pleasure. He wanted to stop her, stop all of the madness. He wanted to punch Malcolm in the face for humiliating his secretary so completely. But he couldn’t do anything, other than lie there, and either enjoy the sensation or struggle against it.

Emily formed her lips into a tiny o and brought them down over the head of Daniel’s cock. Her tongue continued to swirl over the tip as she started sucking. She only worked the top inch or so at first, carefully giving it focused pleasure, all of her attention devoted to doing it right.

“Oh, that’s perfect…” Malcolm was sitting behind his desk, leering at them and filming. “That’s right… suck his cock, Emily. You dirty slut… what would your husband think?”

Emily sucked more of Daniel’s cock into her mouth. He couldn’t deny how amazing it felt, and the sensation was only amplified by his total lack of control. He didn’t have a choice but to let her suck him off with her sweet, hot mouth, and something about that was horrifyingly arousing.

She took more of his shaft through the gateway of her lips, bobbing her head up and down and going a bit lower each time. Daniel tried to catch Emily’s eye for a second, but her expression was blank and absent.

“How does it make you feel, Emily?” asked Malcolm.

She pulled back and let Daniel’s cock slip out of her mouth.

“It makes me feel dirty,” she said, her voice lustful. “It makes me… want more.”

“Why don’t you go ahead and give him some more, then?”

Emily returned to giving Daniel head with the enthusiasm of a porn star in the midst of an audition. She sucked and licked without hesitation, using her mouth in ways that made Daniel shiver with pleasure. He felt his eyes lower into a scowl, feeling angry at the way Malcolm seemed to be enjoying the perverse display.

Malcolm frowned as he looked at Daniel. He moved to a new position with his camera, zooming in and focusing on his secretary.

“Good…” he said. “Emily, do the little trick I taught you.”

Emily pushed her face forward, taking all of Daniel’s shaft into her mouth, and then throat. She made a lewd moaning noise, a bit of saliva running over the edge of her lips. Daniel felt the unbelievable hot tightness of her deep throating, and couldn’t hold out any longer.

“Now pull back,” said Malcolm. “Take his load on your face.”

Emily slid her mouth off his cock, stroking with her hands and pushing her tongue against its tip. Daniel started breathing faster, his heart racing as the pleasure built to a crescendo. He groaned as ecstasy exploded through his crotch, his cock blasting out hot, sticky strings of cum onto the face of the pretty secretary. Emily licked his shaft and took the facial without hesitation.

“Excellent,” said Malcolm. “I want you to head back out into the waiting room, Emily. Don’t clean your face off, and greet anyone who steps in through the door enthusiastically.”

Emily stood up and immediately left the room. Malcolm watched her go, and then pulled the talisman off his neck and walked over to Daniel.

“Here, look at this.”

He waved it back and forth. Daniel felt the lights in the room dim, and then switch off, along with his awareness.


CHAPTER 33

Daniel jerked awake, immediately glancing around the room and sliding back along the patient couch. Malcolm was sorting papers behind his desk and raised an eyebrow at him.

“You’re finally up,” he said. “You dozed off while we were talking about your relationships with the women in your life. Don’t worry, it happens all the time. Perfectly natural.”

“You…” Daniel rose to his feet, appreciating having control of his body back. “Your secretary! How the hell could you do that to her?”

Malcolm frowned and tapped his pen on his desk as though trying to diffuse tension.

“Huh? I’m not quite sure what you’re talking about, Daniel,” he said. “Emily is right out in the waiting room. I didn’t do anything to her.”

“I…” Daniel shook his head slowly. “You… you made her…”

He felt his face heat up as he thought about the experience. If Dr. Xanthos was faking his bewilderment, he was doing a damn good job of it.

“You came here for information on Raven Duncan, correct?” He smiled at Daniel. “All I can tell you is that at the last session I had with her, she seemed happy, perhaps a little happier than usual. She didn’t say anything about leaving, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

Daniel took a deep breath. He kept his eyes on the therapist, unsure of what to say or do next.

Could it all have been… just a dream?

“Daniel, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to head home in a couple of minutes,” said Malcolm. “Feel free to call if you need anything else.”

Daniel nodded and left the therapy office. He walked past Emily, who smiled at him on his way out. Her face was clean, and her makeup wasn’t runny or smudged. He ran a hand through his hair as he walked down the stairs, a deep sense of wrongness settling over him.

“No,” he muttered, as soon he was out in the street. “I’m not buying it, Dr. Xanthos.”

That was definitely magic. He did something to me, and to his secretary.

The sun was setting over Icarus Point’s skyline in the distance. Daniel zipped up his hoodie and walked home slowly, running through the experience in his mind. It made him incredibly uncomfortable to think about the way Malcolm had forced him to imagine his mom, and it frustrated him to think that he’d sat through the whole, perverted session for nothing in the end.


Not for nothing,
 he thought. He definitely knows more than he’s letting on.


Daniel pulled out his cell phone and called PJ. It rang a couple of times, and then he heard his friend answer on the other end.

“Hello?”

“PJ,” he said. “Any sign of her?”

PJ sighed.

“None,” he said. “My youngest sister is starting to get really worried, Daniel. Did you learn anything from the therapist?”

Daniel hesitated.

“No,” he said. “I don’t think he knows anything, or is involved.”

It was a lie, but it was for PJ’s own good. Daniel was sure of it now. Malcolm had used a spell on him, and done it brazenly, at that. There was no telling what he’d do under further scrutiny, and PJ had no real means to protect himself against the supernatural.

“Damn it,” said PJ. “God fucking damn it. Well… thanks for trying, I guess.”

“I’m going to keep at it,” said Daniel. “This is your mom, we’re talking about. I’m not going to stop looking until we either find her or she comes home.”

“Thanks Daniel,” said PJ. “That means a lot. I should probably get back to dinner. Jess is struggling with it on her own.”

“Yeah,” said Daniel. “Hang in there.”

“Thanks.”

Daniel hung up the phone and slipped it into his pocket. He chewed his lip and thought about what he knew for sure on the walk home. If one thing was absolutely certain, it was that he needed to get more information on Malcolm Xanthos. Whether he was responsible for Ms. Duncan’s disappearance or whether he knew more about it than he was letting on, Daniel was sure that he was connected.

It was dark by the time he made it back to the house. Daniel made his way up the steps and in through the door. Kami, wearing her illusionary Melina mask, was sitting at the kitchen table. Daniel’s mom was at the sink, washing dishes.

“I’m home,” he said, taking a seat at the table.

“About time,” said Kami. “What were you doing all afternoon?”

“Helping PJ out.” He gave her a look that let her know that he’d explain more after.

“We ate without you, honey,” said Deborah. “But I put some leftovers aside for you. They’re waiting in the microwave, just press the button.”

She turned around to smile at him, and Daniel almost fell out of his chair. In place of his mother stood a twentyish year old doppelganger, with the same brown hair, perky features, and radiant beauty as the young version of his mom he’d imagined in the therapy office.

“What’s wrong?” asked his mother. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost!”

Daniel stood up out of his chair and slowly shook his head. His mom walked over to him and set a hand on his shoulder. He felt a wave of confusing emotions wash over him, and all he could think of, oddly enough, was a scene from the movie Back to the Future.

Marty Mcfly, trying to resist his own mother. What the fuck did that therapist do to me?

“Honey, hey, it’s okay.” Deborah pulled him into a hug, and it took all of Daniel’s willpower to keep from jerking away from her. “Maybe you should get some sleep?”

“I think that’s a good idea!” he said, stumbling backward. “Sorry, I… I had a really weird day.”

He saw Kami and his mom exchange looks, and then turned and raced upstairs. Daniel threw himself onto his bed as soon as he was through the door of his room and buried his head in his pillow. He felt dirty all over, coupled with a deep, rising anger for Dr. Xanthos and his meddling.


CHAPTER 34

A soft knock came at the door, and Kami stepped in through it a moment later. She frowned at him, letting her illusion drop and appearing as herself.

“You want to explain to me what’s going on?” she asked.

Daniel gave her an abbreviated version of events, pretty much everything except for what Malcolm had done with him and his secretary. He still wasn’t sure if it had actually happened. It had felt so real, but the man’s hypnotism magic was clearly powerful enough to fake experiences.

“Wow,” said Kami. “So you’re saying that when you look at your mother, you see a… what do they call it in this time period? A babe?”

“Don’t call her that,” said Daniel.

“Well, I mean, she’s only your stepmother, is she not?” asked Kami. “Doesn’t that make it a little less weird?”

“You’re enjoying this at my expense,” said Daniel. “You’re supposed to tell me how I can make it stop.”

“I think you just have to wait for it to wear off.” Kami had an amused smile on her face. She rubbed her hand along his back for a moment, and strangely, it made Daniel feel a lot better.

“I’ll just have to avoid her for the next few days, I guess.” He rolled over in his bed and looked at Kami. “How was your day?”

Kami shrugged.

“It was good,” she said. “A little boring, without you around.”

She smiled at him. The room felt a lot smaller to Daniel than it usually did. He was aware of how close Kami was on the bed to him, and how good his sister’s clothes fit her, pulling tight in all the right places.

“I’m flattered,” said Daniel. “Things are exciting when I’m around, huh?”

“They can be,” said Kami. “Sometimes…”

Daniel sat up and slid in closer to her. Kami had a tiny, secretive smile on her face.

“You know,” she said. “I’m going to need another infusion of magic from you, pretty soon.”

Daniel let his face lean in close to hers.

“I can give it to you,” he whispered.

He kissed her, slowly at first, and then building to a passionate locking of lips. It was the first time they’d kissed in days, and the tension between them had reached pulsating, magnetic levels.

Kami pulled back to get a breath of air, her chest heaving as lust manifested into action. Daniel buried his lips against her neck, planting quick kisses as his hands groped at her soft, perfect breasts.

They fell onto the bed together, their bodies entangling with one another. It was a beautiful, erotic moment. Daniel couldn’t remember ever feeling so turned on in his life, but there was something inspirational, almost reverent about kissing Kami. She was wonderful, someone worthy of his time and attention, someone who made him feel special through her words and actions. Daniel wanted more from her than just sex.

“Daniel! Melina!” A harsh knock came at his door, and he heard the knob twisting and opening an instant later. Daniel practically leapt off the bed, clearing his throat and trying to make the situation look innocent, rather than the prelude to hot, passionate sex.

“Mom!” he said, nervously. “I, uh… we were just…”

“I’m helping him with his homework!” Kami had her illusion back up, but it didn’t extend to the state of the hair, which looked frazzled and messy.

Daniel still saw his mom as a much younger woman than she actually was, which made it even harder for him to hold her gaze. She looked from Daniel to “Melina”, wearing her suspicions openly on her face.

“You were helping him with his homework?” she said, flatly. “Really?”

“Of course,” said Kami. “What else would I have been doing in here?”

Awkward tension filled the room like smoke from a runaway electrical fire. Daniel realized that he was still visibly aroused, and prayed to all of the various gods he didn’t believe in that his mom would just let the issue drop.

“We should all head to bed, I think,” said Deborah. She looked from Daniel, to Kami, and then back to Daniel. The expression on her face was incongruous with her youthful features, full lips, and easy curves.

“That’s… a good idea,” said Daniel, disappointment leaking into his voice. Kami cleared her throat and stood up, fixing her shirt a little as she walked to the door.

“Good night, honey,” said Deborah. She walked over to him and gave him a kiss on the cheek. Her lips felt strange against his skin. Daniel had to shut his eyes.

“Good night, mom,” he said, softly. He waited until the door had closed and then collapsed onto his bed, waiting for only a minute or two before hunting down a towel and doing the only thing that would let him calm down.


CHAPTER 35

Daniel couldn’t hear anything outside of his own breathing and the movements of his sheets when he woke up the next morning. He got dressed and was on his way out the door when he noticed a tiny note on his floor, slipped under the door sometime during the night.


Your mom took the day off to bring me shopping for clothes,
 the note read. I don’t think she wants us to have any alone time over the next few days. She seems suspicious of our newfound closeness.


Melina (K)

He groaned and immediately tore the note in to shreds, both to hide its contents and out of frustration. The last thing he needed was his mom thinking that something was going on between him and Melina.

Regardless of whether it really was Kami underneath, his mother didn’t know that, and she would react with horror to the idea of her two children being involved in an illicit romance. He figured that he probably should have expected it earlier, all things considered.

I’m going to have to figure something else out with Kami, or things are going to get really weird.

Daniel didn’t have any classes on Tuesdays, and had the entire day free to devote to finding PJ’s mom and getting to the bottom of the mystery of the creepy therapist. He’d thought a lot about it the night before, and come to a single, rather obvious conclusion. If he wanted to investigate someone who was capable of using magic, it would be prudent for him to use his own magic in order to do it.

Daniel made his way downstairs and found that his mom had left breakfast out for him, which, after not having eaten anything the night before, was a welcome sight. He munched down eggs and bacon and prepared his ego for what he was about to do.

When he was finished eating, he reviewed the latest trial in the Book of Sins another time. The instructions were anything but vague, but he still put in some thought, trying and failing to consider any possible secondary interpretations. Finally, he gave up and made his way to the bathroom, turning on the shower and pulling out his electric razor.

“Strip off my clothes, my hair, and my pride,” he muttered. “This isn’t going to be a fun one, but I need that spell.”

It took him a little over an hour, and his regrets slowly mounted as the hair removal became more extreme. Daniel shaved his head, his face, his arms and legs, his crotch, and even his eyebrows. When he was finished, his body was eerily smooth, as though he were a newborn, or an alien, or a newborn alien.

He mused over how he’d explain his transformation to his friends and his mom. Kami would be the only one who’d understand the real motivation behind it, and he fully expected her to the one to make fun of him the most.

No turning back now. Let’s get this over with.

He spent another half hour changing the tube on his bike tire to get it road worthy again, and then headed off. Daniel dressed in a loose t-shirt and baggy pair of sweatpants, figuring that they’d be easier and quicker to take off in public than anything else he owned.

He thought about taking a change of clothes with him so he wouldn’t have to worry about carrying his current outfit while he was invisible, and ultimately decided against it. There was no sense in leaving anything behind after committing what would technically be a crime, though he doubted that anything short of DNA evidence could be used to trace the clothes back to him.

He rode out to the edge of the town on his bike, slowing to a stop as he pulled into the parking lot of the Creative Escape movie theater. It had been on the verge of going out of business for years now, and Daniel figured that it would be one of the few places where he probably wouldn’t be recognized. Technically, the inside of a movie theater was a public place, and it would be dark enough and loud enough for him to do the trial without as much risk. Or at least, he hoped.

“What movies are playing right now?” he asked the clerk at the front, once he was inside.

The clerk gave him an odd look. Daniel understood why. He’d caught a glimpse of himself on the way out of the bathroom. Not having eyebrows made him look freakish, though he wasn’t sure if it was just because of how bare his particular facial features looked without them.

“Uh… Card Con, The Secret of Burrows Falls, and Ella’s Secret,” said the clerk, in a bored voice.

“Are any of them R rated?”

“Uh... sure… Ella’s Secret, but it might not be your cup of-”

“I’ll take a ticket for that.”

The clerk shrugged and sold him a ticket. Daniel figured that by buying a ticket to a movie that kids weren’t allowed to watch, at the very least, he wouldn’t scar any young people for life.

He passed by the snack counter, not bothering to buy himself anything. The theater was still rather empty. Daniel’s plan was to wait until the movie started, and do the trial during one of the loud, chaotic action sequences.

“I’m so excited,” whispered a girl from a seat nearby. “The book was so heartbreaking.”

Daniel frowned, remembering where he’d heard of Ella’s Secret before.

It’s an adaptation of a sickly sweet romance novel. There won’t be any big fight scenes…

He figured he’d worry about that problem when the movie was actually playing and found a seat just off center, within quick sprinting distance of the fire escape. Then, he waited.

It felt like it was taking forever for people to get settled and the movie to actually start. Daniel tapped his foot impatiently. His palms felt sweaty, as did his armpits, which felt strange, fully shaven as they were. More people, primarily women, flooded into the theater all around him, taking seats and getting a good view for both the movie and the unexpected entertainment he would be surprising them with.

After ten minutes of sitting and waiting, Daniel was ready… to chicken out. In theory, the trial was simple, easy, and almost harmless, by most definitions. For him to take the final step and make it happen, to strip off his shirt and pants and stand naked in front of such a large crowd of people, again, primarily women, felt impossible.

An usher stood next to one of the doors, holding a flashlight in one hand. Daniel had absolutely no doubt about what his reaction to the strip show trial would be. The police would be called in, and he would be arrested and shamed even further.

“Daniel?” A familiar voice came from behind him and a little to the right. “I had no idea you liked this book!”

Daniel turned around and saw Shelly, his longtime crush and the bad girl of Icarus Community College Campus, walking down the aisle toward him. She had on a maroon red dress with black leggings underneath and knee high brown boots.

“Shelly…” said Daniel. “What are you doing here?”

She had an ecstatic smile on her face, and it took him a moment to understand why. Shelly had been a passive participant in a plan to set Daniel up and steal his bike. In the aftermath, and in pursuit of getting it back, Daniel had used Whisper of Desire on her. The look in her eyes was enough to suggest to him that it still hadn’t worn off.

“I’m just here to watch the movie.” She squeezed past where Daniel sat in his aisle seat, sliding her butt across his crotch for a tantalizing second. “Want some company?”

Daniel hesitated before answering. He really, really didn’t. The last thing he needed was for someone that he knew to witness his little stunt. But, on the other hand, he had to be nice…

“Sure,” he said. “Have a seat.”


CHAPTER 36

“I almost didn’t recognize you, with your hair… and head…” Shelly gestured to his freshly shaven visage. “It’s a good look for you, though. Very bold… very sexy…”

Daniel would have felt flattered if not for the way she immediately set her hand down on his thigh, sliding her fingers up toward his cock. It was the spell, not her. But, on the other hand, the reaction was coming from Shelly, who was hot enough to make him not really give a damn.

“I’m so sorry about everything, Daniel,” said Shelly, unconcerned by the fact that his attention was clearly elsewhere. “The bike and what we did, I mean. I told Brent everything and broke up with him the other day.”

“You told him… everything?” Daniel brought his focus back to the conversation for long enough to get a sinking feeling in his stomach.

“Even how you made me cum,” whispered Shelly, her hand gliding across the crotch of Daniel’s thin sweatpants.

This is going to be even harder to do if I’m, well, hard, when I try to do it.

Daniel winced and removed Shelly’s hand from its pleasurable position.

“Easy,” he said. “Listen, Shelly-”

“Daniel, there’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about!” The words came out fast and forced, as though she’d been practicing them for a couple of days. “You changed something in me, the other day. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you. I… I want to see you again.”

“Of course you’ll see me again,” said Daniel. The lights were fading out, and the first of the commercials were starting.

“I mean in a… romantic sense,” said Shelly. “Like a… date?”

“Shelly…” Daniel felt bad, both over his distracted state and the fact that he just wasn’t really interested anymore. Shelly was attractive, smart, and passionate, but Daniel’s life had changed faster than he’d gotten to know her.

“We can talk more after the movie,” whispered Shelly. “Why don’t we just enjoy it? And maybe… have a little bit of fun, if we can…”

As appealing as the idea was to him, Daniel needed to get the trial done. He hadn’t shaved off all of his body hair to come to the movies and fool around. The first movie trailer was of a new, blockbuster World War II flick. It was perfect.

“Shelly,” Daniel whispered. “Can you distract the usher at the top of the theater?”

He nodded to the bored looking teenager who stood at the head of the aisle, toying with his flashlight and tapping his foot.

“What?” Shelly frowned. “Why?”

“I have a bunch of, uh, candy in my pants,” said Daniel. “But I have an aisle seat. He’ll hear if I open the packages.”

It was a terrible lie, but Shelly accepted it without question. She wiggled by him again, her soft butt settling in his crotch for a second. Daniel fought the temptation to call the plan off, and spend the afternoon as she’d suggested, playing around with each other’s bodies in the movie theater.

Focus. I need to get this spell.

Shelly hurried up the aisle, and Daniel watched as she asked the usher something, and then disappeared with him through the back door. He would never get a better chance to do it.

Daniel took a deep breath, slipped off his shoes and socks, and then moved out into the aisle. A couple of people glanced his way, but nobody paid him much attention.

With as much haste as he could manage, Daniel pulled off his t-shirt and then all but leapt out of his sweatpants. He held them both in his left hand and bent to pick up his shoes and socks, standing bare naked in the aisle, his voice of reason screaming bloody murder in his head.

Someone pointed, and then someone else. Daniel held his arms out wide, exposing his nakedness to as many people cared to look. He needed enough of them to see for the trial to be successful.

A large figure pushed their way out of one of the rows ahead of him. It was a huge man, over six and a half feet tall and easily three hundred pounds. He jabbed an accusatory finger at Daniel.

“You fucking pervert!” he growled. “I’m an off duty police officer, and you just fucked up big time!”

Daniel felt the spell hit him before he could form a reply. Magical knowledge burst into his mind and body as though he’d fallen through the surface of an arcane pool of understanding. He knew how to cast a new spell, and also knew that it wasn’t what he’d expected it to be, or in any way what he needed.

It felt a bit like learning to whistle, or snap his fingers on the first try. Except it wasn’t that, and it also wasn’t invisibility, the power that he’d been planning on using to escape his current naked predicament.

What the trial had given him, as far as Daniel could tell, was a magical spell that would allow him to regrow his hair at a faster than normal rate. If he concentrated, he could grow a beard in an hour or so, perhaps in minutes if he truly set his mind to it. It was useless, it was pointless, and it was completely fucking vain.

And now I’m facing off with a cop in a movie theater, totally naked.

“Get down on the ground!” shouted the big man. “And don’t try anything weird!”

Daniel took a step back, thinking faster than he ever had before. He shifted his pants, shoes, and socks into his right hand, and then quickly activated Flame Touch in his left, in which he still held his t-shirt.

“My shirt’s on fire!” he shouted. “My, uh, clothes… are on fire!”

He danced around, waving the flaming shirt and doing his best attempt at a panicked scream. The off duty cop just stared at him, and as Daniel charged in the direction of both him and the fire exit, he stepped out of the way.

Daniel’s shirt really was on fire, and he felt the heat of the newborn, non-magical flames singing his hand as he pushed out of the theater. He threw the shirt onto the concrete and smacked his shoe against it a couple of times before pulling on his sweatpants.

Hairless and shirtless, he was still a strange sight to see. Luckily, Daniel had the foresight to leave his bike behind one of the dumpsters around the back of the theater, and he only had to walk a couple of feet to reach it.

“Well…” he muttered. “That could have gone better, but it also could have gone worse.”

He hunched forward as he pushed off, pedaling slowly and planning the best route home to expose him the least.


CHAPTER 37

It was a long bike ride home. Several people gave Daniel strange looks on his way through town, but he did his best not to notice.

His mom’s car wasn’t in the driveway when he got back, and neither she nor Kami were home. Daniel was a little disappointed at that. He wanted to tell Kami the story of his afternoon and at least get a chance to process it through humor.

I’ll tell her later tonight. I have other things to do, in the meantime.

Daniel headed upstairs, first stopping by to take a look at the Book of Sins. Sure enough, on the latest page, a new spell was listed in blood red ink underneath the illustration.

Magical Hair Restoration

“It sounds like something off an infomercial,” he muttered. “Who would create a spell like this?”

The answer came to him easily enough: somebody that needed to regrow hair. Daniel could imagine an old wizard getting a fair amount of use out of the spell, and given his current physical state, so could he.

He made his way to the bathroom and examined himself in the mirror. Focusing his magical power, Daniel carefully held the spell in his mind, casting it and watching its effects happen in real time.

The hair grew slowly, but visibly. He watched a shadow of a beard materialize onto his face. He focused on his head, willing the hair there to grow longer, slowly filling out into an approximation of his previous hair style.

It took him about an hour of intense concentration to get his hair to the length he wanted it. Daniel was a little surprised by how much focus it took to do something so simple. He spent a few more minutes regrowing his eyebrows and left the rest of himself smooth as a newborn baby. It felt kind of nice, though it was a weird thing for him to admit.

By the time he finished, it was early evening, and Kami and his mom still weren’t back from “clothes shopping”, though Daniel doubted that it was what they’d been doing all day. He hung out for a couple of minutes more, wanting to check in with them both before taking the next step in his investigation, but they didn’t show up, and he began to get a little worried.

He decided to head out and do what he’d been planning on doing anyway. It would be more difficult to break into Malcolm Xanthos’s therapy office without invisibility, but it was still doable, and it was the only lead he currently had to follow up on.

Daniel left on foot, rather than taking his bike. He wore a hoodie, a black beanie, and a pair of dark jeans, clothes that would conceal his general appearance without seeming overly out of place for the season.

The walk to the therapist’s office took about a half hour. Daniel did several laps around the block, scoping the place out. He didn’t see anyone entering or leaving the building, and it was dark enough out for him to be able to tell that the lights were off inside.

Still, he waited for almost another complete hour before creeping down the road. The outer door that led to the building’s public hallway and stairs was unlocked, which was a small miracle. Daniel slipped inside and started creeping up the stairs.

The lights were off, and a musky smell was in the air, like old carpets mixed with dust. He stopped outside Malcolm Xanthos’s office, hesitating before letting his fingers settle on the doorknob.

This was the part that Daniel had mulled over. Getting past a locked door seemed like a much easier prospect in TV shows and movies than it did in real life. Daniel considered picking the door’s lock for a while, before coming to the obvious conclusion that it would be near impossible for someone with no lock picking skill to pull off.

He’d thought about trying to get in touch with Malcolm’s secretary, Emily, but even if he’d had her number, or last name, or address, there would have been no guarantee that she’d go along with it. Daniel had used his Whisper of Desire on her, but it was clear that Malcolm had her held through hypnotism magic of his own, probably stronger than what little Daniel could do.

So, he decided to go for the blunt, inelegant solution. The door to Malcolm’s office had one of those bent handles instead of a knob, and the metal didn’t seem to be an insurmountable obstacle.

He gathered his magic and used Flame Touch, his right palm igniting with conjured fire and casting dancing shadows across the hallway. Being careful to keep his hand away from the walls and anything that could easily ignite, he pressed his heated palm against the metal door handle.

It was an odd sensation. Daniel could feel the heat of the knob as the magical flames did their work. His was immune to the heat of his own magical fire, but once it interacted with something else, that object had its own heat, and that he could feel. The sensation was similar to sticking his hand close to a clothing iron, holding it within an inch, and feeling the building intensity of the heat through the air.

It took several minutes for the door handle to get to the point where the metal became malleable. When it was glowing bright red, Daniel killed the spell and took a step back. He aimed a careful kick at the door handle, and it snapped off, melting a bit of rubber off the sole of his shoe as it fell to the ground. The door swung open with no further resistance.

“Perfect,” he whispered.

He slipped into the office, panning his eyes over the dark room, not sure what he was looking for. The door leading into Dr. Xanthos’s therapy room was unlocked, and Daniel figured the best place to start was at the good doctor’s desk.

An initial search of the desk’s surface turned up no clues. Malcolm Xanthos kept his work station neat, clean, and free of anything obviously incrimination. Daniel booted up his computer, a standard Windows PC, and found the login screen password protected, as he’d expected.

He started opening desk drawers next. Most of them were full of typical office materials, papers, pens, a stapler, nothing that stood out. The big drawer at the bottom was a small filing cabinet, and Daniel doubted that he’d be able to find anything much inside of it.

Although… I could always see what he’s written in PJ’s mother’s file.

He found the D section, which only had a couple of patient files in it, none of them belonging to Raven Duncan. Daniel chewed on his lip as he closed the drawer, and then noticed something that had slipped underneath it.

Half hidden behind one of the desk’s legs was a tiny matchbook, the kind that’s rare to see anyone outside of old school cigar smokers carrying around. It had a custom insignia on the front of it, one that Daniel recognized.

Sexy Sirens… That’s the strip club on the outskirts of town. The one that the church mothers are always protesting against.

He tucked the matches away in his pocket. It wasn’t a bad lead to follow up on, but Daniel wanted to get something a little more than that before heading out.

He’d taken a step toward Malcolm Xanthos’s bookshelf when a noise came from the entrance of the office. Daniel whirled around in time to see a hooded figure with a feminine build approaching from behind him.

“Nyx,” he said, recognizing the Dreamwalker. “Howdy.”

She just stared at him, making a good show of her silent intimidation tactic.

“You’re looking into him too, aren’t you?” asked Daniel. “The man who owns this office. He’s a hypnotist, and I’m fairly certain that he’s been taking advantage of his clients.”

“I’m here for you, Daniel,” said Nyx. “Let’s take this outside.”

“I’m not quite done here,” said Daniel. “It will just be another couple of-”

Nyx lanced her hand forward, and a purple, shimmering, magical whip burst into existence. The end of it lashed out within inches of Daniel’s face, sending up a splash of violet sparks as it pulled taut with a high pitched crack.

“Alright!” Daniel held his hands up, his heart pounding as his imagination filled in the details of what would have happened if her weapon had actually made contact. “Take it easy, I’ll head outside with you. Just let me explain what I’m doing here.”

“You have other things to explain,” said Nyx.


CHAPTER 38

Nyx waited for Daniel to exit the therapy office first, following behind him with her magical whip still in hand. Daniel walked out through the front door and down the stairs, pausing as he stepped out onto the street.

“The alley to your right,” said Nyx.

“You’re really playing this up, aren’t you?” Daniel smiled. “Look, you know I’m not a bad guy. I was here investigating-”

Nyx shoved him hard in the back as Daniel stepped through the mouth of the alley way. He fell forward, banging into a trash can and landing on the concrete in an uncoordinated heap.

“The movie theater, earlier today,” said Nyx, through gritted teeth. “You exposed yourself to over a dozen people.”

Daniel stood up, brushing a half rotten banana peel off his shoe.

“Now, when you say ‘exposed’, in which sense do you mean?” he asked. “Because it was a really, uh, weird situation.”

“Your magic!” snapped Nyx. “I had to wipe the memories of five people who got a clear look at what you did.”

Her whip snapped out again, and this time, it did make contact. Daniel’s pectoral muscle exploded in pain, and the purple sparks clung to his chest for a couple of seconds, numbing his skin and making it hard to move his arm.

“Jesus Christ, relax,” said Daniel. “I’m not evil! I can explain… sort of.”

Actually, I’d rather not have to explain this one. The logic behind what I did is a little lacking, in retrospect.

“You’re coming with me,” said Nyx. “I didn’t want to have to bring you into custody, but it’s clear to me now that you don’t have the character required to resist the book’s corruption.”

Daniel clenched his fist, using Flame Touch as he reopened his hand.

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” he said. “I was at that movie theater trying to help a friend. I’m here now, trying to help a friend. And if you get in my way, I’ll do what I have to do.”

“This town is under my authority,” said Nyx. “If you fight against me, you will make an enemy of all of the Dreamwalkers.”

“Then walk away,” said Daniel. “We can still be friends.”

Nyx cracked her violet whip on the concrete, sending up a shower of ethereal sparks. The wind blew from diagonally behind her, throwing her cloak to the side and exposing the black t-shirt and leggings she had on underneath. The hood stayed where it was, however, probably held in place by some kind of magic in order to keep her face thoroughly shrouded.

Daniel took a tentative step forward, half doubting that Nyx would actually attack him. She had seemed reasonable, almost sympathetic, even, in their first encounter. Nyx didn’t step out of the way.

She made the first move, flying forward and swinging her whip in a manner that would cause it to wrap around any of his limbs it managed to connect with. Daniel fell into a roll, feeling the wind ripple as her weapon came within inches of his head.

He used his momentum to carry himself to his feet and continued forward into a push. He kept Flame Touch in reserve, fearing that if he attacked her with something that could do real damage, he really would be crossing the line into truly corrupted territory.

His hands hit her shoulders, but Nyx spun, using his own momentum against him and swinging him into the same pile of trash cans he’d hit before. Daniel scrambled to his feet in time to avoid her follow up punch. He glared at her, feeling annoyed by the fact that she could hit him, while he still didn’t really feel comfortable hitting her, at least with punches and kicks.

Nyx feinted with her whip, spinning to throw a hard roundhouse kick into Daniel’s stomach as he opened up his guard. The blow hit him square in the gut, and between the pain and the smell of garbage, Daniel nearly threw up.

“Ugh…” He fell to one knee and struggled back to a standing position.

“Give up,” said Nyx. “You can’t fight against me.”

She rushed forward, swinging her elbow into a blow aimed at his skull. Daniel ducked underneath it and tackled her midriff. She was stronger than she looked, and wrestled him back, swinging him into the brick wall of the alley. Daniel’s face slid across her well-formed breasts as she held him there, and he had a sudden flash of brilliance.

He wrapped his arms tight around her, pulling her into a hug. He was a little taller than her, and the position made it easy for him to bring his lips down to her neck and cast Whisper of Desire directly on her erogenous zone.

The effect was instantaneous. Nyx shivered, and the hold she had on him changed from combative to vaguely sensual. She took a shaky, lust filled breath, turning her shrouded hood so that she could see his face directly.

“You…” She shook her head. “What did you just do?”

She stumbled back, falling onto one knee and hugging her arms across her breasts. Daniel took a step toward her and she made a noise that sounded a lot like a moan. He considered for a moment, and then hurried down the alley, away from her.

“Let’s call it a draw for tonight,” he shouted.

“You bastard!” she replied. “You… what did you do to me?”

Daniel chuckled.

“Oh, nothing that you won’t find a way to enjoy,” he said. “Have a nice evening.”

He sprinted off down the street, glancing back over his shoulder every block or so. She didn’t follow him.


CHAPTER 39

Daniel felt exhausted when he finally got home. He had a few small cuts and scrapes from the fight, and his stomach felt as though it had taken a shot from a cannon ball.

His mom’s car was finally back in the driveway, and he hurried up the steps. It was late enough that he’d missed dinner, but his mom was waiting in the kitchen, and smiled at him as she saw him come in through the door.

“Hey, sweetie,” she said. “We had steak and mashed potatoes. I saved you plate.”

Daniel opened his mouth to thank her and then stopped. She still looked like a twenty year old, and the effect was more unnerving than ever. She’d slipped into one of her favorite nightgowns, a sheer bit of white fabric that did little to conceal what was underneath.

“Uh… thanks mom,” he said.

“Come here.” Deborah stepped over to him, arms outstretched. “I haven’t seen you all day. Give me a hug.”

Daniel reluctantly stepped into her embrace. It felt as though he was hugging a girl his age, an attractive girl his age, with the type of bodacious body that made him think weird thoughts and feel a little uncomfortable. He stepped away from her as soon as he could and focused his attention on the food.

“It looks good,” he said. “Where’s Kam… uh, I mean… Melina?”

Deborah frowned at him.

“Your sister is upstairs, already in bed,” said Deborah. “We did some shopping… and talked about things.”

Uh-oh… I’m not a fan of her tone.

Daniel started digging into his food, his hunger arriving in full force as he took the first few bites.

“What kinds of things?” he asked, dreading what her answer would be.

“She hasn’t seemed like herself since she got back,” said Deborah. “I thought it might be because of a boy, or something, but it’s strange… She seems like a new person.”

“And that’s a bad thing?”

“No, of course not.” Deborah came up behind him and rubbed his shoulders. “I just… worry about her. I want to make sure that she’s okay, and knows that she can talk to me about anything.”

“Of course she knows that, Mom,” he said. “I think she’s just adjusting to being back home.”

“Hmm…” Deborah pulled him into a hug from behind, and Daniel tried to keep his attention on his food. “Maybe you’re right. Thanks, honey. I’m going to curl up on the couch and do some reading.”

Daniel gave her hand a squeeze and returned to his meal. He finished eating, placed his plate in the sink, and then made his way upstairs, knocking softly three times on Melina’s door.

“Melina” greeted him on the other side with a warm smile. Daniel grinned at her and pulled her into a tight hug, one that he fully let himself enjoy.

“Hey,” he said. “How was your day?”

Kami let out a deep sigh.

“Weird,” she said. “Your mom brought me clothing shopping. All of the styles and fashions of your society are so ridiculous.”

“If you think that, it means you probably have bad fashion sense,” said Daniel.

Kami scoffed and waved her hand at him.

“Anyway, after that we went to a ‘spa’, I believe it was called? Very relaxing, though some of it was… quite odd.” She smiled and rubbed her fingers across her cheek. “What about you? How was your day?”

“Weirder,” he replied.

Daniel ran through the events of his morning, including the process of shaving off all of his hair. When he mentioned biking to the movie theater, Kami stopped him mid-sentence.

“Wait a second,” she said. “Please, please, please don’t say what I think you’re about to say.”

“Where else was I supposed to go to do it, Kami?” asked Daniel. “At least with the movie playing, and the dim lights, it wasn’t quite so-”

“A public changing room,” said Kami. “They had one of them at the ‘spa’ place we went to. You were allowed to be naked in front of others, without consequence, if you so chose.”

Daniel stared at her, blinking and feeling dumb.

That’s so fucking obvious. How did I not think of that?

“Uh, yeah,” he said. “I guess that would have been… a little easier.”

“Well, at least you got invisibility out of it,” said Kami. She reached out and ran her hand over one of the marks on his face. “Did someone attack you before you could use your new spell?”

“Funny you should mention that,” he said, wincing. “The spell was for… hair growth. Magical hair growth.”

Kami tried and failed to hold back her laughter. Daniel felt his face heating up.

“I’m sorry,” she said, taking a breath in between chuckles. “That’s… too bad, huh?”

“Way to be sympathetic,” said Daniel. “Anyway, I came back here afterward. The scratches are from tonight. I snuck into the PJ’s mom’s therapist to investigate, and Nyx found me.”

Kami’s expression instantly blanched.

“You fought… the Dreamwalker?” she asked, in a quiet voice.

“Yeah, after finding this.” He held up the matches. “I think I’ll have to investigate the club they’re from tomorrow, after I get done with-”

Kami grabbed him by the shoulders, her fingers digging into Daniel’s skin.

“They’re going to come after you, Daniel!” she hissed. “This is a complete disaster! It’s only a matter of time. You’re a threat to them now!”

Daniel took a deep breath. He was too tired to stress out anymore.

“It’s not something that we can do anything about tonight,” he said. “I’ll deal with it in the morning.”

Kami frowned a little and folded her arms, clearly concerned for him. Daniel just shrugged.

“Besides, Nyx seemed nice enough,” he said. “A little stern, maybe, but not openly hostile. She just seemed like she was doing her job.”

“You said this Nyx was a girl, didn’t you?” A smile played across Kami’s lips, and she slid closer to Daniel on her bed.

“I did,” he said. “Though I don’t see why it matters.”

“You got beat up by a girl tonight!” Kami grinned at him and poked him in the ribs. “That’s just sad, even back in my native time period.”

Daniel scowled at her.

“Hey, at least I can take you!” He reached over to Kami with both arms, wrestling her down onto the bed. She let out a squeal and tried to squirm out of his grasp.

The two of them twisted on the bed. Daniel managed to climb on top of Kami, trying to pull her hands up and above her head. She wrapped her legs around him, trying to orient herself back into an advantageous position.

He remembered the night before, and their aborted foreplay. Kami’s chest was heaving up and down, and she was giggling like a schoolgirl in the midst of being tickled. Daniel leaned in closer, easing up on the wrestling for a moment.

He kissed her and felt her lips moving against his. Passion ignited between them like sparks on gasoline. They were still wrestling, just in a different form, Daniel pulling Kami’s legs open, while she looped her arms around his neck. He felt her tongue slide into his mouth, and slipped one of his hands up to grope at her soft breasts.

The door swung open without preamble. Deborah Worth let out a shocked gasp that smashed through the mood like a baseball through a stained glass window on a Sunday morning. Daniel immediately pulled back from Kami, who had managed to get her Melina mask up in time to…

To what? Make this situation even harder to explain?


CHAPTER 40

“Mom, we can explain,” said Daniel.

Deborah Worth, who to Daniel’s illusion affected eyes, still appeared to be an attractive, 20 some odd year old version of herself, strode into Melina’s room with her arms crossed.

“I’d like to hear your explanation.” Her tone was as cold as ice, lacking any sense of disbelief, horror, or sympathy for Daniel to appeal to.

“Uh…” He glanced over at “Melina”, who was blushing intensely and holding her hand over her mouth. “We… are just really happy to be around each other again. I really missed Melina.”

Deborah slowly shook her head.

“This certainly explains why the two of you have both been acting so strangely.” She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Was it going on before? Does this have anything to do with why you left to begin with, Melina?”

Daniel looked over at Kami. He hadn’t planned for this scenario.

“He was just giving me a kiss goodnight,” she said, softly. “I asked him to.”

“The two of you were… you were… making out.” Deborah blushed and cupped her hands over her mouth. “I know you’re both young adults, and you have confusing and powerful hormones, but… I don’t even know what to say.”

“Mom, you’re overreacting,” said Daniel. “You didn’t see what you think you saw.”

It’s not a lie, strictly speaking.

He knew that, and Kami knew that, but looking at her wearing Melina’s face, with his mom and her accusations in the room, was more than enough to send an illicit chill down the back of his spine. Deborah took a moment to collect herself and then took Daniel by the hand and pulled him off the bed.

“Daniel, promise me,” she said. “Promise me that you won’t do anything like this again with your sister.”

“I promise,” he said. And he meant it.

Kami’s not really my sister. Thank god for loopholes.

“And Melina,” said Deborah. “Promise me that you won’t… tempt your brother into, into whatever was happening here again.”

“Hey, why are you accusing me of tempting him?” asked Kami. She sounded genuinely offended, and Daniel smiled as he saw his mom’s reaction soften a little.

“Just promise me,” said Deborah. “I know that the two of you aren’t related by blood, and that probably just makes this all the more confusing… but I need to know that you understand why this isn’t okay.”

“I promise,” said Kami. “It’s okay. I think you’ve misconstrued what was going on here, a little.”

Deborah flashed a tiny, sad smile.

“I hope so,” she said. “Now… Daniel, get into bed. I don’t want either of you leaving your rooms for anything other than bathroom breaks, tonight.”

Daniel frowned. It wasn’t just an issue of him being horny, and still having things to discuss with Kami. She was going to need another magical transfusion soon enough. He wasn’t sure how long he could safely put it off for.

“Mom, I think I should just… talk with Melina about this a little more,” he said. “Just the two of us.”

“I wasn’t born yesterday, Daniel,” she replied. “Get into your room now. I’ll make you sleep in my bed, if that’s what it takes.”

Daniel cringed as he looked at his mom, the illusion of her youth still active and eye catching.

“I really don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said. “Fine, I’ll go.”

He walked down the hallway and into his room. Deborah stayed in Kami’s room, closing the door so she could have a serious discussion with her supposed daughter. Daniel sat down on his bed, his lower half painfully aroused, and swore under his breath. Lacking anything better to do, he lay down and forced himself to sleep.

Daniel woke up slowly the next morning. He was in the middle of an amazing dream. He and PJ had discovered a nymph grove, full of beautiful naked women. They were beckoning the two of them over, flaunting their bodies like new toys to play with. Daniel felt their hands running across him, followed by soft kissing, and hot, wet sucking.

He moaned, and realized that he was mostly awake, and sensation was still there, wet and glorious. His cock was harder than he’d known it could get, the offspring of a union between morning wood and a sex dream. He felt something slide up the length of it and let out a gasp, finally having the energy to pull his blanket back.

Kami was nestled in between his legs, wearing her real face and his sister’s nightgown. She slowly slid her lips off his cock, making a light popping noise as her mouth broke contact, and then smiled at him. She was blushing, and it would have been the cutest thing ever, if it hadn’t already been the hottest thing ever.

“Your mom left for work,” she whispered. “I thought you might need a special wake me up, after last night… If it’s okay?”

Daniel’s surprise shifted into an unabashed grin.

“Of course it’s okay,” he said.

“I’m not very good at it,” she said. “We didn’t really… do things like this, from when I’m from. I saw this in one of the pictures on Netflix, actually. There was a man and a woman and both of them-”

“Kami,” he said, grinning at her.

She seemed to realize that she still had his hard cock in her hand, and slowly turned her attention back to it. She gave it a soft kiss on the head, a little trail of saliva and wet arousal hanging and connecting her lip to its tip as she pulled back.

“I feel so nervous now,” she whispered. “It was easier when you were asleep.”

Daniel closed his eyes and made an exaggerated snoring noise. Kami giggled, and then her mouth was back on his tool, sucking and pleasuring the top third of it or so. The sensation was absolutely incredible. For a second, Daniel was tempted to keep his eyes closed, to drift back into the dream he’d been having, the nymphs and their sexiness and novelty.

He opened his eyes and watched, taking in the sight of Kami sucking his cock. Her black hair was pulled back behind her ears, except for a few unruly strands that she had to keep pushing aside. Her violet eyes were full of curiosity and interest, like a young child working on a hard problem for the first time.

I guess this could be called a hard problem…

She pulled back a little and started using her tongue, bringing it up along the bottom and sides of his shaft in long, luxurious laps. Daniel shivered with pleasure from each one. She had the softest mouth that he’d ever felt, at least in his limited week or so of sexual activity.

Kami’s modest curves were mostly hidden by the night gown, and Daniel found himself wishing that she was naked. It was more than just simple lust, however. He wanted to appreciate her naked body. He wanted to treat her body as she was treating his, with gentle affection and soft, sensual touches.

More than ever he wanted just to see her in the nude, stripped of her clothes, or his sister’s clothes, or whatever she had on at any given time. He wanted to pull her against him, naked flesh caressing naked flesh, and roll around together on the bed. The could go to a hotel, spend days without leaving, ordering food to the door and wrestling each other into sweaty nirvana.

Kami had a rhythm going now, her mouth and lips squeezing and sucking. Daniel’s cock was coated in a thin layer of her saliva, hot and wet and sweet. She used her tongue to dab at spots along his shaft, too inexperienced to know exactly what to do with it. It didn’t matter. The fact that it was her made it feel incredible.

She’s my familiar. I could make her do this every morning, if I so desired.

The thought tempted him, just like the nymphs in his dream had. If he took a firmer hold on Kami, he could do just about anything to her. He could turn her from the spirited, innocent, future shocked and naïve girl that she was into his own personal slut, a play thing for his urges.

Daniel shook the thoughts away, disgusted by them and confused as to where they had come from. Kami was planting kisses up the side of his shaft with slow, careful determination. He reached his hand out and cupped her cheek, caressing her softly with his thumb.

“Hey, I’m still learning,” she whispered. “It might take a while before it really starts to feel good.”

“Kami… if this is you still learning, then I can’t wait.”

She flashed a smile at him and then puckered her lips. She started kissing the head of his cock as though it was his mouth, pushing her lips against it with soft, sensual movements. Her tongue slid out as she went in for a deep kiss, and she made eye contact with him as her mouth opened to take in the tip.

She held it like that for several seconds, sucking and staring up at him. It was too much. Daniel’s entire body tensed with pleasure. He tapped her on the head in warning before remembering that she had a second reason for doing what she did.

Daniel felt an explosion of bliss flow through him as his cock blasted hot, sticky cum deep into Kami’s mouth. She kept her lips in a tight seal around it, but it wasn’t enough to keep a small string from dribbling out and down her chin. She kept sucking and swallowing his seed dutifully until Daniel started to go soft.

“Perfect,” she whispered. “I should be good on magic for at least another week.”

Daniel ran his hand through her hair. She lay next to him in the bed now, not close enough for the two of them to cuddle, but not far enough away to extinguish all intimacy.

“I’m glad I could help,” he said. “Any time, Kami.”

She reached her hand over to his and gave it a tight squeeze.
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Daniel’s phone vibrated on the bed table. Kami was closest to it, and she picked it up to hand it over. Her eyes went wide as she looked at the screen.

“Wow,” said Kami. “I… didn’t realize that people did that with these things.”

Daniel saw what she meant as soon as he checked the message. It was from Shelly.

I’m not used to guys running off on me like that, you know. Give me a call ;-)

Included with the message was a selfie of Shelly standing in front of a full length mirror in her underwear. She had one finger touching her lip, and had pushed her breasts forward to accentuate their size.

“It’s the girl from the other day, right?” asked Kami. “Sally, or something?”

“Shelly,” said Daniel. “Ugh. I don’t know what to text her back.”

Kami didn’t say anything.

“You’re not mad at me, are you?” Daniel leaned up on his elbow, letting his concern for Kami’s feelings show on his face.

“No,” she said, simply. “You already told me about what happened with her when you were trying to get your bike back.”

“And you don’t care that she’s sending me half naked selfies?”

“What, in god’s name, is a selfie?”

“Seriously,” said Daniel. “I won’t text her back, if you don’t want me to.”

“She was your friend before you found the Book of Sins, wasn’t she?”

Daniel nodded.

“Then respond to her message,” said Kami. “Just continue as you were. Be her friend. You don’t have to change your life just because I’m a part of it now, Daniel.”

He shrugged, not sure exactly how he felt about her reaction. Kami saw his face and rubbed his knee.

“Daniel, I’ve had masters who have been inconsiderate, cruel, malicious, and even violent,” said Kami. “I’ve served evil sorcerers. I’ve served sadists. I even was the familiar of a vampire, for a time.”

“Jeez…” said Daniel.

“My point is that you could be doing a lot worse,” said Kami. “Besides… Your charm spell is one of the few useful pieces of magic that you have. I’m not going to get jealous over you applying it as a tool, especially if it’s just for a physical encounter, without any emotional attachment.”

“I guess that makes sense,” he said.

Kami smiled at him, her expression understanding, but also a little sad.

I almost wish that she was getting jealous. At least then, I’d know what was going on inside her head.

“Alright.” Daniel tapped out a quick text apologizing for ditching Shelly at the movies and promising her that they’d catch up the next chance they got. Then, he rose from bed and started getting dressed.

“Do you have class today?” asked Kami.

“Yup,” he said. “And I have to follow up on my next lead in the afternoon.”

“Do you want me to come with?”

Daniel thought about it. He was headed to a strip club with a seedy reputation even amongst other establishments of the type. He shook his head.

“I should handle this one, solo,” he said. “Will you be okay here for the afternoon?”

Kami shrugged.

“Probably,” she said. “I’ll just go for a walk if I get bored. Find something to do.”

“Alright.” Daniel smiled at her, and after hesitating for a second, he leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “Have fun.”

Kami smiled at him and blushed a little.

“You too.”

He headed straight outside, only stopping to grab a couple of granola bars to eat on the way to school. It was one of the days of the week where he and PJ both had class in the morning, so he headed in the direction of his friend’s house, first.

PJ walked slowly down the sidewalk, his gaze locked on the concrete. Daniel clapped him on the shoulder as he walked over, trying to think of what he could say to help him out.

“How are you holding up?” he asked.

PJ took a deep breath and slowly exhaled.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Jess insisted that she handle things at home today, but she’s still in high school. On top of having to worry about keeping her grades up for senior year, now she has to look after our younger siblings. And I’m not going to have enough from my job to make rent this month, if Mom doesn’t show up before next week.”

“I’m still looking into whatever I can,” said Daniel. “We’ll find her, man. I promise.”

“You don’t know that,” said PJ. “It doesn’t… even seem like she wants to be found.”

Daniel didn’t know what else he could say. So instead, he just listened. PJ vented about how much work he had to put into looking after his two youngest sisters, Katie and Angie, both in early grade school. He told Daniel about making dinner with Jess the night before, hot dogs with steamed carrots and peas. He sounded like what he was, a teenager struggling on take on responsibilities that men a decade older than him would still fumble through.

“Sorry,” said PJ, after a particularly long tirade on how hard it is to get a seven year old to put on their shoes. “I shouldn’t be dumping all of this on you.”

“PJ, I’m your friend,” said Daniel. “I’m exactly who you should be dumping this all on.”

They’d arrived on campus, and were heading into Icarus Community College’s main courtyard, when PJ pointed at something to Daniel’s left.

“Hey, isn’t that the new girl?” he asked. “Why is she staring at you like that?”

Daniel turned to look and saw Leah sitting on a bench. Their eyes met for a second, and she immediately turned away, as though it was physically painful for her to lock her gaze with his. Daniel frowned and started walking over.

“Leah.” He gestured to the seat next to her, and then sat down when she didn’t say anything. “Are you okay?”

Leah was wearing jeans and a tight fitting black sweater. She was breathing deeply, and it seemed to take an immense amount of her willpower to turn to face him.

“Fine!” she said, her voice sounding anything but. “Totally… totally fine, Daniel.”

Her eyes had a strange expression in them, several emotions fighting for supremacy at once.

“Are you sure? You don’t look fine…” Daniel frowned and folded his arms. “Maybe you should stop by the college infirmary, take a nap, or something?”

Daniel stood up from the bench and reached out to help her up. Leah’s face was still flushed, and she hesitated before taking his hand. He pulled her to her feet, and Leah all but fell against him, pulling him into a tight, full body embrace. He could feel her breath against his neck, her lips inches away from planting hot, wet kisses on sensitive skin.

“Sorry!” Leah lurched away and coughed into her hand. Her knees quivered slightly, and Daniel hurried to her side, afraid that she was going to collapse to the ground.

“Leah, I’m seriously worried about you.” He set one hand on her shoulder and one arm around her waist to steady her. Leah closed her eyes and quivered in her arms, her lips forming a small circle as she let out a silent whimper.

“I’m fine, Daniel!” She pushed him away and wrapped her arms around her breasts, as though she was naked and trying to cover up. “Totally fine! I just need some space!”

She took off at a dead sprint, heading not toward any building on campus, but off into town. Daniel scratched his head as he watched her go, confused and unsure what he’d done to elicit such a reaction.

“What’s with her?” asked PJ, making his way back over.

“She seemed really nervous,” said Daniel. “Like, really nervous.”

Something clicked in Daniel’s head, and he felt like an idiot for not realizing it sooner. It all made sense, from the way Leah had quickly become his friend, to the level of concern she showed for him, and now this.

She has a major crush on me! That explains everything. And all this time, I’ve been too dense to notice any of the clues…
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Daniel made it through his morning class and left campus in the early afternoon. He headed across town on foot, passing through downtown and Boreas Park on his way to the outskirts, where the Sexy Sirens strip club was located.

Part of him thought that it would be wiser to wait until night to make an appearance, but he didn’t have anything else to do, and it wasn’t as though he needed to be sly about what he was doing. Daniel would show up, ask around for Malcolm and PJ’s mom, and see what he could figure out. It was a long shot, and he didn’t see much of a point in waiting to take it.

The strip club was nestled in between a foreclosed auto garage and a liquor store. It was relatively large, with a decent sized parking lot that glinted in the sunlight, broken glass scattered across the concrete.

Daniel didn’t see a bouncer on duty, at least not one standing outside. He frowned as he made his way into the dark, musky smelling interior, hoping that he didn’t look as out of his element as he felt.

“Uh…” A muscular man with a ponytail and neck tattoos stopped him before he could head down the hallway into the main room. “I’m going to need to see some ID.”

Daniel frowned. He hadn’t taken the time to figure out whether he’d even actually be allowed inside, as an 18 year old. He fished out his license and passed it to the bouncer, hoping for the best.

“The patrons just keep getting younger and younger,” said the bouncer. “Here, I have to put one of these on your wrist, so the bartender knows not to serve you. We’ll kick you out if we see you trying it, just so you know.”

“Fair enough.” Daniel held out his wrist and let the man put a paper bracelet on it. He walked the rest of the way down the hall slowly. The air smelled of cigarette smoke and sex, and as he pushed his way through the curtain of beads separating the show room from the entrance, sensual music started playing.

“We’ll have our next dancer out in just a few minutes,” said a deep voice over the speakers. “Sit back, relax, and buy yourself a lap dance in the meantime.”

There were more people in the club than Daniel would have expected, given that it was barely passed lunch time on a weekday. Three girls in skimpy stripper outfits milled about by the bar, talking with patrons, nothing but fake smiles and heavily made up faces.

Daniel scanned over the lounge for someone who looked like they’d be able to answer his questions. His eyes settled onto a woman with a butch haircut sitting in the back of the room behind some audio equipment.

“Uh… hi,” he said, as he walked over. “Can I ask you something?”

“Absolutely not,” said the woman. “I just play the music. I don’t give dances.”

“No, I’m actually looking for somebody,” said Daniel.

“Honey, everybody here is looking for somebody.”

Daniel scowled.

“Raven Duncan,” he said. “She’s the mother of one of my friends, and she’s gone missing. She might have come in sometime recently with a man, a therapist. Tall, kind of handsome, professional looking… ring any bells?”

The woman flashed an odd smile and nodded slowly.

“I don’t think your friend is going to be too happy with her, when she finally does head home,” she said.

“Why not?”

The woman just nodded to the stage. Daniel turned around in time to see a new stripper walk out onto stage. His jaw dropped open, and he sat down at one of the tables, too shocked to remain standing.

PJ’s mother, Raven Duncan, stood onstage. She wore a white corset, tight and slim cut, revealing massive amounts of cleavage up top, and sexy, honey brown thighs down below. She had on a pair of stockings hitched up to the corset, and had a splash of diamond glitter across her cheeks.

“And next up, we have Diamond Dream!” shouted the deep voice over the speakers. “Give it up, everybody! She’s still new at this!”

The men in attendance all let out cheers of joy. Raven began to dance to the music, slowly swaying her hips seductively from side to side. She spun around the stripper pole, dropping to the floor and sliding forward, her breasts mashing against the floor.

This can’t be real. That’s… Ms. Duncan?

She was his friend’s mother, and she was putting on an amazing show. Daniel felt a confusing mix of emotions as Raven slowly pulled herself up. She faced away from the crowd and untied her corset from the back, swinging her hips in a circle as she turned back around.

She held one arm over her breasts as the tiny garment fell away. Daniel was thankful that she had on a pair of panties underneath, but the feeling only lasted for a second as Ms. Duncan began sliding her arms to either side, until it was just her hands cupped over her big, ebony breasts.

The crowd went wild. She made a kissy face, and then let her hands drop, revealing gorgeous brown nipples. Daniel wanted to look away. He also wanted his cock to stop shifting in his pants, getting excited at something that he had no business seeing. He kept watching.

Ms. Duncan ran her hands across the fabric of her red panties. She slowly gyrated, making her way to the edge of the stage. Several different men held up wads of cash. She sat down on the edge of the stage, letting them slide bills into an underwear, each of them copping a feel as they did.

One of the men was bolder than the others and pulled her onto his lap. Ms. Duncan held a land to her lips in mock disbelief. The man slipped several large bills into her panties, and she pushed her breasts into his face, initiating a proper lap dance.

It was one of the most disgustingly erotic things Daniel had ever witnessed. Ms. Duncan slid her butt across the man’s bulge, her breasts shifting and heaving with each breath she took. The man was kissing and sucking on her nipples, his hands groping at PJ’s mom’s ass.

Raven’s hand moved against the man’s crotch, and though Daniel couldn’t see from where he was, he was pretty sure that she’d just taken his cock out. Several other men moved in around her, slipping money into the back of her panties and positioning their crotches in her face.

With so many of them there, it was impossible to miss what was truly happening. Ms. Duncan was unzipping jeans and slipping the men’s hard cocks out into the open. The man she’d originally been giving the lap dance to had pulled her panties to one side, and from the way Ms. Duncan was moving, it was pretty clear that he was fucking her.

This can’t be happening.

Daniel glanced around the room. The bartender was polishing glasses and paying zero attention to the affair. The bouncer was nowhere in sight, and that only left the stage manager, who stood watching with his arms crossed, his face a mask of detached indifference.

Raven was stroking one man’s cock and sucking off another, while the man underneath her bounced her up and down on his shaft. The expression on her face was a mixture of lust and shame, as though she knew how bad what she was doing was, but just couldn’t stop herself.

A fourth man had unzipped his pants, and now she was alternating with her mouth, sucking two cocks off at once. The man she’d been giving a hand job to pushed his dick in close to her face and unloaded, painting her hair and forehead with streaks of white, hot cum.

Another of the men blasted in her mouth, taking her cheeks roughly in his hands and forcing her to swallow as much as she could handle. The man fucking her began to get bolder, grabbing at her breasts, slapping her ass like a whore. Raven was moaning and licking cum off her lips, clearly in some kind of erotic trance.

Six men in total joined in on the action, two blowing their loads in her cunt and ass, the rest giving her facials, or shooting all over her hair or breasts. Raven was a mess when she finally pulled herself back on stage, her panties overflowing with big bills, her legs shaky and unsteady.

“Diamond Dream, ladies and gentlemen!” said the voice over the speakers. “Boy, she certainly is something, ain’t she?”

Daniel watched it all in shocked silence. PJ’s mother walked back through the performer’s entrance, waving once more to the men who’d just completely defiled her.


I need to get her out of here,
 he thought. No matter what it takes.



CHAPTER 43

Despite his growing sense of urgency, Daniel knew that he needed to stay calm and come up with a plan before doing anything. The stage manager stood at the entrance to the backstage area. He was a big man, and even if Daniel could beat him in a fight using his offensive magic, he’d still have to get Raven out of there afterward, and he wasn’t sure if she’d go willingly.

He waited, and after a couple of minutes, saw his chance. The woman working the audio booth from before walked over to the big man. They spoke for a moment, and then the man nodded to her and headed out of the building through the front.

Daniel walked over, trying to look as casual as he could. The woman shook her head as he drew near. Daniel said something, keeping his voice low enough to go unheard over the background music.

“What?” asked the woman.

He repeated himself, again muttering and making it impossible for her to hear. She leaned in a little closer, and Daniel cast Whisper of Desire, letting the spell land against her neck.

The woman’s personality instantly shifted. She stepped in closer to him, smiling and licking her lips.

“Like I said before,” said Daniel, “I need to see Raven. Can I sneak in really quick?”

“I don’t know…” The woman let her hand slip up the side of Daniel’s arm. “I’m not supposed to let people go by to see the performers.”

Daniel shrugged.

“Is there anything I can do to change your mind?” He flashed his most charming smile.

“Wow…” The woman shook her head. “What was I saying again? I’m sorry, go ahead, it should be fine. Come see me after! You know, I did used to be one of the performers… maybe you’re interested in a special lap dance?”

“Yeah, maybe,” said Daniel, pushing by her.

The door led to a long hallway with dressing rooms on either side. Most of the doors were left open, and Daniel passed by a couple with women inside who were incredibly attractive, and also incredibly naked.

He found Raven’s dressing room near the end of the hall. She was wearing a loose robe and fixing her makeup in a mirror, facing away from Daniel. He wasn’t sure how to approach the conversation he was about to have, so he just knocked softly on the door frame and stepped inside.

“Ms. Duncan,” he said.

Raven’s entire body stiffened and she whirled around. Her robe was open, and Daniel got a quick glimpse of naked breast before she pulled it close, her eyes wide, expression embarrassed. He’d seen it all just moments before, and there was something ironic in watching her have such a strong reaction over simple, softcore nudity.

“Daniel!” she said. “How… what are you doing here?”

“That’s kind of what I was going to ask you,” he said. “PJ’s worried about you. All of your children are. I came to find you, Ms. Duncan.”

“You shouldn’t be in a place like this!” She hesitated, as though realizing the extent of what he’d seen. “Did you… just get here?”

“I saw everything.” Daniel shook his head. “Ms. Duncan, uh, how is it that you, uh…?”

He couldn’t even get the question out. It was his friend’s mother, a woman he’d known since he’d been a kid. And here he was, asking her what the hell could have happened to turn her into the kind of woman that seemed to take pleasure in her own public defilement.

“I’m in love, Daniel,” said Raven. “You… you couldn’t understand. I didn’t want to leave my family, but I love Malcolm, and he loves me. And he loves seeing me do this. I’ll go back to them eventually, just… not right now.”

“Ms. Duncan…” Daniel shook his head. It all made sense to him now, but it left him with a new decision to make. Daniel stepped in closer to her, feeling out the extent of his magical reserves, making sure he had enough left to pull off another Whisper of Desire.

She’s under Malcolm’s spell. Maybe if I can put her under mine, I can get her out of here.

Daniel was still several feet away from her when a noise came from the door behind him. He whirled around to see Malcom Xanthos staring at him, his eyes wide with surprise.

Several things happened at once. Malcolm reached for the pendant around his neck. Daniel cast Flame Touch with the last of his magical reserves and swung his arm into an open palmed slap.

Malcolm ducked under it, immediately shifting tactics. He stuck his hand out to the side in a similar manner to how Daniel had cast his spell. Light flashed, and suddenly Malcolm had a long, neon blue sword in one hand.

Raven let out a terrified scream. Malcolm brought the blade up over his head, preparing to chop downward. Daniel slammed his shoulder into him, knocking them both out into the hallway.

Strippers flooded out of dressing rooms, all of them screaming and running away from the scene. The bouncer with neck tattoos appeared at one end of the hallway, and the man who’d been guarding the backstage entrance appeared at the other.

Daniel took a step away from Malcolm, expecting the staff to break up the fight and throw them both out. Instead, they seemed to focus specifically on Daniel, one of them stopping to help Malcolm to his feet as he walked down the hall, treating him as a friend, rather than an instigator.

They must be under his hypnosis spell, too. Crap.

The hallway was narrow enough to leave no avenue of escape open to him. Daniel had the choice of fighting through the bouncer and Malcolm, or the stage manager. He chose the even odds, swinging his flaming palm at the stage manager and successfully intimidating the man into tripping backward onto his ass.

Daniel stumbled as he barreled past the man, and it probably saved his life. Malcolm’s conjured sword sliced with an inch of his head. Daniel threw himself forward, slamming out through the strip club’s fire escape.

He’d only managed to get a single step outside when someone grabbed him roughly by the shoulder and clamped a hand over his mouth. Daniel tried to scream, but whoever it was whirled him around. He stared into the shrouded visage of Nyx, who pointed to a building across the street and then took off running, half dragging him along.


CHAPTER 44

Malcolm and the other bouncer were out in the parking lot before Daniel and Nyx had made it all the way across the street, but they didn’t appear to see them. Daniel could see a bubble of magical distortion surrounding her and most of him, and assumed it was one of the cloaking spells that Kami had mentioned Dreamwalkers could use.

Nyx led him around to the back of the building across from the strip club, which was long since abandoned, and then up an old fire escape. It wasn’t until they were on the roof, standing behind a large, run down air conditioning unit, that they came to a stop. Strangely, Nyx didn’t say anything, and looked vaguely uncomfortable as she stared at him, or rather, pointed her hooded and shrouded face in his direction.

“Uh, thanks,” said Daniel. “I kind of figured that you were going to attack me, rather than save me, after last time. Did you have a change of heart?”

Nyx opened her robe as she stepped toward him. She was completely naked underneath. Her face was still hidden by the hood of the cloak, the magic of the garment hiding her head and hair as well, but Daniel could see everything else, and there was quite a lot to see.

She kissed him before he could say anything. The sensation was strange, almost like kissing a ghost, with Daniel still unable to see beyond the hood. Her naked body pressed against his eagerly, rubbing and caressing. She brought his hand down and placed it against her crotch, which had a small patch of fair blonde hair. She was already wet.

“Jesus…” he muttered. “This is so weird.”

She unzipped his jeans and pulled them down roughly. Daniel was still a little aroused from the odd scene in the strip club, and he felt his cock harden and press into her stomach. He fumbled his way into another kiss, not knowing exactly where her lips were underneath the hood.

Nyx’s hands were soft, and they slowly caressed their way up and down his tool. She turned around, leaning against the air conditioning unit and spreading her legs. Daniel knew that it was all because of him using the whisper on her, but as horny as he was, he didn’t care.

She needs this, and I want it. I probably shouldn’t have cast the spell on her, but what’s done is done.

He had to slide her cloak out of the way to reveal her butt and cunt. Daniel pressed the head of his cock into her slowly, feeling the velvety lips of her pussy as he searched for the right angle. When he finally found it, he was surprised by how tight she was, and even though she was aroused and ready for him, he still couldn’t get more than an inch into her tiny hole right away.

Nyx let out an extremely satisfied sounding moan and arched her back, reaching one hand around to touch Daniel’s leg and urge him on. He pulled in close to her, cupping her soft breasts in his hands as more of him slid into her tight cunt.

“Oh… oh…” whispered Nyx. She’d let the magic that usually disguised her voice fade away, and there was something familiar about how she sounded. Daniel pushed further into her, and the thought dissolved into pleasure as he began to go deep.

He could feel her vaginal muscles contracting on his cock, stretching for it, welcoming it inside. Nyx was letting out tiny, uncharacteristic, girlish whimpers. Daniel started pumping in and out, going slow at first for her sake, rather than his.

Each time he pushed his cock into her, Nyx let out a pleasured, almost painful sounding moan. It was as though each thrust was the very first one she’d ever taken, and Daniel wondered if part of the religious aspect of the Dreamwalkers involved remaining a virgin, taking some sort of vow of chastity.

“Oh yes!” moaned Nyx, her voice having regained its magical vagueness. “Don’t stop!”

He couldn’t have if he’d wanted to. She felt too good for him to stop. Daniel didn’t know who she was or anything about her, but he wanted her. He wanted to feel her body against his, to slam his cock into her as hard as he could.

From somewhere on the ground nearby came the sound of voices. Daniel realized that Malcolm and the bouncers must still be looking for him. Nyx was high on pleasure, and Daniel saw that the invisibility shroud she’d had up before was gone.

He reached his hand out and covered her mouth in time to stifle a tiny squeal. Daniel pushed in close, sheathing his cock completely inside of her and pressing her flat against the wall of the air conditioning unit.

“I know he came this way,” said Malcolm.

Daniel went still, and Nyx tried to, her entire body continuing to pulse with erotic shivers.

“He’s long gone by now,” said one of the bouncers. “Why do you care, anyway?”

Nyx wiggled her hips and gyrated on his cock. She started kissing Daniel’s hand and sucking on one of his fingers, too horny to control herself.

“If he comes by again, you let me know,” said Malcolm.

“Tina said he was asking about his friend’s mom, the new chick,” said the stage manager. “He probably just wants to fuck her.”

The two strip club employees laughed. Nyx was starting to move again, throwing caution to the wind in the name of sexual satisfaction. Daniel let his fingers touch one of her nipples, against his better judgement.

Slowly, the footsteps faded out. Daniel didn’t waste any time getting back to what he was doing. He pushed Nyx against the wall roughly and took her by the hips. Then, he started fucking her for real.

The sound of their bodies slapping together rang out on the air, lewd and rhythmic. Daniel pushed himself as deep as he could go with each thrust. Nyx was moaning and writhing in pleasure.

“Daniel!” she cried. “I… I…”

He knew what she was trying to say, and he was right there with her. Daniel thrust hard, using all of the energy he had to pound her senseless with his tool. He felt himself reach the point of no return, and pushed himself into her one last time. He blasted his cum deep into her cunt, and Nyx melted against him as her own orgasm took hold.

Daniel held her from behind for a moment, his cock spasming and emptying his seed into her. It was probably the only thing keeping the sexually exhausted woman from falling to the ground.

Nyx stayed like that for a couple of seconds, and then suddenly pulled away from him, adjusting her clothes to hide her naked body. She turned back to him, and though Daniel couldn’t see her face, he could still sense the glare she had leveled at him.

“What was the spell you cast on me in our last encounter?” Her voice was shrouded, but underneath it sounded like she was speaking through gritted teeth.

“Just a basic charm spell,” said Daniel. “Illusion magic. It’s from the Book of Sins.”

Nyx flinched backward, horrified.

“You…” She shook her head slowly. “You used one of those spells on me? Forbidden magic?”

“Didn’t really have a choice,” said Daniel, as he pulled his pants up. “Next time, think about what who you’re messing with before you try to-”

Nyx slapped him hard across the face. Daniel stared at her in surprise. She started to bring her hand back for a second one, but he caught it in mid swing, pulling her tight against him. Her body reacted to his as it had before, legs opening slightly, hips pressing into his crotch.

“You… have no idea what you’ve done,” whispered Nyx.

“What, are you going to report me to the other members of your club?” asked Daniel.

“It’s too late for that,” she said. “You’ve… involved me in your madness.”

Daniel didn’t say anything to that. In truth, he felt bad for what he’d done, even if it’d been the only option at the time. She’d only been doing her job.

And I’m only looking out for my friends, for my family.

He let go of her hand and she pulled away from him. Daniel turned around to pick up his sweatshirt, and when he turned back, she was gone.


CHAPTER 45

Daniel mulled over the situation for the entire walk home. He’d found PJ’s mom, and then lost her again, just as quickly. There was a decent chance that Malcolm would take Raven and leave town, possibly along with any other women he had under his control.

I showed my hand by trying to move immediately. If I had waited, maybe things would have gone differently.

His mom’s car wasn’t in the driveway when he got home. Daniel went in through the front door and scanned over the living room and kitchen, not seeing Kami anywhere, either. He was exhausted, and took a long shower, letting the hot water run over his bruised and busted body.

About a half hour later, Daniel collapsed onto his bed in his room. He spent a couple of minutes working on a reading assignment before getting distracted by his problems. The Book of Sins was exactly where Daniel had left it. He pulled it out of his desk shelf and ran a hand over its front cover, feeling the old, dry leather, and wondering what other secrets lay within.

He flipped it open and turned to the first blank page, scowling as his eyes scanned over the Magical Hair Restoration spell. Using the same process he had before, Daniel looked at the tan parchment with unfocused eyes, waiting for the words to appear. It didn’t take long.

Steal a piece of the moon, gain the knowledge of the stars.

An illustration followed, a basic caricature of a man standing on a mountain and reaching an arm up toward the moon in the sky. Daniel frowned. The rest of the trials had been straightforward enough, but this one seemed to be some kind of metaphor, rather than literal instructions to be followed.

He closed the book and slid it aside just as his phone began to vibrate in his pocket. Daniel pulled it out and saw that it was a text from PJ.

Dinner at my place tonight. My mom invited your mom and sister, they’re already here.

Daniel blinked. He felt a huge weight slide off his shoulders as he tapped out his reply.

Your mom is back?

PJ’s response came shortly after.

Yeah. She brought her new boyfriend home to meet the family.

A cold chill ran down Daniel’s spine. He stood up from his desk slowly, feeling numb. He’d been outmaneuvered by Malcolm, and that was all there was to it. It was brilliant, in a sinister kind of way. He wanted to throw up.

Instead, Daniel ran downstairs and out of the house. He grabbed his bike from the backyard and took off toward PJ’s, pedaling as fast as humanly possible. Malcolm would have all of the advantages. He didn’t care about Raven, or anyone who’d be at the dinner. He could do whatever he wanted, while Daniel would be forced to react to him and try to protect everyone.

Daniel jumped off his bike as soon as he reached PJ’s yard. The house was of a fairly average size, but with a large dining room table. Raven had always loved hosting dinner, back when her will was still her own.

He didn’t bother knocking on the front door, instead slipping inside unannounced. The interior of PJ’s house was a mix of old carpets and family memorabilia, and he could smell dinner cooking in the kitchen, biscuits and gravy.

“Hey, sweetie!” Deborah was sitting on the living room couch with Kami and PJ’s sister, Jess. She still looked magically young, and the three women side by side were quite a sight, but Daniel didn’t have time to appreciate it.

“Mom,” he said. “Hey. I think we should head home early.”

His mother looked at him as though he’d said something offensive. Next to her, Kami, her face masked into Melina’s, raised an eyebrow.

“What? We’re here to have dinner with your best friend, Daniel,” said Deborah. “That would be so rude!”

“It’s not rude, it’s necessary,” said Daniel. “We need to leave. Now.”

Deborah and Kami exchanged glances. Daniel was a little surprised by the frown on Kami’s face when she looked at him.

“Let me talk to him for a minute,” said Kami.

“Melina…” Deborah shook her head slightly.

“Relax, we’ll be right outside. Trust me.”

Kami took Daniel by the arm, and the two of them stepped out into the yard. He stared at her for a second, feeling a bit put off by her Melina disguise.

“Look,” he said. “Things have gone down today, alright? Malcolm is a lunatic. He’s using his magic to make PJ’s mom do whatever he wants.”

She crossed her arms. Daniel couldn’t tell from her expression whether she didn’t believe, or whether she thought he was overreacting.

“They seemed fine when your mother and I got here,” said Kami. “They seemed… really happy, Daniel.”

“She doesn’t have a will of her own!” he said, barely remembering to keep his voice down. “Kami, she’s stuck in his trap!”

Kami shook her head slowly.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Nothing has happened. I don’t see an issue, even if there is a bit of magic at play under the surface.”

“How can you look at this situation, and think like that?”

“Because I have to, Daniel,” said Kami. “It’s no different from me being bound to the Book of Sins. And… being your familiar.”

…What?

Daniel flinched back, feeling a sudden ache in his heart. He couldn’t meet Kami’s eyes, at least for a second or two. When he finally managed it, she looked more composed than he felt.

“I’m… sorry,” he said.

She sighed.

“Don’t be,” she said. “Look, I’m sorry for putting it like that. I just think that… sometimes, things are complicated.”

“It’s not the same, though,” said Daniel.

Kami didn’t say anything. Daniel ran his hand through his hair and took a slow breath.

“If there’s a way that I can find, eventually, to free you from the book… I’ll do it,” he said. “I promise. I swear it.”

Kami shrugged.

“Right,” she said. “Sure.”

She walked back into the house, and Daniel followed after her. He looked around the living room blankly, feeling a lot less sure than he had been a few minutes earlier.

The door to the first floor bathroom opened, and PJ walked out. He grinned at Daniel and started walking over. Daniel remembered his objective and saw a second chance in his friend. He met him halfway, throwing an arm around PJ and pulling him in close.

“Hey, we have to talk,” he hissed.

PJ frowned at him.

“What’s going on?”

“Your mom’s new boyfriend?” Daniel met his eye. “He’s not who he says he is. PJ, this guy is trouble!”

“It’s her shrink,” said PJ. “Yeah, I know it’s a little weird, and we were worried after she dipped out for a couple of days, but they explained everything to us.”

Daniel scowled. He was the only one who’d seen and experienced Malcolm in action, and he knew that regardless if he’d had the time to explain it to PJ in full, it sounded ridiculous. Even Kami didn’t believe him, and she was clued into the paranormal world.

“PJ, you should call the dinner off,” said Daniel. “Your mom just got back. I’m sure she needs some time to, you know, recuperate.”

“Nonsense!” Raven appeared in the doorway leading to the kitchen, smiling broadly, hands on her hips. “I’m fine, Daniel. And what I want for tonight, more than anything, is to cook for my friends and family.”

Daniel caught her eye for a moment. There was no guilt, no shame, in her expression. It was as though she had zero memory of what had happened at the strip club, all of the horny men using her like a sex doll.

It was the same with Malcolm’s secretary. She probably doesn’t remember.

“And I appreciate getting a chance to meet all of you.” Malcolm followed Raven out of the kitchen, flashing a confident smile and nodding to the entire room. “Raven’s told me so much.”

He met Daniel’s gaze, his smile broadening, rather than faltering. The hairs on Daniel’s neck stood up straight as he stared back at him.

“The food is just about ready,” said Raven. “Why don’t all of you have a seat at the dining room table?”

All of the guests settled down into their seats. Daniel had his mother to his left, Kami to his right, and Malcolm directly across from him. PJ’s oldest sister sat at the table with them, and PJ sat across from her, on an extra chair borrowed from the kitchen. The mood was relaxed and friendly, outside of Daniel’s own tension. He watched Malcolm and waited, holding back his anger the best he could.
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“And here we are.” Raven grinned as she brought out several platters of beef brisket, gravy, corn, carrots and peas, and biscuits and rolls. Jess stood and started helping her pass out plates and silverware.

“Raven, this looks delicious,” said Deborah. “It’s so nice to have a home cooked meal that I didn’t have to make myself, for once.”

“Oh, thanks Deb,” said Raven. “Jess, after dinner, do you mind picking up your sisters from their playdate?”

“Can’t you do it? I was the one who dropped them off earlier…”

“And I cooked dinner,” said Raven. “Just do it.”

“So Malcolm,” said Daniel, cutting through the conversation. “How did you say you met Raven, again?”

Daniel’s mom and Kami both shot awkward glances at him.

“I actually didn’t say anything about that,” said Malcolm. “But you’re all welcome to hear the story, if you’d like.”

“Oh Malcolm, you don’t have to,” said Raven. “Let’s just enjoy dinner.”

The platter of beef reached Daniel, and he loaded a large slab onto his plate before passing it to Kami.

“I’d like to hear the story, too,” said PJ. There was a little bit of suspicion in his tone, but it wasn’t nearly as accusatory as Daniel’s.

“I don’t mind,” said Malcolm. “I’m a therapist. Raven… was one of my patients. Technically, we were supposed to wait a little longer than we did after she left my sessions to officially start dating, but, well, it was hard for us to stay apart from each other.”

Malcolm reached over and appeared to rub Raven’s leg under the table. Daniel scowled, and noticed PJ having a similar reaction nearby.

“And… what do you think of that, PJ?” asked Daniel, trying to prod his friend into being direct, instead of polite. “Jess? No issues with your mother dating her therapist?”

“Daniel, what is your problem?” snapped Deborah. “It isn’t your place to judge. I raised you with better manners than this!”

“He… does have a point,” said Jess. “Mom, why did you just disappear like that? And then… you come home today, and immediately start making dinner? Without even explaining?”

“Sweetie…” Raven smiled at her daughter, shaking her head softly. “I’m in love. It’s hard for me to explain myself because what I’m feeling is just… unexplainable.”

More like unnatural.

“Ms. Duncan, do you remember anything of the past few days?” asked Daniel.

“Daniel!” Deborah pinched him hard in the arm, frowning at him with all the motherly disapproval she could manage.

“No, she doesn’t,” said Malcolm. “And it’s rather rude of you to ask so directly, Daniel. This is something I’ve been working with Raven on in her therapy sessions.”

“I…” Raven hesitated. “Yes, I’ve been having some… memory loss episodes.”

She blushed and looked away from the table. Daniel thought he knew why. He doubted Malcolm’s magic worked cleanly enough to completely eliminate a memory. Even if it felt like a dream to her, she probably still remembered at least a little of the strip club and what had happened.

“There’s nothing wrong with someone taking care of their mental health, Daniel.” Deborah passed him the platter of vegetables, meeting his eye for a moment as she did. He could tell that his mom wanted nothing more than for him to shut up and eat his food.

I can’t leave PJ’s mom to this monster. And if he’s here, the rest of PJ’s family is at risk, too.

“I couldn’t agree more, Deborah,” said Malcolm, flashing his confident smile. “That’s why I do what I do. I like helping people.”

“That’s so noble of you, Malcolm,” said Deborah.

“I wasn’t always so idealistic,” he said. “When I first got into the business, it was for more… basic reasons.”

Deborah smiled back at him, and the two of them shared a moment. Daniel’s fingers tightened around his knife, and it took all of his willpower to keep from doing something very, very stupid.

“I’ve thought about looking into therapy myself,” said Deborah. “Just to get some things off my chest, you know…”

“Well, not to toot my own horn, but you’d be a good fit for what I have to offer,” said Malcolm. “I could run you through an initial session in an afternoon, get a sense of exactly what’s on your mind.”

Daniel slammed his fist down on the table. Everyone turned to look at him.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Mom,” he said, through gritted teeth.

“Daniel!” snapped Deborah. “You are embarrassing me.”

Malcolm shrugged from where he sat across the table, his smile now more arrogant than confident.

“Daniel, if your mother is interested in getting special therapy from me, shouldn’t you want to encourage that?” asked Malcolm. “I think it would be good for her. She’d probably enjoy it.”

Daniel shot up from his seat. The room went silent.

“Mom, Melina,” he said. “We’re leaving.”

“Before you do… How about a quick relaxation exercise?”

Malcolm reached underneath his shirt, and before Daniel could stop him, he had his pendant out, hanging from the chain in one hand. He snapped his fingers, drawing everyone’s gaze to it. Daniel tried to rush around the table in a desperate bid to stop what was about to happen.

He felt the Malcolm’s spell wave across the room, freezing Daniel in place and robbing him of any desire to do anything except stand there. Nobody else at the table moved, except Malcolm, the only one unaffected.

“There,” said the therapist, smiling as he stood to his feet. “Now let’s all have some fun.”


CHAPTER 47

Daniel fought as hard as he could against Malcolm’s magic. It felt like a waste of time. The spell was powerful enough to keep him from wiggling his toes. He could still move his eyes and scan the room, but that was about it.

Malcolm slowly walked around the table, a smug smile on his face as he did something to emphasize his control over the situation to each person. He took PJ’s roll off his plate and began absently munching on it. He brushed a lock of Jess’s hair out of her face, his finger tracing along her jawline.

Daniel was furious. He watched Malcolm approach Deborah slowly, leaning his face in close to hers.

“You have quite the beautiful mother, Daniel,” he said. “It makes the little trick I played on you yesterday even funnier.”

Malcolm leaned in and planted a soft kiss on Deborah’s lips. She didn’t react, holding still like a statue. Daniel felt murderous.

I won’t forget this!

“And your sister.” Malcolm whistled and walked over to Kami. “She’s like the newer model. How do you even manage to live under the same roof as these two beauties without going insane from lust?”

He reached his hand out and brushed it across Kami’s breasts. Her eyes widened in disgust, but she could do nothing as Malcolm copped a feel, taking his time, flaunting his power.

“Alright,” he said. “Well, we might as well get started, right?”

He waited, as though expecting one of the frozen dinner guests to speak up and offer an opinion.

“So here’s what I was thinking,” said Malcolm. “I don’t have my camera with me, but we can still treat this like one of my special sessions. I’m sure Daniel and PJ would love to see their mothers and sisters in actions. Right, Daniel? PJ?”

Malcolm chuckled and winked in Daniel’s direction.

“Alright ladies,” he said. “Let’s do this one at a time. Raven, take off your shirt. Show the room what you’ve got underneath.”

Raven began moving mechanically, reaching down to the bottom of her sweater and pulling it up and over her head. Her big breasts popped into view, concealed by a black lace bra.

“Ooh, those are so nice,” said Malcolm. “Let’s keep moving, before we do anything else. Jess? How about you?”

PJ’s sister seemed to fight Malcolm’s compulsion magic a bit more effectively. Her hands shook as they slid down to the bottom of her t-shirt, and a tiny whimper of protest escaped her throat as she pulled it up and over her head.

Her light brown breasts popped into view openly, with no bra to hide anything. They were bigger than Daniel had been expecting, and he hated himself a little for appreciating that fact.

“Whoa, easy Jess,” said Malcolm. “I thought you had something on underneath! How embarrassing! In front of your brother and his best friend, and your mom? I can’t even imagine!”

Jess’s cheeks began to redden, and a single tear formed in the corner of each eye. Malcolm walked over to her and touched a finger to each of her nipples.

“Oh god, I almost can’t even wait,” he said. “This is going to be incredible.”

He moved on. Deborah was next. Daniel felt his rage reaching its limits.

I can’t let this happen!

“Deborah,” said Malcolm. “Or wait? It’s Mrs. Worth, isn’t it? I wonder where Mr. Worth is… did he walk out on you, just like each of Raven’s husbands did?”

Deborah’s eyes flashed with anger, but she could say and do nothing in protest.

“You are a goddess, Deborah,” said Malcolm. “It was actually my idea to invite you over for dinner tonight. I just thought it would be a funny way to get under Daniel’s skin, but clearly… it’s going to be so much more than that.”

Malcolm stood next to Deborah. Her face was turned slightly to the side, and by moving in close to the table, he put his crotch level with her mouth.

“Why don’t you start by taking your blouse off, Deborah?”

Daniel watched as his mom reached down and started pulling her shirt up and over her head. She made a small, defiant noise as her bra clad breasts bounced loose. Daniel averted his eyes, fuming with rage.

“Perfect…” said Malcolm. He reached his hand down, lifting them each in turn, feeling their weight. “I think… we should skip ahead to the good part. Unzip my pants, Deborah.”

Her hands were hesitant, and it was more clear now than ever that Deborah was trying to fight what was happening. She unbuttoned his pants and then slowly began sliding down the zipper. Malcolm had a bulge ready and waiting for her. Daniel couldn’t watch anymore.

If she can fight against this, so can I!

He took a slow, deep breath, and tried to move his arm. It was stuck in place, regardless of how much will he put into moving it. His mom was reaching toward Malcolm’s boxers, preparing to slide them down, too.

Daniel tried the only other idea he had. He focused his awareness, trying to break free of the spell in much the same way that he made each page of the Book of Sins visible, a kind of mindless meditation. His finger twitched.

“You know what to do next, Deborah,” said Malcolm.

Daniel was moving again, throwing himself over the table and slamming into Malcolm, who was quite literally caught with his pants down. The second the two of them hit the dining room floor, everyone started screaming.


CHAPTER 48

Daniel pressed forward, tackling Malcom as soon as the man rose to his feet and slamming him against the Duncan’s front door. It gave way under the combined weight of the two men, and they both tumbled out onto the lawn, Daniel falling to the side of Malcolm, who was still in his boxers.

“You!” cried Malcolm. “I’ll kill you for this!”

He was up and standing faster than Daniel was, light flashing as his conjured sword appeared in his hand. Daniel extended his hand to the side, casting Flame Touch, and feeling that he didn’t have much magic left in him after the events of the strip club earlier.

PJ appeared at Daniel’s side, his hands clenched tightly into fists and held in a wobbly guard in front of his face. Daniel wasn’t sure what to make of that. PJ was tall and broad enough to play football if he wanted to, but limited athletically by his asthma, and general lack of desire to hurt anybody or anything.

“Let’s fuck this guy up,” said PJ.

I stand corrected.

Malcolm waited for them to make the first move. Daniel feinted forward, trying to get him to swing his damn sword. There was no way they could take him on at range with him wielding it unless they could get in while he was off balance.

PJ didn’t seem to pick up on the strategy. He let out a snarl and hurled himself at Malcolm, almost faster than Daniel’s eyes could track. Malcolm spun, slicing the sword at PJ’s legs. PJ moved out of the way almost in time, two identical, shallow cuts opening up in the front of his jeans and thighs. He let out a cry of pain and fell to the ground.

Daniel took his chance. He threw a hard, flame enchanted punch at Malcolm’s head. Malcolm dodged, and countered with the hilt of his sword, slamming the pummel into Daniel’s temple hard enough to make reality blink and waver.

This is it. You only get one mistake in a fight like this!

“Malcolm!” Raven was on the lawn, standing over her son. “Malcolm, please! Let’s just go!”

“Mom…” said PJ, through pain clenched teeth. “I’m not letting you leave with this… maniac!”

“I love him!” screamed Raven. “And… I love the things he does to me.”

Malcolm hesitated, staring down at Daniel, meeting his gaze. He wasn’t staring into the eyes of a killer, or a rapist, or a lunatic, though Daniel sensed that at one time or another in the past, Malcolm had been each of those things in turn. No, Daniel saw something complicated, something scarily understandable staring back at him. It made him want to look away, as though knowing what Malcolm was would open the path up to him.

“Fine,” said Malcolm. “Let’s go, Raven. We can still enjoy the rest of the night.”

Raven was at his side in an instant. Standing in the house’s doorway, Jess and Deborah were visible upset, tears running down the cheeks of the former. Malcolm and Raven climbed into Malcolm’s sports car and drove off.

Daniel moved fast. He pushed back into the house and rushed into the dining room.

“Kami!” he snapped. “God damn it, I mean… Melina. Can you help everyone here calm down?”

Kami looked at him, a deep frown on her face.

She can tell that I’m about to do something stupid.

“Daniel,” said Deborah. “You’re staying with us. We need to report this, whatever it was, however it happened… to the police.”

“Mom, it’s okay,” he said. “Just trust me on this.”

Daniel blinked, realizing that she was back to looking like her normal self. It was a small victory, but it felt like a good omen of things to come.

“I’ll make sure this gets taken care of, Daniel,” said Kami. “Please… be careful.”

“Of course.”

Daniel rushed back outside and practically hurled himself onto his bike. He heard PJ yell something after him, but didn’t stop to find out what. It was still early evening, on the tail end of rush hour, but he couldn’t be sure whether he’d be able to catch up with them or not. Daniel took off down the sidewalk, his bike tires humming against the concrete.

After a minute or two of pumping the pedals as hard as he could, he saw them, stuck behind a pickup truck at a red light. Daniel slowed down, hiding himself and his bike halfway behind a bus stop. He could see Malcolm and Raven in the front seats, Malcolm already back to doing something with one hand between her legs.

Daniel followed slowly, at a distance, but it became clear after only a couple of minutes where they were headed and what Malcolm was thinking. He took a left at an intersection and then headed straight at another, toward the outskirts of town.

He’s heading to the damn strip club. He must think that he’s untouchable, that he can just go back to his normal routine without worrying about me or anybody else.

Daniel kept following them until he saw the car come to a stop in, sure enough, the strip club’s parking lot. He hesitated, wanting to make his move immediately, but knowing that if he did, it would likely end the same as it had before.

Daniel tapped his finger on his bike’s handle grips as he watched them go inside. He needed help, and there weren’t many people he could turn to for it. Could he even make it back to the strip club in time, if he left? Would he be able to find them again if they were gone when he got back?

He didn’t have a choice. Daniel turned his bike in a slow circle and started off. He headed into a residential neighborhood, one that by some strand of good fortune, was only a couple of minutes away on bike.

The house still looked the same on the outside, which was a good sign. Daniel had, through an unfortunate series of events, lit it on fire the last time he’d been over. He took a deep breath, leaving his bike behind a hedge bush on the lawn, and then walked up to the front door and pressed the bell.

Ms. Magdalene opened the door in a sheer nightgown, her big breasts pushing out against the thin fabric. She didn’t have her hair up, as she usually did in class, and it spilled across her shoulders in loose, brown locks.

“You’d better have a very good reason for being here, Mr. Worth,” she said, in her sternest voice.

“I do.” Daniel smiled. “I need your help.”


CHAPTER 49

Ms. Magdalene beckoned him inside, gesturing to the couch once they stepped into her living room. The place looked exactly as it had during Daniel’s last visit a week earlier, except for the bathroom door, which was covered in a sheet of opaque plastic. There was also a smoky smell in the air, as though someone had left the oven on for too long, or decided to have a barbecue indoors.

Whoops. Let’s hope she isn’t good at holding grudges.

“Spit it out,” said Ms. Magdalene. “I have no intention of letting you waste my time, Daniel.”

“Ms. Magdalene, look, I know we didn’t leave things on, uh… the best terms.”

“It’s going to cost me upwards of ten grand to repair the damage you did to my bathroom.”

She was still standing, and slowly crossed her arms over her breasts, glaring at him. Daniel fidgeted a little. She was still his professor, on top of everything else. He felt an instinctual urge to work to get her approval, even out of context, out of the college.

“Look, I’m here to offer you a trade,” said Daniel. “I need advice and any help that you can offer.”

Ms. Magdalene’s pouty lips slowly turned up into a curious, patient smile. She walked over to the couch and took a seat next to him, crossing her legs as she sat down. Her gown rode up as she did, flashing a scandalous amount of thigh and making it hard for him to concentrate.

“There’s only one thing that you have that I would want, Daniel,” said Ms. Magdalene.

He nodded.

“The Book of Sins,” he said. “I can’t give it to you, obviously. But… I’d be willing to share with you secrets about how it works, and the nature of the spells I’ve found inside of it.”

Ms. Magdalene was already shaking her head.

“And,” he continued, “I would offer you a truce.”

She laughed at that, smiling as though a part of her found his incredulity amusing.

“A truce?” she said, raising an eyebrow. “Is this some kind of joke?”

“Don’t play dumb with me,” said Daniel. “We both know what the book can do, Ms. M.”

He slid a little closer to her on the couch, meeting her gaze and making his presence felt.

“I would make a better friend to you than an enemy,” he continued. “And if you refuse me tonight, I won’t have any reservations about coming after you.”

“If I refuse you… you’ll come after me?” Ms. Magdalene leaned her face in closer to his, her smile turning sly. “Daniel… you’ve certainly developed a bold streak.”

He let the tension hang for a moment before standing up from the couch.

“I don’t have time to play games,” he said. “I’m fighting against an illusionist passing himself off as a hypnotist. He’s been using his magic to mentally dominate people that I care about.”

Ms. Magdalene sighed. She tapped her foot a couple of times on the carpet before rising and walking across the room.

“Alright,” she said. “I’ll give you what you need, Daniel. But I’ll hold you to your end of the deal. You will share what you’ve discovered from the book with me and my associate. We’ll all study it… together.”

Daniel shook his head.

“The sorcerer that you’ve been working with has nothing to do with this,” he said. “I don’t think you’re a bad person at heart, Ms. Magdalene, but him… I can’t say the same about.”

She frowned slightly and pressed a finger against her lips.

“Fine,” she said. “But I reserve the right to tell him what I learn.”

“Fine, whatever.”

Ms. Magdalene nodded.

“Concerning your current dilemma, what you need is a potion,” she said. “Or… Actually, probably two potions.”

She disappeared upstairs for a minute. When she came back down, she had a small vial in each hand.

“I’m not sure if this is really the solution I need,” said Daniel. “Maybe I didn’t make it clear before, but I’m not exactly on bread breaking terms with this guy.”

At least not anymore. If I’d had the forethought to come to her earlier tonight, this would all be over.

Ms. Magdalene walked over to him, stepping closer than she probably needed to as she placed the vials in his hand.

“They’re very concentrated,” she said. “Even exposing them to a person’s skin will induce the effects, though it will take a few minutes longer to kick in, and be slightly less potent.”

“Uh…” Daniel frowned and glanced down at the vials. “So what am I holding, here?”

Ms. Magdalene smiled at him as though he’d just asked a particularly obvious question in class. She lifted one of them out of his palm and shook it from side to side.

“This is a potion, or poison, more accurately, of illusion deflation,” she said. “You’ll want to splash this onto the illusionist in question. It should limit his abilities to a level that’s practically harmless.”

“Alright,” said Daniel. “The other?”

Ms. Magdalene tapped a finger on the second vial.

“Illusion resistance,” she said. “You’ll want to drink that one yourself. You could probably make due with just one or the other, but if you’re in a fight for your life, it’s better to have both.”

Daniel thought about it for a moment.

“What if there is someone under an illusionary compulsion spell, already?” he asked. “Somebody who is going to be nearby for the fight, who I don’t want getting hurt. Could I use this potion of illusion resistance on them, and bring back their free will?”

“You could,” said Ms. Magdalene. “It will be riskier for you, but it’d an option.”

“Perfect.” Daniel frowned a littler, thinking some more. “And you are positive that these potions will be potent enough to do the job?”

Ms. Magdalene let out a small, condescending laugh.

“You have absolutely no idea who I am, do you?” she asked.

Daniel shook his head.

“Don’t take it personally,” he said.

“Daniel, I come from a very, very rich family, with a long tradition of magical talent,” said Ms. Magdalene. “The reason you can trust that the potions will work is because they are the best. Those two vials you hold in your hands are quite literally worth their weight in gold.”

He just stared at her. She sounded serious.

“Good alchemists are exceedingly rare, Daniel,” continued Ms. Magdalene. “You’re a very lucky young wizard.”

He nodded slowly.

“I’ll keep my end of the deal,” he said. “And one more thing…

“What is it?”

“Can I borrow a change of clothes? It doesn’t matter if they fit or not, they just need to be men’s clothes. Oh, and do you have any booze?”

Ms. Magdalene laughed, holding a hand over her mouth.

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you wanted to stay the night.” She flashed a devious smile at him, and Daniel felt his cheeks heat up.
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Malcolm held the camera in his hand, watching as Raven sucked and fucked several horny members of the evening crowd. She wore pink lace lingerie, top pulled down to expose her breasts, the panties pulled aside to allow a stranger’s cock access.

One of the men with his cock in range of her face let out a grunt and blasted a load of hot stickiness on to Raven’s forehead. She leaned into it, not unlike a person might lean toward the stream of a warm shower after a long day.

She was only one in a long line of women that Malcolm had forced into debasement. In the beginning, he’d used his magic cautiously, almost responsibility, sparking emotion in potential partners, limiting his spellcasting to the minimum that got him what he wanted.

Raven was sucking off a new man now. Malcolm felt his cock twitch in his jeans. To watch a sweet, innocent woman be humiliated was what he wanted now, more than sex, more than love, more than anything. Raven let out a high pitched moan as the man fucking her pussy shifted into high gear, and Malcolm zoomed in on the action.

Icarus Point was his playground. Malcolm licked his lips as he thought about his next target. Daniel’s mother would be the grand prize, a perfect, innocent woman to corrupt. The only downside to going after her would be having to kill Daniel first. He liked hearing the guilt in Raven’s voice when she spoke of her children, the way it magnified her humiliation and made what she was doing that much dirtier.

Slowly, the crowd around Raven parted. Malcolm pushed his way through it and helped her back stage, whispering a few words of loving encouragement that would have sounded forced if not for the illusionary push he added to them.

Raven showered and dressed while Malcolm waited. He did have concerns about the events of the night, though they weren’t pressing enough to break him from his routine. Icarus Point had been like the wild west for a while, mostly ignored by the Dreamwalkers and untouched by the supernatural. The balance was shifting, however. He could feel it, and knew that it would only be a matter of time before he needed to move on.

“Are you ready?” Raven’s smile was warm, open, and full of love. Malcolm grinned back at her, deeply amused by how far he’d taken his domination this time.

“Yes,” he said. “Let’s head back to my place and relax for the night.”

The street was deserted outside. Malcolm put an arm around Raven as the two of them walked toward his car in the parking lot. A bearded panhandler sat against the side wall of the building, looking dazed and drinking from two open beer bottles.

“Please…” muttered the bum. “Spare change? Anything helps...”

Malcolm scowled at him. Raven, sweet, innocent, Raven, reached into her purse.

“You poor man,” she said, glancing to Malcolm and then back to the bum. “I can give you a few cents.”

She took a few steps toward the homeless man, who staggered to his feet. Malcolm followed alongside her, rolling his eyes at her naivety.

“Thank you, ma’am,” said the bum. “I… whoa!”

The panhandler fell forward, both beer bottles spilling their contents into the air. Raven let out a tiny yelp, and Malcolm swore under his breath as sticky, acrid liquid splashed into their faces.

“Oh… no!” said the homeless man. “I’m so sorry!”

“You stupid…!” Malcolm started toward the man, intending to grab him by the shirt and shake a bit of sense into him. As soon as his hands closed around the man’s collar, he recognized the eyes staring back at him.

Daniel slammed his forehead directly forward, breaking Malcolm’s nose and stunning him with a terrific head butt. Ms. Duncan let out a confused scream and hopped backward. Daniel was ready to follow up, his palm already glowing with magical flame, but Malcolm recovered too quickly, snapping his conjured sword into existence and nearly taking off Daniel’s head with his first swing.

The two of them stood in the empty street, facing each other. The night was overcast, and the only light came from the strip club sign and a single operational streetlamp. Ms. Duncan was watching from against the wall of the building, her expression confused and conflicted. Malcolm met Daniel’s gaze, his eyes narrowing into a glare.

“I know,” said Daniel. “It’s hard not to hate me when I look this good with a beard.”

“You’re full of jokes,” said Malcolm. “But it’s all just to avoid facing the truth.”

He flew forward, swinging his neon blue blade into a horizontal cut. Daniel jumped backward, sucking in his stomach to let the sword pass by within a hair of his abdomen. He swung his hand in a counter, but his reach was pathetic compared to Malcolm and his weapon.

They broke apart again, circling around each other at a distance. Daniel kept his focus on his surroundings, knowing that it would only take one mistake to get himself killed.

I came here ready for this. There’s no turning back now.

“Do you really think you stand a chance against me, Daniel? This was never a fair fight for you!”

Malcolm laughed and reached into his shirt. He pulled out the pendant and slowly swung it back and forth. Daniel saw the instant he realized that his illusion magic had been nullified.

He took advantage of the other man’s surprise, throwing himself into a brazen attack. Daniel managed to slap his flaming palm into Malcolm’s shoulder, but Malcolm twisted and rolled, slicing at his ankles, forcing Daniel to jump back and giving himself time to pat out the smoldering fabric. Malcolm slowly stood to his feet, and the two of them returned to the standoff.

“Enough,” said Daniel. “I’ll give you one last chance. Leave the city and never come back.”

“Why would I even consider doing that?”

“Because you’re a selfish bastard,” said Daniel. “And hopefully, you can see the writing on the wall.”

Malcolm slowly shook his head no. He lifted his sword, pointing the tip at Daniel’s chest.

“You judge me without seeing the truth,” said Malcolm.

“The truth?” Daniel shook his head. “You’re a rapist, Malcolm. Plain and simple.”

“You’re a fool, Daniel,” he shouted. “As though you’ve never used your own magic to coerce someone into doing something that, in the end, they enjoyed?”

Daniel frowned. Shelly, along with Malcolm’s assistant, had both been on the receiving end of his charm spell. He’d been kind to them, and he’d done it for a purpose beyond his own entertainment, but was it really that different?

“She’s not enjoying this,” said Daniel, nodding to Ms. Duncan. “You’re ruining her life.”

“I’m letting her live a life that she never could have admitted that she wanted.”

“And her family?” snapped Daniel. “What about them? What about her children, the people who depend on her?”

“You’re an idealistic fool,” said Malcolm. “I was the same, once. But then I learned better. The world doesn’t give a fuck if you’re a righteous person, or a bastard. There’s no such thing as karma.”

Malcolm rushed forward, swinging his conjured sword up over his head. The blade was a match for the strip club’s neon sign in more than just color. Daniel waited, watching the other man approach, slowly slipping his hands behind his back and into his belt to pull out the third bottle of alcohol he’d liberated from Ms. Magdalene’s kitchen.

He pulled at the handkerchief poking out of the bottle’s lip and carefully cast Flame Touch, setting the makeshift Molotov cocktail alight. Malcolm didn’t realize what he was doing, even as Daniel shifted his arm forward into a throw.

“Karma,” whispered Daniel.

The bottle slammed into Malcolm’s face and exploded in a far more spectacular fashion than what Daniel had been expecting. The alcohol ignited as shards of glass blasted outward, clinging to Malcolm’s face like napalm. He dropped his sword, which disappeared instantly, and clawed at his skin, a terrible scream escaping his throat.

Malcolm staggered backward and into the path of a speeding, swerving car, probably driven by an intoxicated, would-be strip club patron. The bumper slammed into him from behind, a sinister crack coming from Malcolm’s spine as he tumbled forward onto the hard concrete. The car immediately did a U-turn and took off, and it was the only time Daniel felt like a hit and run was probably warranted.

“He’ll live.” A voice came from behind Daniel. He whirled around, expecting to find Ms. Duncan, and instead seeing Nyx.

“He doesn’t deserve to,” said Daniel, after a few surprised seconds. “But I’m not going to kill him. I don’t want the blood on my hands.”

Ms. Duncan had made her way over to Malcolm’s side. She was crying, and calling 911 on her phone. Daniel frowned and started toward her.

The potion should have freed her from Malcolm’s control… shouldn’t it have?

“Please…” cried Ms. Duncan. “Don’t go, Malcolm. Stay with me!”

“She’s… in love with him?” Daniel shook his head, unable to believe what he was witnessing.

“You don’t always end up with a simple solution for a complicated problem,” said Nyx. “She won’t be in danger from him now, however.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I’ll be watching him, until he’s brought into Dreamwalker custody,” she said. “You didn’t really think that we’d let him go about his business after this, did you?”

“No, I guess not,” he said. Daniel folded his arms, thinking about the night. “You’re going to have some memory wiping to do tonight, aren’t you?”

Nyx took a step toward him, standing a little closer than she probably needed to. Daniel stared into her shrouded visage, trying to look into her eyes without being able to see them.

“Yes,” she said, softly. “It’s what I do. Your mother and this woman’s family… none of them should have to remember the terror of what they went through.”

“Not PJ,” said Daniel, shaking his head.

“What?”

“You aren’t going to wipe PJ’s mind.” Daniel spoke slowly, emphasizing each syllable.

“Are you seriously asking me to-”

Daniel closed the distance between them, letting his chest push against hers. Nyx didn’t move, and her entire body shivered slightly, still bound by the after effects of Whisper of Desire. He pressed his face in close to the side of her cloak, kissing her neck in the darkness.

“Daniel…” she breathed, her body shifting to meet hers.

“You’ll leave PJ’s memories intact,” said Daniel. “Please.”

He let one of his fingers run up the side of her body, and a soft, needy moan escaped Nyx’s lips. The moment lingered for a couple of seconds before he finally pulled back. Daniel felt an odd sense of disgust for what he’d just done, even if it had been for his friend’s sake.

Maybe this is what Malcolm was talking about. It starts innocently enough, only charming people with magic when I need to, and then before long…

“Daniel,” said Nyx. “Did you mean what you said before?”

“About what?”

“About what you thought of what Malcolm was doing.”

Daniel took a deep breath and nodded.

“Of course I did,” he said. “I meant every word of it. Whether or not I can actually stand by my words… I guess I’ll just have to wait and see.”

Nyx nodded. She reached into her cloak, pulling it back far enough for Daniel to see her big breasts in the tight clothing underneath momentarily. When she took her hand back out, she was holding a book.

“Here,” she said. She passed the book to him carefully, taking care to not let her fingers touch his.

“What’s this?”

“It’s a copy of the Third Gospel of Dreams,” said Nyx. “The main book we turn to for guidance and clarification on the difference between good and evil.”

Daniel took it from her after a moment of hesitation.

“Are you trying to convert me?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

Nyx shook her head.

“In all likelihood, we’re going to end up being enemies fairly soon,” she said. “I’m giving you this so that you understand why.”

She took a step away from him. Daniel took another look at the book, which had a maroon cloth cover around it. When he looked back up, she was gone.

“Enemies, huh?” He smiled. “We’ll see about that.”

He turned around and started walking home.
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Kami walked through the door leading into Melina’s bedroom and closed it behind her, letting out a sigh of relief at finally having a moment to herself. Calming down PJ, his sister, and Daniel’s mom had taken a huge amount of soft persuasion on her part. The fact that they all saw her as Melina only made it more difficult.

Deborah had insisted on calling the police, but when the officers arrived at PJ’s house, the ridiculousness of what they’d been through quickly became apparent. The officers took a couple of statements, promised they’d look into it, and left the scene looking as though they were trying to hold back laughter. Kami had ridden home with Deborah in the car, which was still a new and somewhat terrifying experience for her, so different from proper, horse drawn carriages.

That was only one of the vast multitude of things that Kami missed from her old life. The memory of being her own person, of living a life where her choices mattered and she had a real voice, was bittersweet. It had been so long since she’d experienced the simple pleasures of being human, making new friends, being her own woman, and living a normal life. It hurt to think about.

And yet still, she cherished the act of remembering. It was the only thing that separated her from being a tool, an object, a pet.

A familiar…

But Daniel was different. Daniel made her feel as though she mattered, and not just because of her pretty face or the fact that she was tied to the book. Daniel listened to her, and looked at her. He treated her in ways that brought her back to who she’d been, who she really was on the inside.

I’m being a ridiculous ninny, thinking this way. He’s not special, he just doesn’t understand, yet…

Kami had stayed with Deborah in the living room until she calmed down, the two of them eating dinner and worrying about Daniel together. Kami knew his strengths well enough to know that he wouldn’t get himself killed, and at the very least, he’d manage to draw even against the illusionist. Unfortunately, there was no way for her to express that sentiment to Deborah without revealing her master’s secrets.

The Dreamwalkers will wipe her memories soon enough, anyway. Maybe she deserves to know the truth?

Kami had decided against it, figuring that it would only worry Deborah to know that her son was a practicing wizard. She smiled, feeling an odd sense of pride for Daniel. He was only a little over a week into his newfound career of magic, and he was already going out of his way to help others.

Kami had talked with Deborah until she’d finally fallen asleep on the couch, exhausted by her emotions. She’d put a blanket over her shoulders and headed upstairs. It was hard for her to not feel impatient waiting for Daniel, but it wasn’t out of concern or fear. She wanted to see him, wanted to hear him tell the story of how he’d prevailed in the end. Kami sighed as she sat down on Melina’s bed, picturing him in her head, his warm smile, his broad shoulders.

He’s probably a better master than I deserve. And he really seems to care about his friends and family. Maybe about me, even…

Footsteps approached the door, and Kami practically leapt up from the bed. She stopped in front of the mirror, making sure that she still looked presentable, though with the illusion up, it wouldn’t matter.

She expected Daniel or whoever it was to knock first, but instead the door swung open without preamble. Kami gasped in unison with the woman standing on the other side of it, a girl with a blonde bob cut and pretty features. The same girl who Kami was currently impersonating.

“You…” She shook her head in disbelief.

“Oh, wow.” Melina, the real Melina, didn’t cry out in surprise, or do any of the many things that Kami would have expected. “Daniel is going to have quite a bit of explaining to do.”

She stepped into the room and closed the door behind her, turning the lock.

THE END


PART THREE

CHAPTER 52

Every night used to feel the same in Icarus Point, at least for Daniel. He thought that he knew his home city well enough for it to be permanently boring, lacking the depth and secrets that made other places worth inhabiting.

He walked his bike down the last stretch of street before his house and recognized that there was something building on the air. Like a storm, except unnatural, and based in events rather than weather.

It’s me. It’s what I’ve been doing with the Book of Sins.

Daniel opened the gate next to his house and pushed his bike into the backyard. His entire body ached, the fight with Malcolm having taken a physical toll on him that he’d feel for days. Daniel had won, however. That was all that mattered. He had won, and now he could sleep.

He brought his bike into the family’s small storage shed, closing and locking the door behind him. The light was on in Melina’s room on the second floor. Daniel smiled, knowing that Kami had done her own fair share of the night’s work after the complete fiasco that’d been dinner at PJ’s house.

She would have had to calm PJ and his sisters down, along with Daniel’s mother. She would have had to make sure that none of them did anything stupid in the time between when they witnessed the supernatural fight between Daniel and the unwelcome dinner guest, and when Nyx, the local Dreamwalker, showed up to edit away all of their inconvenient memories.

Daniel made his way around to the front door and slipped inside. It was almost midnight, and he found that he was too tired to do anymore thinking. Somehow, he knew that he hadn’t reached the end of the trouble that the Book of Sins would bring into his life. Rather, it felt like he’d barely scratched the surface of it.

He brought out the other book, the non-magical one that Nyx had given him right after the final encounter with Malcolm, the Gospel of Dreams. He’d flipped through the first few pages immediately after Nyx had given it to him, finding it hard to parse through the religious mumbo jumbo of the Temple of Dreams.

Daniel knew that her offer was still most likely open to him. He could give up the Book of Sins, give it to Dreamwalkers, the supernatural version of the police. They would probably wipe his mind as soon he willingly relinquished the magic of the book, but then he’d get a chance to go back to his normal life.

And Kami? What kind of life would she live, in that scenario?

The first floor of the house was empty. Daniel helped himself to a bag of tortilla chips his mom had left out, munching down a handful as he made his way upstairs. The first thing he did was grab a towel and head to the bathroom.

The plan that had allowed Daniel to win against his latest foe had been unorthodox. He paused as he stared into the bathroom mirror, a little impressed by the shagginess of the beard he’d magically grown to complete his disguise.

It took him a full twenty minutes to get the unruly thing off his face. Daniel took a quick shower after that, drying himself off and tossing on a t-shirt and sweatpants before heading the check in on Kami. He stood in front of the room that had once belonged to his sister and knocked as softly as he could, three times in a row.

The door opened after a few seconds. Kami stood on the other side of it, wearing the face of Melina, Daniel’s sister. She looked different from how she had when he’d last seen her. She’d changed her outfit, for one, but there was also something about her face, and the way she held her expression.

“Kami…” Daniel pulled her into a soft hug, pushing aside his thoughts. “It has been a hell of a long night.”

She felt soft and warm against him. Daniel felt a sudden spike of lust go through him as his crotch pressed into her stomach. He took her chin into his hand as they pulled back and gave her a kiss, a quick one to start, followed by a deeper one.

Kami pulled back as he pushed his tongue into her mouth, blushing fiercely and clamping a hand over her mouth. She shook her head slowly, clearly fighting a bad case of the giggles.

“Are you okay?” asked Daniel.

Kami nodded. She walked over to the bed and sat down on it.

“Uh… alright,” he said, with a shrug. “Well, it’s over. With Malcolm, at least. I managed to catch him off guard, and a drunk driver did the rest.”

He sighed, feeling a great weight slide off his shoulders. What had started as a simple case of a friend’s missing mother had spiraled into something deeper, something darker.

“The Book of Sins was the only reason I was able to do what I did,” he said, smiling sadly. “It feels… kind of good, to be honest. To know that I used it to help out like that.”

Kami nodded slowly. Daniel frowned a little as he watched her.

She’s acting really weird…

“Anyway, uh…” He scratched his head, not wanting to pester her with questions if she was upset or annoyed about something. “I unlocked another trial. It was pretty cryptic. ‘Steal a piece of the moon, gain the knowledge of the stars’…
 Any ideas?”

Kami shrugged. Daniel folded her arms, now sure that something strange was going on.

“Kami…” said Daniel. “Why haven’t you said anything since I’ve gotten home?”

She still didn’t say anything. A sudden surge of suspicion stabbed into Daniel’s chest. He hurried out of the room and back into his own, heading straight for his desk and feeling the hidden spot on his shelf where he kept the Book of Sins. It was gone.

Kami had followed him to the doorway. Daniel stared at her in confusion, knowing that it was her doing, but still unable to connect the rest of the dots.

“Sorry, baby bro,” said Melina, his actual sister, the real Melina. “I took the book… and your familiar, too. And Jesus, that kiss was a little much, don’t you think? Even if you thought that it was her that you were kissing, she was still shapeshifted to look like me!”

Daniel stared at her, his jaw literally hanging open.

“…What?”
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“Yeah, it’s me.” Melina flashed a smile that was so uniquely her that it left no doubt. “Seriously though… the whole sister thing? The two of you never did any role playing along those lines, did you?”

“Melina…” Daniel could only shake his head, still stunned by her revelation. “How… how is that… possible?”

“I’ve run into weirder fetishes before though, trust me.” Melina stepped in closer to him and set her finger underneath his chin. “Having a crush on your big sis isn’t so bad, in the grand scheme of things, especially when we aren’t blood related. And you’ve certainly grown up a bit yourself… is that a wand in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?”

Daniel felt his cheeks heat up, and tried to shift his pants so that his excitement, which had in fact been for Kami, wasn’t quite as obvious. He took a slow breath, gathering his thoughts, and then pointed a finger at her.

“Where the hell is Kami, Melina?” he asked, a sudden anger gripping him. “What did you do to her?”

“Hey, hey, take it easy.” Melina furrowed her brow and held up her hands. “I put mom into a deep sleep for tonight, but if you scream at the top of your lungs, she’ll still wake up.”

“You… what?” Daniel slowly shook his head.

Melina smiled at him, flashing her teeth. It took Daniel a second to notice, and then several more to understand.

Those are… fangs?

“Yup,” said Melina. “I took your stuff, little brother. And I’m not the same sister that you remember growing up with. I’ve… changed, in the past few months.”

“No fucking way,” said Daniel. “You’re not… you can’t be…”

“A vampire?” Melina let out a laugh. “Oh, I most certainly am.”

Daniel began to see more dead giveaways, her pale skin and the dark irises of her previously colorful blue eyes. He still couldn’t believe it, both that vampires were actually real, and that his sister now was one. He felt confused, but his anger, his concern for Kami, remained predominant.

“I’m not the same brother that you remember either, Melina,” he said, in a low voice. “You will give me back Kami and the Book of Sins, or else…”

“Or else what?” asked Melina. “This is the same conversation we used to have when we were kids, and I’d borrow one of your toys. Your big sister is going to get her way this time, too, little bro, just accept it.”

Like hell she is.

Daniel felt his hand clench into a fist. His first instinct was to charge forward with Flame Touch, to use his offensive magic to fight her head on and knock some sense into her. The fight with Malcolm had left him exhausted, however, both physically and magically. He’d only have enough to hold a single spell for a few seconds. That limited him to his only other option.

I can’t believe I’m about to do this… She’s my sister, for god sake!

“Melina,” said Daniel. “I have to tell you something that you need to know…”

“Oh?” Melina’s smile was amused, and a little patronizing. “Do you, now?”

Daniel gestured for her to come in closer to him, within whisper range. Within range of the Whisper of Desire, his charm spell, which had reduced every woman he’d used it on, at least so far, into a quivering pile of lust and desire.

Melina brought her head in closer, and Daniel moved his mouth into range. He brought his lips in almost close enough to kiss her on the neck, and then cast the spell. Melina burst out laughing.

“Oh, that tickles!” she said, smiling even more broadly now. “Charm magic? On your own sister? You really are a pervert, aren’t you?”

“Melina, I-”

“Let me teach you a valuable lesson about what your big sister is now capable of,” said Melina.

She met his gaze, and Daniel felt stunned by the intensity of her eyes. Melina’s hands clasped on his shoulder with enough strength to make it obvious that it would be impossible for him to escape. She leaned her head to the side and planted a hot, wet kiss on the nape of Daniel’s neck.

Desire exploded through Daniel’s body as though he was feeling it for the first time. The spot where his sister’s lips had touched his neck throbbed with pleasure, sending waves of erotic sensation to the tips of his fingers and toes, and the tips of other places, as well. It was dirty and disgusting and arousing beyond all reason. He wanted her. He wanted to worship her, to serve her, to take her, if she’d let him.

What the fuck did she just do to me?

“Oh, you taste so good.” Melina let out a tiny moan. “I… really shouldn’t be doing this.”

She fell onto him, wrapping her legs around Daniel as the two of them collapsed onto the bed together. Daniel felt his cock, now harder than it had ever been in his life, pressing against his sweatpants as though trying to burn a hole in them. Melina was straddling him, sitting on his erection in a manner that couldn’t be misconstrued as anything but sexual, and she was still kissing his neck.

Wait… she’s not kissing my neck…

Daniel heard soft slurping noises coming from just below his ear. His sister’s lips were hot where they made contact, and each movement of her mouth and tongue felt like a miniature orgasm. He wanted it to go on, and on, and on. He wanted her to suck his blood until she was satisfied, and then move onto other things.

This is too fucked up. No!

“Oh…” Melina pulled back after what felt like minutes to Daniel. “Oh my, I’m so sorry, little brother!”

Her lips were deep crimson in color, and her eyes were wide with excitement. Daniel struggled to his feet, feeling the effects of her vampiric kiss wearing off.

“You… bitch,” he muttered. “Where… is Kami?”

“Oh, Daniel,” she said, frowning. “Don’t embarrass yourself. You’ve already lost.”

Daniel snarled and hurled himself forward, his movements slow and clumsy. He felt like he was drunk, and the punch he threw at Melina went wide by several inches. She laughed and grabbed his wrist, rubbing her finger along it for a second before levering his weight and twisting him into a throw.

He landed flat on his back in his bed. Melina leaned over him, setting her hand on his chest and making a show of using her tongue to lick his blood off her lips.

“You just got handled by a girl,” said Melina. “Stay down. It’s over, Daniel.”

Daniel struggled against her, but she was too strong. Melina rolled her eyes and sighed. She brought her face in close to his, her deadened eyes boring into him.

“Sweet dreams,” she whispered. A wave of exhaustion passed over Daniel, too intense for him to fight. He slowly closed his eyes, terror and rage swirling in his chest even as he fell into a deep, magically induced sleep.
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Daniel jerked awake, swinging his arm into a strike before his eyes were even open. It felt as though no time at all had passed since Melina had been right there, gloating as she dominated him with her vampiric powers.

“Daniel!” A different voice spoke, familiar, but not his sister. “Relax!”

Daniel felt his eyes adjusting to the darkness.

It’s still the same night… If I can get up, I can go after her.

He let out a groan and sat up in his bed, feeling as though he’d be lucky to stand, let alone go chasing a vampire. Melina had apparently taken the time to tuck him into the sheets and Daniel hated her for it, now more confused by her behavior than ever.

“Are you okay?”

He turned to the side, and saw a figure with a feminine physique under a dark grey robe standing next to his bed. Daniel let out a sigh of relief, recognizing his neighborhood Dreamwalker and feeling as though he could, at least momentarily, let his guard down.

“Nyx,” he muttered. “What are you doing here?”

“My job,” said Nyx, her voice stern. “I just got done fixing your mother’s memories. Do you want to explain why there is blood on your bed?”

Daniel grimaced and looked at the stain on his sheets next to his neck, crimson red and large enough to draw attention. He frowned and managed a halfhearted shrug.

“Nose bleed,” he said. “I asked what you were doing here, Nyx. As in, standing in my room. Are you going to edit my memories next?”

“I wish I could,” said Nyx. “I wish I could edit away enough to stop you from making trouble, acting as though the rules don’t apply to you. You haven’t looked at the book yet, have you?”

Daniel furrowed his brow. It took him a moment to realize that she was speaking of the Gospel of Dreams, one of the books central to the Dreamwalker’s religion, and not the Book of Sins.

“I read a page or two,” said Daniel. “You only gave it to me earlier tonight, and I’ve been busy. Give me a break.”

“Without the presence of light, we shall struggle to wake,” said Nyx. “Terrencia, 6:18.”

“So you’re just going to quote dream scripture at me now?” asked Daniel. “Is there one that you can use to justify sneaking into my room, late at night, for no apparent reason?”

Nyx flinched back. Her face was shrouded and unreadable, but there was something embarrassed, maybe even a little ashamed about her posture. Daniel staggered out of bed, feeling the aches in his body, and an odd, persistent tingling on his neck.

“How did the blood really end up on your bed, Daniel?” asked Nyx.

Daniel walked toward her until he stood only a foot or two away, close enough for any number of things to happen.

“You can’t just brush off what happened between us, Nyx,” said Daniel. “I can tell it’s still affecting you.”

During one of the encounters the day before last, Daniel had used Whisper of Desire on her in an attempt to bring the fight to a nonviolent conclusion. Nyx had been no different from any of the other women he’d used it on, and her passion and desire had boiled over the previous afternoon, the two of them giving into lustful urges on a rooftop, barely hidden from view.

“I transgressed because of you,” said Nyx, her voice edged with anger. “Your book. Your spell. I violated one of the tenets of the Temple of Dreams, all so you could play at being a hero.”

“Chastity is one of the tenets?” asked Daniel. “That seems a little… outdated.”

“Dreamwalkers are not allowed to have emotional attachments,” said Nyx. “Or… indulge, in the pleasures of the body.”

Is she saying what I think she’s saying?

“Uh, does that mean that you’ve never…” Daniel scratched his head. “You know… transgressed before, so to speak?”

Nyx didn’t answer him. The room felt tense, but Daniel was almost too tired to notice. His night had been an emotional roller coaster, and all he really wanted to do was to go to sleep and wake up with enough strength to go after his sister and Kami in the morning.

“I was raised by the Temple,” said Nyx, her voice quiet. “And no… I don’t make a habit of transgressing.”

Daniel stared at her, seeing a vulnerable side of her that he’d never picked up on before.

“Why don’t you leave?” he asked. “Try to live a normal life?”

“Why don’t you give up the Book of Sins?”

Daniel snorted.

“Touché,” he said. “Now, is there something I can do for you, Nyx?”

He took a step in closer to her. She didn’t move back, even though the two of them were only inches away from being in direct contact. Daniel watched her take a slow, intentional breath, trying to stay calm against the lingering effects of his charm spell.

“The blood, Daniel,” she said, voice wavering. “If you don’t explain it to me, I’ll do whatever is necessary to get the truth.”

Daniel smiled slowly as an incredibly obvious idea popped into his head.

“It’s my blood,” he said, truthfully. “I was attacked by a vampire tonight. What do you know about them, Nyx?”

Nyx froze, slowly taking a step back. Her body language shifted, becoming serious and professional.

“You were attacked by a vampire tonight?” she asked. “Did you recognize them?”

I don’t know if I can trust her with all of the truth. She’s been good to me, but she’s still a Dreamwalker…

“No,” he lied. “It was all over so fast, I didn’t see their face.”

“You’re lying.” Nyx extended one of her arms to the side, and for a moment, Daniel thought she was about to cast spell. She hesitated, and then let it drop.

“Just tell me, Nyx,” said Daniel. “What do you know about vampires? Do they have any weaknesses? Is there… a cure?”

It was already a foregone conclusion that he’d eventually have to confront Melina. He’d only known Kami for a week, but the sense of loss he felt over her abduction was borderline crippling. He needed to save her, and would do whatever it took to pull it off.

“I can’t tell you anything, Daniel,” said Nyx. “I haven’t given up on my order, and this isn’t the kind of information we share with outsiders.”

“Nyx.” Daniel moved in closer to her, reaching his hand out to cup her cheek through her hood. She didn’t stop him. “I think I know why you came into my room tonight.”

“You don’t know anything!”

“I’ll give you what you need…” Daniel leaned his face toward hers, staring into the darkness where her face would have been. “If you tell me what I need to know.”

Nyx shivered, drawing toward him as though drawn by a magnet. For a moment, she pressed herself against him, her soft breasts pushing into his chest, her legs opening as she began to grind herself on his crotch. Daniel let the tension build, only kissing her when he was sure that it would inflame her passion even further.

The Dreamwalker made a sensual noise, her body moving against his with desperate desire and need. Then, Nyx seemed to come back to her senses, jerking away from him as though she’d touched a hot stove and pushing him back. Daniel stumbled and fell onto his bed, a little disappointed.

“No!” snapped Nyx. “You… will not seduce me into sin!”

“You’re in my room, Nyx,” said Daniel. “If I hadn’t woken up when I did, I think you would have been the one doing the seducing.”

She was silent, either unwilling or unable to respond to the accusation. After a couple of seconds and a few more deep breaths, she turned to face the door.

“Give this foolishness up, Daniel,” said Nyx. “Go back to your normal life, before it’s too late. And at the very least… read the book I gave you.”

Daniel started to respond, but Nyx had already faded from view, hidden by one of the Dreamwalker invisibility spells. He took a slow breath and leaned his head back on the pillow, feeling a sudden, lonely ache in his chest.

“Kami…” he muttered. “Please… stay safe.”
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Daniel woke up to the sound of approaching footsteps the next morning. He was still tired and battered from the events of the previous night, but picturing Kami as Melina’s hostage got him up and moving.

A knock came at his door as he was rummaging through his dresser for clothes. It opened a crack, and Daniel’s mother, Deborah, poked her head in.

“Mom, jeez,” said Daniel, holding his hands over his boxers. “I’m not dressed.”

“Sorry. Your friend PJ is…” Deborah trailed off, frowning as she looked at his room. “Honey, what happened to your bed?”

Daniel looked over his shoulder as he hopped into his jeans. The blood stain was even bigger than he’d thought it had been, and at least one of his sheets would need to be thrown out.

“Nosebleed,” he said, pulling on a shirt. “What were you saying about PJ?”

“He’s waiting for you downstairs,” she said.

“Tell him I’ll be down in a couple of minutes,” said Daniel. He hesitated as his mom turned to go. “Mom… Did Melina say anything to you, last night? Anything weird?”

“What?” Deborah frowned at him. “She said she’d be staying with a friend for a couple of days, I think… Why?”

Daniel sighed.

“No reason,” he said. “I… need a minute to finish getting dressed.”

“Of course, honey.”

Daniel pulled on his sweatshirt, feeling lonely and anxious. Kami had practically exploded into his life, changing everything overnight. And now she was gone, and his only hope for getting her back would put him on a collision course with someone else he loved.

Do I still love Melina, after this? She’s my sister… but she’s changed so much.

He walked downstairs slowly, due more to the state of his bruised body than an unwillingness to face the day. PJ was sitting at the dining room table, talking to Deborah as she washed a few stray dishes from the night before.

“So it was just a normal evening for you, yesterday?” asked PJ. “Nothing strange happened, that you can remember?”

A chill ran down Daniel’s back.

“No,” said Deborah. “I just had a quiet dinner at home, with my daughter.”

“You didn’t go out at all?” asked PJ. “You didn’t visit anybody… or eat with another family?”

“PJ!” snapped Daniel. “Can I talk to you upstairs?”

PJ was a big guy, and if it wasn’t for how well Daniel knew him, he would have been a somewhat intimidating figure. He was a tall black teenager, with broad shoulders and thick limbs. He was also asthmatic, and wore some of the thickest prescription glasses that Daniel had ever seen on a person before, but they didn’t detract much from his presence.

“Uh… sure, Daniel,” said PJ, giving his friend a curious look. Daniel smiled to his mom, who at this point, appeared to be thoroughly weirded out, and then led PJ up into his room.

“You remember, don’t you?” asked Daniel.

PJ’s mouth dropped open.

“You do, too?” he asked. “My mom… my sisters… none of them remember any of it, Daniel. They all did last night, though. Mom came home, and we all had a serious family talk… and then this morning, it was like something out of Men in Black.”

Daniel slapped his hand against his forehead. He’d asked for this, the night before, when Nyx had approached him after the fight with Malcolm. It had been more out of sentiment for his friend than logic or reason, and now he could see why the Dreamwalker had been reluctant to agree to the request.

“Daniel, what the fuck is going on?” asked PJ.

“It’s… a long story,” he said.

“If you don’t tell me, I’m going to keep questioning your mom,” said PJ. “And I don’t think you want me to do that.”

Daniel scowled. Over the next few minutes, he gave PJ the abbreviated version of what had happened to him since finding the Book of Sins. He left out most of the parts that didn’t relate to him directly, anything concerning Nyx, Ms. Magdalene, or Kami. PJ listened in stunned silence, and started to shake his head as Daniel explained how his sister had taken the book the night before.

“Uh…” PJ let out a single, somewhat scared sounding laugh. “Are you… pulling my leg?”

“Hey, if you don’t believe me, that’s on you.” Daniel walked past him, out of his room and downstairs. He had a single class in the afternoon, but had already decided to skip it in order to search for Kami and the book instead.

“Daniel, hold on!” PJ hurried down the stairs after him. In the kitchen, Deborah was humming a melody and pulling out ingredients for breakfast.

“I’m heading out right away, Mom,” he said. “Don’t bother.”

“Are you sure? Will you at least take some fresh fruit?”

Daniel shrugged and grabbed an apple, taking a big bite out of it and ignoring the look PJ was giving him.

“I might be home late tonight,” he said.

“Okay,” said his mom. “I love you, sweetie. It was good seeing you, PJ.”

“Uh… likewise,” muttered PJ.

Daniel waited until they were a block away from his house before nodding to PJ, signaling his friend that it was safe for their discussion to continue. PJ took a deep, slightly raspy breath.

“So you’re telling me… that magic is real? That the supernatural is something that, like… exists?”

“Look, PJ, just pretend I never told you any of this and go home,” said Daniel. “Today is going to be a particularly dangerous chapter in my life. I don’t want you getting involved.”

“Hey, hold on!” PJ grabbed him by the arm, stopping him in his tracks. “You helped me find my mom, Daniel. You risked your life for me and my family. I can help you with this.”

“I don’t think you can.”

“You said that your sister is like, a vampire now?” said PJ, his voice sounding unsure of the details of the admittedly complex chain of events Daniel had explained to him. “I know someone who knows about vampires, or at least claims to.”

“Who?”

PJ let go of his arm and stepped back.

“I’ll only tell you if you let me help,” he said. “Besides, I doubt she’d even open the door for you if I wasn’t there, too.”

Daniel thought about it for a second.

I can’t take the risk. There’s too much that could go wrong. PJ won’t be able to defend himself if it comes to a fight with magic.

“No,” said Daniel. “Sorry, PJ. It’s too risky.”

PJ shrugged and made a show of feigning nonchalance.

“It’s your choice, man,” he said. “I’ll be at the mall if you change your mind.”

Daniel watched him walk off and then started on his own way. PJ wasn’t the only one with knowledgeable acquaintances.
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Daniel walked through town, kicking leaves off the sidewalk as he made his way along. Halloween was next week, and he felt a certain irony at the fact that he was dealing with an actual vampire during the lead up.

He stepped onto the campus of Icarus Community College not to go to class, but to find one of his professors. Ms. Magdalene’s office was in the Olympus Center, a small room in one of the back of the classrooms.

She’s the only person I know, other than Nyx and Kami, who’s clued in to the supernatural.

Daniel found her classroom empty, but the tiny office on the other side of it had the door closed. It was early enough in the morning for him to bet on her being inside, grading papers or preparing a lesson plan.

He knocked politely on the door, and waited. A second or two pass by, and then he heard a woman’s voice.

“Come in.”

The office was really more of a glorified closet, and Ms. Magdalene sat behind a desk that almost stretched the width of the narrow space. She didn’t look up for a second or two after Daniel had entered, and when she did, she looked vaguely surprised.

“Mr. Worth,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting to see you until our next class.”

She was an attractive woman, appearing to be in her early thirties, with chestnut brown hair, a pretty face, and assets that made her something of a legend among the horny male students on campus. Today, she was wearing a powder blue sweater that showed off her breasts over a pair of tan khakis.

“Ms. Magdalene,” he said. “I need some information.”

“Hold your horses.” She flashed a smile at him and leaned back in her chair, adjusting her glasses as she looked at him. “How did the potions end up working for you?”

Daniel had only managed a slim victory over Malcolm the night before with the assistance of some of Ms. Magdalene’s alchemical potions. He frowned slightly, remembering what he’d promised her in return.

“They did the job,” he said.

“Did you bring the book with you?” Ms. Magdalene’s eyes gleamed with something almost sexual in their excitement. “I have to say, I am a little impressed that you held up your end of the-”

“The book was stolen,” said Daniel. “By a vampire. I need your help again.”

His professor’s expression shifted into something cold and hard. She folded her arms, lowering her eyes into a glare that made Daniel’s heart race.

“Are you joking?” asked Ms. Magdalene. “You really thought I’d buy this?”

Daniel frowned.

She doesn’t believe me…

“I know how it sounds, but trust me, it’s the truth.”

“I already trusted you, Daniel,” she said, through gritted teeth. “Do you have any idea how much the ingredients for both of those potions cost? I gave them to you as part of a deal, a deal that you are now trying to squirm your way out of!”

“I remember our deal,” said Daniel. “Once I get the book back, I will share more of what I know, and even let you examine it, if you want.”

Ms. Magdalene smiled at him. She picked up the pile of papers she’d been grading when he walked in and tapped the bottom edge on them on the desk before setting them aside. She held her left hand out to the side for a moment, and then snapped her finger.

The door slammed shut behind Daniel. He reached for the knob, but when his hand touched it, something akin to an electric current tingled through his palm, making him pull back. He looked back at his professor, feeling a growing sense of unease.

“Uh…” he said, stupidly. “I’m sorry?”

“Daniel… oh, Daniel.” Ms. Magdalene stood up and walked around to the front of her desk. “I’m afraid I’m going to need more than just your word, this time.”

Daniel glared at her.

“I’m not sure I like the sound of that,” he said. “Look, if you can’t help me, I’ll be on my… uh…?”

Ms. Magdalene had pulled out a tiny bottle of something with a spray nozzle attached to the tip. She walked up to Daniel and sprayed a few blasts of fragrant mist in his face. He frowned at her, bewildered by whatever it was she was doing.

“That’s it, just relax,” she said. “It’s just a bit of aerosolized lust essence. Nothing for you to be concerned about.”

“…What?” Daniel covered his mouth and tried the doorknob again, his hand flinching back as it made contact. “Are you kidding me?”

He could already feel the effects of the magic in the mist settling over him. Ms. Magdalene, an attractive woman even on the worst of days, was slowly becoming the only thing that he could see in the office. He couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t focus on anything other than how her big and beautiful breasts looked in that sweater, and how her butt would feel mashed up against his cock.

“Just relax, Daniel,” she said, smiling. “You’ve been through this song and dance before.”
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Daniel was trapped, and not just by whatever spell Ms. Magdalene had cast on the door. The lust inside of him was all consuming, a seemingly infinite well of horny, desperate perversion. His hand was already moving over the bulge in his jeans. Ms. Magdalene just stood and watched, smiling in a way that added to his shame and embarrassment.

“You’re very bold, Daniel,” she said. “That was true of our last encounter, too. Sure, I was the one who’d brought you home… but it was almost as though you thought you could turn the tables and seduce me, if you wanted to.”

She moved in close to Daniel, circling him, her hands gliding across his shoulders, his chest, but not his crotch.

“Ms. Magdalene…” he muttered. “It won’t help anything for you to torture me.”

“Oh, so I should just take care of you now?” She stood directly in front of him, leaning so that her breasts were almost in his face. Her hand brushed over his bulge, and pleasure shot through Daniel like live electricity.

Ms. Magdalene laughed. She grabbed him roughly by the scruff of his shirt and pulled him behind her desk. With a single quick movement, she pushed him into her office chair and then lowered herself down to her knees.

“You’re my first, Daniel,” she said, whispering words into his crotch. He stared down at her numbly.

“…What?”

Ms. Magdalene began unzipping his jeans. Daniel all but jumped out of them as she pulled them down. He felt her fingers make contact as she pulled his cock out through the hole of his boxers, the point of contact burning with brilliant, illicit pleasure.

“I used to fantasize about some of my male students, here and there,” said Ms. Magdalene. “Especially when I started teaching. I hear the rumors, Daniel. I’m well aware of how the young men of this campus see me, and what they’d do if I gave them the chance.”

They should be more concerned about what you’d do to them.

Daniel bit back the comment, knowing better than to get on her bad side when she held the advantage. It was the right thing to do, and not just because Ms. Magdalene’s hands had started moving, softly stroking him off and creating glorious sensations along his tool.

“Oh, Ms. Magdalene!” Daniel moaned. He couldn’t help himself. She was a sexually savvy woman. She was taking advantage of him, and though he’d hate her for it later, it felt unbelievably good in the moment.

“If you only knew how many flirtatious, borderline inappropriate conversations I’ve had with horny young men,” said Ms. Magdalene. “How many times that I thought I’d finally pushed my teasing too far, that one of them would bend me over my desk and give me what I deserved.”

She sighed and then kissed the tip of Daniel’s cock, her tongue sliding forward to give it a small, preliminary lick. Daniel stared down at her, watching as his prim and pretty professor sucked him off.

“I don’t always wear panties with my skirts when I lecture,” whispered Ms. Magdalene. “Sometimes I wonder if I should be even more brazen, maybe stumble into the wrong locker room with just a towel and see what happens.”

“Why… are you telling me this?” Daniel could barely think, let alone listen to her.

“Because you’re my first, Daniel,” said Ms. Magdalene. “The first student that’s ever gotten anywhere with me.”

She licked his cock from the base of the shaft to the tip.

“Don’t you feel special?” she whispered. “Don’t you want to see how far you can take it?”

A sudden flash of lucidity washed over Daniel. He pushed the desk chair back, fumbling to get away from her. Ms. Magdalene was quicker than he was, however. She laughed and moved forward, getting her mouth over his cock before he could get it back into his boxers.

Daniel’s escape plan was instantly forgotten, replaced with thoughts of his sweet professor’s hot, wet mouth. She pulled her lips back slowly, and then pushed them forward again. The action of sucking him off did cute things to her face, and paradoxically, she managed to look sexual and chaste at the same time.

“Ms. Magdalene,” he moaned. He hated her for the control she had over him, and yet wanted nothing more than for her to keep going. She sucked with slow, even movements, kissing and licking, her hands fondling the bottom of his shaft and his balls.

Focus. Don’t think about your teacher’s soft lips, and her slutty tongue. Think about… the other thing.

The problem of escape was too hard, and so was his cock. Ms. Magdalene pulled her mouth back, letting the tip of his erection rest on her tongue for a moment while she stroked up and down.

“In my fantasies, I always imagined not just the sex with the student, but what would happen after,” whispered Ms. Magdalene. “That might have been why I never gave into it. I knew it would ruin my career, and even if it’s just for show, to blend in with the rest of the non-magical world, I’ve come to enjoy teaching.”

She kissed the tip of his cock and flashed a wicked smile at him, as though she could sense how close he was.

“But with you, Daniel, I can have my cake… and eat it too.” She pushed her mouth forward, taking every inch of him into her hot mouth and tight throat. Daniel let out a groan and tapped her on the back of the head as he passed beyond his limit.

Ms. Magdalene moved with catlike speed, reaching into her pocket and withdrawing a strange artifact. It looked like a small vial, except it was made from a long, hollowed out crystal. She held the opening in the top of it against the tip of Daniel’s cock. He tried to jerk away, but she grabbed onto his erection, and then gave it one more lick for good measure.

“Oh fuck…” moaned Daniel. He blasted out his seed, the pleasure ascending him to the clouds. Ms. Magdalene slowly ran her hand across his thigh, urging him on.

“Good,” she said, as he shot the last of his load. “That will do, I think.”

Daniel watched her, still half drunk on pleasure, as she stood up and moved to a small candle on her desk. She picked it up and pressed it against the crystal vial, mushing wax into its opening and making a cork out of it. She held the vial in both hands close to her heart, and pink magic flashed inside of it.

A sudden, sickening realization settled over Daniel. He stumbled to his feet, making himself decent again as he did.

“What… did you just do?” He pointed his finger at the vial. “What is that?”

“As long as you fulfill your part of the deal, you’ll never need to find out.” Her smile was evil and yet somehow playful at the same time. “I’m glad you stopped by to talk, Daniel.”

Daniel stared at her, feeling a growing sense of dread. He pushed as much of it aside as he possibly could, remembering why he’d come to see Ms. Magdalene to begin with.

This sucks, but I still need information…

“Hold on,” he said. “Vampires… Ms. Magdalene, what do you know about them?”

She frowned, and it actually seemed sincere.

“Honestly, now that I’ve had my fun, I would help you, if I could,” said Ms. Magdalene. “All that I know is that they are exceedingly rare in the real world, and that most of the superstition and folklore surrounding them is bunk. Sorry, Daniel.”

She opened to door to her office and nodded to him. Daniel ran a hand through his hair and left, wishing that his life wasn’t quite so complicated.
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He left campus, knowing that he still needed information and only had a single lead left to follow up on. Daniel headed for the Icarus Town Center Mall, which was, as the name suggested, at the heart of Icarus Point.

He didn’t have his bike with him and wasn’t in the mood to take the bus, so Daniel spent around twenty minutes walking across the city. The autumn air had a sharp chill in it, and he pulled the hood of his sweatshirt up and kept his hands tucked into pockets.

The mall wasn’t huge, but it had a wide enough variety of shops to meet the needs of most shoppers. Daniel headed in through the automatic doors out front and rode the elevator up to the second floor.

It didn’t take him long to find PJ. Daniel could see him through the clear window partitions around the mall’s retro video game store, playing an N64 fighting game against a kid who looked to be about half his age. Daniel smiled and took the opportunity to sneak up behind him.

“PJ!” He grabbed his friend’s shoulder and announced his presence at the same time. PJ’s in-game character was still for a fatal moment, giving his opponent a chance to slam into him with an attack that knocked him out of bounds.

“Thanks, Daniel,” said PJ. “Real mature.”

“Pot calling the kettle, uh… black.” Daniel frowned.

“It’s not a racial expression, Daniel,” said PJ. “Grow up.”

The two of them headed out of the store and to the food court, where the smells of French fries, Chinese food, and tacos mixed together in delicious harmony. They sat down at one of the tables, watching as one of the mall attendants refilled salt and pepper shakers nearby. PJ glanced from side to side conspiratorial and then leaned in close enough to not be overheard.

“So,” he said. “Are you finally ready to accept my help?”

Daniel rubbed his hand across his chin, frowning.

Nothing good can come from me exposing PJ to potential danger.

“PJ, I really don’t want to get you involved,” he said.

“It’s a little late for that,” said PJ. “Daniel, I’m the only one in my family who remembers what happened yesterday. Do you know how fucking scary that is?”

“Uh…” Daniel scratched his head, thinking about his own experience with his mother. “Kind of.”

“I can’t just go back to my regular life, Daniel,” said PJ. “This isn’t just about you. I mean, part of it is me being your friend and having your back… But I also need to do this for me. I can’t turn a blind eye and pretend that everything is normal.”

“Fine, whatever,” said Daniel. “I’ll let you help. Now tell me about this friend you have that knows about vampires.”

PJ grinned and clapped him on the back.

“Her name is Miyuki,” said PJ. “I should warn you, she’s… a little bit eccentric. She’s a serious nerd, does programming stuff for a living.”

“How does she know about vampires?” asked Daniel.

“She has a bit of an obsession with the occult,” said PJ. “I don’t know if she knows if the supernatural really exists or not, but she’s talked about it with me before as though she wants to believe.”

“Okay… And I’m supposed to just take what she knows at face value? It could all be straight out of some hokey romance novel, or a video game, or something…”

“I’m giving you a lead, Daniel,” said PJ. “Now, what we do is follow up on it. See how this works?”

“Oh, shut up.” Daniel tapped his fist on the table and stood. “You want to text her and let her know that we’re on the way?”

Half an hour later, Daniel stood beside PJ outside one of the large, upscale apartment buildings on Icarus Point’s north side. They walked through the front door into a clean lobby with rows of tiny, locked mailboxes along one wall.

“She must make good money if she’s living here on her own,” said Daniel.

“She makes serious money,” said PJ. “Come on, she’s expecting us.”

They took the elevator up to the seventh floor and found Miyuki’s apartment. PJ knocked, and after half a minute or so, the door opened. The apartment was dim, shades pulled over the windows, the only light coming from a multi-monitor computer setup on one side of the otherwise bare living room.

“Uh, hey, Miyuki…” said PJ. “Can we come in?”

Miyuki stepped back, and Daniel was able to get a clear look at her. She was short and chubby, with thick glasses, a fair amount of acne, and black hair that was pulled back into a rather unflattering ponytail. She wore a t-shirt that said “THE SINGULARITY IS NEAR” on the front, along with a pair of baggy black sweatpants.

“PJ,” she said. “Is this your friend?”

PJ nodded, closing the door behind them.

“Daniel, this is Miyuki,” he said. “Miyuki… meet Daniel.”

“Hey,” said Daniel, shaking her hand. “Sorry to just drop in on you like this. PJ said you could help me out with something?”

“He did, did he?” Miyuki’s eyes scanned over Daniel, sizing him up.

“He did,” said Daniel. “I don’t mean to interrupt, if you’re in the middle of something. I just have a few questions about something that I’ve heard you’re rather knowledgeable about.”

He held Miyuki’s gaze as he spoke, and saw the effect it had on her. She blushed and looked away, looking flattered both by his words and the interest of his eyes. When she looked back at him, Daniel could see the wheels turning in her head.

“PJ,” snapped Miyuki. “I need something.”

PJ shifted awkwardly. He looked as though he was weighing his response. Daniel got the sense that Miyuki wasn’t used to having guests over, or even interacting with people in polite contexts.

“What do you need, Miyuki?” he asked.

“A new SSD,” she said. “My old one is full and I need to make a safe backup of something. Can’t trust the cloud.”

“If you’d told me when I first texted you, I would have grabbed it from the mall,” said PJ.

“I need it,” she said. “I’ll help your friend after you bring me it.”

She pulled out her wallet and passed PJ a pile of twenty dollar bills.

“Bring me the change,” she said.

PJ sighed.

“Alright, whatever,” he said. “Come on, Daniel.”

“No,” said Miyuki. “He can stay.”

“Uh…” PJ scratched his head and let out a small chuckle. “Okay. Have fun, Daniel. I’ll be back in a bit.”

He patted Daniel’s shoulder. Daniel kind of wanted to flip him off.

This girl better have some solid information.
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“I know that this is going to sound odd,” said Daniel. “But I need to ask you about vampires.”

Miyuki was rifling through a box of equipment in the corner of the dimly lit living room. She didn’t seem to be listening.

“Uh, Miyuki…” Daniel fidgeted, feeling uncomfortable. “Can you, uh, maybe help me out, here?”

“Take your clothes off,” said Miyuki. “Everything except your boxers.”

Daniel just stared at her. She still wasn’t facing him, and had started connecting cables into the back of two large computer rigs underneath her workstation.

“What?” He shook his head, feeling confused and frustrated.

This is a dead end. PJ brought me to a crazy girl’s apartment.

“I can answer your questions, Daniel,” said Miyuki. “I know about vampires. About real vampires. But first, I need you to help me test something.”

She pulled out what looked like a set of futuristic goggles. It took Daniel a second to realize that it was a VR headset. She took out a second one and handed it to him.

“You need me… to test a game, or an app, or something?”

“Exactly,” said Miyuki. “And I know it sounds weird, but I need you to strip down to your underwear in order for it to work properly.”

Daniel sighed.

“Sure,” he said. “Whatever.”

Compared to everything he’d been through in the past couple of days, Miyuki’s request was somewhere in the middle on the scale of one to weird. Daniel pulled his sweatshirt and t-shirt off and slipped out of jeans, setting his clothing aside in a neat pile next to the door.

“The app I’m currently testing uses motion tracking and body imaging,” said Miyuki. “It’s still in development, and clothes throw off the sensors.”

She turned away from him and pulled her own shirt off. Daniel did the polite thing and focused his attention on the headset she’d handed him.

“So, you’re going to be doing the test, too?”

“We both will,” she said. “You’ll see why in a second. I need to monitor the experience of both participants to report back to the developers.”

Daniel lifted the headset up and over his head, surprised by how light it was. It took another minute or so for Miyuki to get the app ready.

“Alright,” she said. “Now, let me know if you start to get motion sickness.”

The headset’s display blinked on, and Daniel was no longer in Miyuki’s living room. He stood on an empty, open white plane, the floor extending a hundred feet or so in either direction before cutting off abruptly. It was uniformly lit and had a vibe that was a mix between a hospital room and various imaginings of heaven.

“The developers are planning on adding in a variety of different setting options,” said Miyuki. “Look at your body.”

Daniel looked down at himself, except he was no longer himself. His skin was tanned. He was still shirtless, as he’d been back in Miyuki’s living room, but his body looked as though it belonged to a Greek god, with rippling muscles and perfect masculine proportions.

“Not bad, huh,” said Miyuki.

Daniel looked up and felt his mouth drop open. Miyuki had taken on a new appearance as well, one that no regular woman could have ever matched in their wildest dreams. She was an Asian goddess, with big breasts that strained against a white lace bra, hips with the perfect amount of curve, and a butt that looked like it belonged on a beach volleyball player that modeled jeans in her spare time.

“Check out the physics engine!” Miyuki took a few bouncing steps toward him, her breasts and butt jiggling in a manner that was rather realistic, albeit a little exaggerated. Daniel could see the detail of the 3D models of both of their bodies. It wasn’t perfect, but it was good enough to fool his eyes, and more than good enough to fool other parts of his body.

“Miyuki…” Daniel could only stare at her. She was going through different poses and movements, and most of them seemed to be for his benefit. She dropped to the ground in did a slow, yoga like pose, arching her back and showing off her cleavage.

“Just talk about your experience a bit,” said Miyuki. “How does this make you feel?”

She smiled at him and squeezed her arms together against her breasts from either side, framing her cleavage in a manner that was impossible for him to look away from.

“Uh…” Daniel shook his head. “A little confused.”

“There are ten cameras set up around the room to make this possible,” said Miyuki. “It sounds like a lot, but in the future, I’m sure we’ll find a way to cut it down. There’s one here, and one here, and one here…”

She danced around the space, bending over and giving him a view of her butt, pointing out where all of the cameras were. Daniel felt himself getting excited, and felt absolutely ridiculous.

She doesn’t really look like that. It’s just a simulation.

“Okay, you’ve tested it,” said Daniel. “Can we get back to my question, now?”

“We haven’t even started testing it yet,” said Miyuki. She walked toward him slowly, coming within a foot or so. Daniel tried and failed to keep from staring at her perfect breasts.

“Whatever,” he said. “Start the test.”

“It’s a test of believability,” said Miyuki. “I think it’s pretty clear how people might choose to use a technology like this in the future.”

“Are you saying what I think you’re…?”

Miyuki was already reaching up to unhook her bra. Daniel’s jaw dropped open as it fell to the floor, her big, 3D modeled breasts bouncing into view, backed by the best physics simulation her computer could run.

“Wow…” Daniel couldn’t think of anything else to say. Each breast was pale and perfect, and convincing down to the detail of the nipples at the center.

“Don’t worry, you aren’t my first test subject,” said Miyuki. “Don’t be weird about it. Just come on over, and give the technology a proper stress test.”

She sat down on the floor and spread her legs, wiggling out of her panties and grinning at him. Daniel could tell that she was enjoying every second of it, and it was easy to see why.

In the real world, I wouldn’t have given her a second glance. But here… She looks incredible.

He reminded himself, again, that it didn’t change who she was in the physical reality. His cock didn’t seem to care much.

“Daniel?” Miyuki slid her hand down to her crotch, tracing her fingers across the pink, velvety lips of her cunt. “I’m waiting…”
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Daniel hesitated for only a moment before stepping forward, sliding his boxers down as he did. Something about the situation felt a little wrong, but the more he thought about it, the less he cared.

I’ve used Whisper of Desire on women before. Is this any different than a VR based solution?

“Go ahead,” said Miyuki. “And I want you to pay attention while we’re… testing it. Think of anything that would help improve it.”

“Uh, sure…” Daniel moved into position. He tentatively reached out and took hold of one of her breasts. Miyuki’s breasts, on her actual body, were clearly smaller than the VR counterparts, but it made surprisingly little difference to his hands.

It almost felt as though his mind was doing something to fill in the gaps, to round the experience out and explain away the inconsistencies. Daniel ran his hand up Miyuki’s side, his eyes seeing her gorgeous, goddess body, and even though he could feel a bit of her chub under his palm, it was an afterthought compared to the experience as a whole.

“This part is always kind of tricky,” said Miyuki. She picked up something off the ground, and it took Daniel a second to recognize it as a condom.

“It even picks up on details that small?” he asked.

“OF course,” said Miyuki. She opened the wrapper and tested to see which way it rolled. Daniel wasn’t sure whether or not the condom was part of reality outside the simulation until he felt her touch it to his cock, the gentle feeling of latex unrolling over his hardness.

She leaned back again, spreading her legs wide and creating a shelf under her breasts with one arm. Daniel slid in a little closer.

“Go crazy, Daniel,” she whispered. “God, I love this technology.”

He smiled at her, sharing in the sentiment. When Daniel pushed his cock in between her thighs, he did it hesitantly, as if unsure what it would actually feel like when he went inside her. Even with the condom on, the second he felt the head of his erection enter Miyuki’s tight warmness, the experience instantly became a thousand times more arousing.

“Oh, wow…” Daniel let out a small moan. The pleasure of Miyuki’s tight cunt was like magic, smoothing out all of the rough edges of the simulation and turning it into something real. It didn’t matter anymore what she looked like in the real world. What she looked like, at the moment, was the hottest girl Daniel had ever seen, and he was sliding his hard cock into her.

“Oh, yeah…” Miyuki’s eyes, even in the simulation, gleamed with lust. Daniel remembered that his body, too, had been visually upgraded, and wondered how much of a difference that made for her.

He slowly began to move, letting his body press on top of Miyuki’s. He had to be careful of the headsets and their wires, but it only took him a few seconds to get used to it. He was moving, thrusting into her. Miyuki was tight and hot, and Daniel felt himself getting lost in the moment, slipping into the depths of desperate, horny desire.

“Oh, that’s good,” said Miyuki. “You have a pretty big cock.”

Daniel rammed it into her as deep as it would go and Miyuki let out a silent gasp.

“You’re just a horny little slut, aren’t you?” he whispered. Miyuki flashed a smile at him.

“Imagine how hard it is for me normally,” she said. “There’s a reason why I couldn’t wait to get my hands on this app.”

Her legs wrapped around Daniel. He shifted, lifting himself and her half off the ground as he began thrusting downward, sheathing himself deep inside her each time. Her breasts bounced in hypnotizing glory. Daniel reached out and cupped one of them again, and it felt even more convincing than it had originally.

“Oh god,” she whispered. “That’s right. Fuck me, Daniel. As hard as you can.”

He wasn’t usually into dirty talk, but it was insanely hot coming from Miyuki, a goddess in the virtual world, a chubby little slut in the real world. Daniel pulled out and flipped her over, pulling her up onto all fours.

He fucked her hard from behind. Her butt felt exactly how it should have, cushioning each thrust and jiggling in the simulation with perfect realism. Miyuki moaned and pushed back in time with his movements. He was sure that she had, in fact, tested the simulation many times before. Her seduction had been too perfect, too smooth, to be something unpracticed.

“That’s right!” cried Miyuki. “Oh yeah, Daniel! Just like that!”

He took hold of her waist, thin in the simulation, chubby in the real world, and fucked her relentlessly. He could feel himself losing control. The goddess he was staring down at was just too perfect, too carefully crafted, for him to hold out for long.

“Miyuki!”

“That’s it, Daniel!” she cried. “Faster… I’m almost…”

She shivered and let out a deep, orgasmic moan. Daniel slammed into her a few more times and felt his cock erupt with hot, sticky cum. He remembered the condom and reached down to make sure that it was still where it needed to be as the two of them leaned against each other in a sweaty, satisfied pile.
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“That was amazing.” Daniel reached up and took off the headset. He saw Miyuki lying on the ground, naked and chubby and unattractive, and felt an enormous wave of regret wash over him. She slowly took off her headset and sighed, looking a little hurt by his reaction.

“Your question?” she asked, straight to the point. “Something about vampires?”

“Uh… right,” said Daniel. “I know they exist in the real world. Someone I care about is one of them, and I need to know if there is a cure.”

And if there’s no cure, if they have a weakness. I need to save Kami, even if it comes down to beating Melina in a fight.

“I’m sorry,” said Miyuki. “There is a cure, but it isn’t simple. You have to kill the vampire who first infected whoever it is you’re trying to cure.”

Daniel frowned.

“That sounds like something out of a movie, or a book,” he said.

“It’s out of reality,” said Miyuki. “That’s how it ended up in movies and books.”

Daniel nodded slowly.

“And weaknesses?”

“There’s only one that I know of for sure,” said Miyuki. “Vampires heal extremely quickly under normal circumstances, from almost all wounds except for silver. Any injury you inflict from a silver weapon will take them much longer to heal, on par with normal humans.”

Daniel scratched at his chin as he thought about what she was telling him.

“And what about the sun?” asked Daniel. “If I wanted to find a vampire during the day, they wouldn’t be outside, right?”

“Correct,” said Miyuki. “The best place to look would be somewhere that would be dark, usually aware from residential areas. Abandoned buildings and houses that they feel comfortable in. It lets them feed more easily.”

“Alright,” said Daniel. “Is that it?”

“That’s it.” Miyuki pulled on her t-shirt and then found her sweatpants. Daniel felt awkward again, just standing there.

“Uh…” He scratched his head, trying to think of something to say. “So the app worked pretty well.”

“Yeah, it did,” she said. “It’s okay, Daniel. I get why you’re reacting the way you are.”

He shrugged.

“I think it’s an amazing piece of technology,” he said. “But…”

“But you feel like it’s somehow deceptive? Cruel?” Miyuki waved a dismissive hand through the air. “You can say it. I’ve heard it from other people before.”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far,” said Daniel. “I just feel like… it’s cool to play around with, but it might not give you what you want in the end.”

“You think I should find someone who would find me beautiful, just the way I am, right?” Miyuki made it clear with the tone of her voice what she thought about the idea. “Things aren’t that simple, Daniel. People get horny and will look for outlets, whether it’s porn, cheating, or something weirder. This is a solution to a problem that exists in the world today, not just a new sex toy.”

Daniel shrugged.

Do I have any right to argue with that logic, given what I can do with my magic?

“Anyway,” she continued, “You should probably get dressed. PJ will be back with that hard drive any minute.”

Daniel nodded, and then had a thought.

“Have you and him ever, uh, you know…” He smiled. “Tested the app together?”

Miyuki looked at him blankly.

“I thought he was a virgin,” she said.

“He is,” said Daniel. “That’s why you should ask him.”

PJ arrived back a couple of minutes later, and with a little urging from Daniel, agreed to come back later on in the week to ‘check out Miyuki’s new VR app’. Daniel was smiling as they left the apartment building together.


She’s a nice enough girl,
 he thought. And with the headsets, PJ won’t be able to resist any more than I could.


“Did you get what you needed?” asked PJ.

Daniel nodded slowly. It was midafternoon, and the sky was overcast. The air was getting colder and colder by the day, and he could feel its chill pressing in on him.

“She told me what she knows,” said Daniel. “Not all of it was especially helpful. What I really need is just a chance to talk to Melina, but I can’t figure out where she’d be…”

He trailed off, a sudden idea taking root in his mind.

“Where she’d be… hiding?” offered PJ.

“I know where we can look,” said Daniel, grinning. “And if she’s not there… at least it will be interesting.”


CHAPTER 62

The walk took the two of them a solid hour. Daniel had planned on them taking the bus to expedite things, without realizing that the route had changed to exclude his destination a few years earlier, when it had run out of money and finally been shut down.

It was threatening to rain when he and PJ finally made it to the edge of Dolos World, the city’s once thriving, now abandoned, theme park. Spanning almost five hundred acres, Dolos World had come about as a result of an immigration scheme for a rich foreign business executive to funnel his money and relatives into the United States. Much like all great schemes, it had collapsed in on itself once the deception had been revealed.

“Are you serious, Daniel?” asked PJ. “Have you not been paying attention to all of the creepy clown sightings that have been popping up lately?”

“This is where she’d be,” he said. “I can’t think of any other place in our hometown that Melina enjoyed as thoroughly as Dolos World. She used to save up and buy an unlimited pass at the start of each season, just so she could be here as often as she wanted.”

I went with her pretty often. It was fun, even after we’d been on all the rides.

They stood in front of a fence easily twenty feet high that looped around the entire facility. Daniel had thought about trying the front entrance, but that seemed so brazen as to be automatically doomed to failure.

“There could be security guards inside,” said PJ. “I heard that most of the lights and air conditioning systems are still on, too. Something about keeping it as pristine as possible for potential buyers.”

“We’ll be in and out,” said Daniel. “We jump the fence, take a look around, and if she’s not there, we head straight back into town.”

PJ was slowly shaking his head in dissent, the expression on his face borderline mutinous.

“You want to break into an abandoned amusement park… to look for a vampire,” he said slowly.

Daniel shrugged.

“Yeah,” he said. “I told you things might get dangerous. Are you with me?”

PJ slowly exhaled and gave a slight nod.

“Good,” said Daniel. “Now, the first thing we have to do is get over that fence.”

The fence around the park looked to have been designed with intimidation in mind as its first defense. It was made of black metal, woven together in links too close together for even a small child to squeeze through. It was thicker than a chain fence, too, beyond what could be cut open with anything short of an industrial blowtorch.

Daniel gave it a tentative touch, half expecting it to be electrified on top of everything else. The metal felt warm, but safe. He reached up and found places to grip with his hands and then started over.

“You owe me one for this,” said PJ.

“I told you to stay behind, remember?”

It wasn’t until Daniel reached the top that he noticed something incredibly inconvenient. Barbed wire had been looped around the top foot or so of the fence, used in liberal amounts, and nearly impossible to get past without some finesse.

“PJ,” said Daniel. “Move over to the side so you’re climbing up directly behind me.”

“Why?”

Daniel ignored the question, instead focusing his attention on a spell. He reached his hand up, carefully cupped a small section of the wire without cutting himself on it, and used Flame Touch.

A small, eager sphere of flame burst into life in his palm, immediately heating the barbed wire to malleable levels. Daniel heard a whoop come from PJ underneath him on the fence. He waited until the wire was glowing bright red, and then killed the spell, reaching over and grabbing a section that was still cool enough to touch.

With a little bit of pulling, he managed to create a break in the barbed wire, sliding each split segment off to either side. He cut one of his fingers in the process, but it was a small price compared to what he and PJ would have paid, had they gone over it on their chests and stomachs.

“You’re like… the Human Torch,” said PJ. “Or one of the Fire Benders from the Avatar cartoon.”

“Not quite.” Daniel kicked his leg over the top of the fence and dropped down to the ground. “It’s more limited than that. More of a Human Match, than a Human Torch.”

PJ took a little longer making it over and down the other side, but soon enough, they were both in the park. Thunder and lightning boomed in the distance, but the rain still held off, as though it was waiting to see how things played out.

Okay, maybe this is a little bit creepy.

“Alright,” said Daniel. “So… let’s take a look around.”

They headed off down the main footpath leading through the park. They’d entered the park from the side, and thus, it felt a bit more like being thrust into the middle of a sequential experience, rather than walking along from the start.

Colorful signs pointed to where different rides began their queues on either side of the path. Daniel saw the obligatory ferris wheel looming overhead, along with several massive, looping roller coasters. A long, blue and white imitation toboggan sled ride cut across the path overhead, and dozens of smaller abandoned outposts, probably once food vendors, littered either side of the way forward.

“This place is huge, Daniel,” said PJ. “Do you have any idea where to start looking?”

Daniel shrugged.

“I guess I assumed that she’d come and find us as soon as we got inside,” he said.

“Doesn’t seem likely.”

Daniel crossed his arms. They were still walking forward. A medium sized mini golf course was to their right, the arms of the windmill obstacle still spinning, powered by some forgotten electrical connection.

“She didn’t like heights,” said Daniel. “We used to tease her about how the roller coasters made her scream, so definitely not that. Not the ferris wheel, either.”

“Obviously,” said PJ. “We’re looking for a vampire. She wouldn’t be anywhere exposed to the sun.”

Daniel snapped his fingers in sudden realization.

“I know exactly where she’d be,” he said. “Oh man… this could get a little weird.”


CHAPTER 63

Daniel drew from his memories of the park’s layout as he and PJ walked off the main path and alongside routes. He took a turn, doubled back a ways, and then stopped and gestured to the ride the two of them now stood in front of.

“The Love Boat?” PJ shook his head slowly, his mouth turning down into a frown. “Are you fucking serious?”

“Dead serious,” said Daniel. “She always used to joke about finding a guy she liked enough to take on the Love Boat ride at Dolos World.”

“Did she ever find one?”

Daniel shrugged.

“I don’t actually know,” he said. “I… don’t think so.”

Daniel and PJ slipped through the winding queue line with metal dividers and into the main loading area for the ride. The Love Boat, from what he remembered, was basically a long, dark, curving tunnel filled with cheesy music and scenes from a number of historical and mythical romances.

A boat was waiting for them in the water, held in place by two vertical slats that rose and fell on a trigger to keep the vessel in place while people boarded. The electricity was still on for the ride, and Daniel could hear sickly sweet make out music playing from further within.

“Daniel,” said PJ. “I only see you as a friend, I’m sorry.”

“Fuck you,” said Daniel. “Get in. I’ll release the holding mechanism and then jump on as it goes by.”

PJ nodded, but he wore his apprehension openly.

“Daniel, we’re going to be in the dark for most of this ride,” he said. “We won’t exactly have the element of surprise.”

“I don’t see any other option,” said Daniel. “It’s a long shot that she’ll even be here, anyway.”

PJ sighed and climbed aboard the boat. Daniel made his way up to the control booth and found the switch.

 Here goes nothing…


Immediately after he hit the switch, the boat started moving. Daniel had to rush after it, only making his jump at the very end of the loading platform. He landed with one foot in the water, sending up an enormous splash.

“Easy!” said PJ. “You’re killing the vibe.”

“Oh, sorry sweetie.” Daniel blew him a kiss, and PJ flipped him off.

The ride was mellow, designed less with entertainment in mind as an excuse for loving couples to get a few minutes of privacy in the dark. They passed by a scene of cardboard cutouts, one of them a clichéd representation of a prince on one knee, asking for a plain looking girl’s hand in marriage.

“This was seriously her favorite ride?” asked PJ.

“She was a bit of a romantic,” said Daniel.

Correction: She is a bit of a romantic. I can’t talk about her in the past tense just because she’s a vampire, now.

“Daniel, can I ask you something?” asked PJ.

“Shoot.”

PJ glanced to either side, as if half expecting them to be overheard.

“What do you expect to happen when you find your sister?” he asked.

Daniel scratched his head, frowning a little. He hadn’t given it much thought, especially not after hearing about the very limited potential for a vampirism cure from Miyuki.

“I haven’t really thought about it, to be honest,” said Daniel. “I just need a chance to talk to her. She’s my sister.”

The boat passed by a scene filled with cardboard cutouts of an entire wedding procession, along with a bride and groom with holes in the place of faces. A sign to the left of the display explained, in large, bold faced letters, that passengers should stay in the boat, and that there was a path to the wedding from the exit.

“Have you thought about what happens if this goes south?” asked PJ.

“Yeah,” said Daniel. “Have you? You’re the one who insisted in coming along.”

“Well…” PJ shifted in his seat. “I thought about how I would feel if it was my sister. It’s hard… It’s not like you’re up against a bad guy or a villain, this time.”

“Yeah, I guess not,” said Daniel.

The boat slowly curled around the next turn. One of the overhead lights was having electrical issues, flicking on and off in a random pattern. Both sides of the river were decorated with trees, but with sporadic illumination, the scene looked ominous, rather than calming or romantic.

“Keep your eyes peeled,” said Daniel. “The last thing we want is for her to-”

The side of the boat lurched upward, as though his words had been the cue. Daniel tried to throw his weight against the unbalancing force, but he acted too slowly. PJ let out a cry as he fell into the water, and Daniel followed a second later.
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The water was cold enough to knock the air out of Daniel’s lungs. He flailed wildly, kicking his legs in a desperate attempt to get to the surface, expecting something to grab him and pull him further down.

He gasped as soon as his head was back above water, and then somewhat foolishly realized that the water was shallow enough for him to stand easily. Daniel scanned his eyes across the cardboard tree cutouts, spotting Melina standing amongst them, making no attempt to hide herself.

“I figured you’d come after me, Daniel,” she said. “But I thought you’d come alone.”

“Uh…” PJ was on his feet nearby in the water, awkwardly shifting his soaking wet sweatshirt around. “Hey, Melina. How are you?”

“I’m fine, Paul Jacob,” said Melina. “I’m a vampire, in case he didn’t tell you. And that… should scare you.”

“Where is she, Melina?” asked Daniel. “I’m not leaving without Kami.”

“She’s nearby,” said Melina. “I-”

“Kami!” Daniel waded through the water and pulled himself onto the platform, ignoring Melina. “Kami! Where are you?”

“She’s been in a magically induced sleep since I first grabbed her last night, Daniel,” said Melina. “Besides, she would have heard by now and said something already. You two lovebirds weren’t exactly quiet on your trip down the river of love.”

“Oh, shut up.” Daniel glared at his sister. She looked more like a vampire than ever, the flickering overhead light emphasizing her pale features and dark eyes. “What’s your game? Why are you doing this, Melina?”

“It’s just what I do now, baby brother,” she said. “Release the book to me, and…”

“And what? I don’t trust that you’ll just let Kami go once I officially give you the Book of Sins.”

“That’s not what I was going to say,” said Melina. “I was going to say that I’d let you and Paul Jacob walk out of here unharmed.”

“Uh, I’m just here for support,” said PJ. “Really… don’t mind me.”

“I don’t buy it,” said Daniel. “You’re a vampire, not a sociopath. I don’t think you have it in you, Melina. Even now.”

Melina took a slow breath. She set her hands on her hips and let her eyes settle on him.

That’s how she always used to stand when she was trying to get her way.

“I don’t want this to get messy, little brother,” said Melina. “Just go home, go back to your life, and forget about all of this.”

“Melina!” Daniel waved his hand through the air in a hard, attention grabbing cut. “How did this happen to you? Please, just talk to me.”

Melina locked eyes with him, a sad expression on her face.

“It just… did,” she said. “I was on a bad path, Daniel. I was playing with fire and didn’t realize it.”

“Let me help you,” said Daniel. “I talked to someone who knows about vampires. If we kill whoever turned you into one, you’ll go back to normal.”

Melina let out a small, perplexing laugh.

“I don’t think you could kill her, Daniel,” she said. “And… I don’t think I’d even let you try. It’s… complicated, now. Suffice to say, she’s not even currently on this continent.”

“So what? We’ll go find her!”

Melina closed her eyes, and when she blinked them back open, it looked like she was holding back tears.

“I wish it was that simple.”

“Melina, we can work through this if we just-”

A noise came from the tunnel behind them. Daniel whirled around to see a figure in a dark grey robe leap out of a second boat, landing on the platform a few feet away. He had just enough time to recognize the new arrival’s feminine physique and athletic curves before the situation went to hell.

“You brought a Dreamwalker here?” screamed Melina.

“I didn’t bring her!” shouted Daniel. “She-”

“Vampire!” shouted Nyx. “You’re consorting with evil, Daniel!”

“No!” He tried to move in between them, but it was already too late. “Stop!”

Nyx flew forward through the air, tackling Melina with her shoulder and dropping both of them to the ground. It took Melina less than a second to recover, and she immediately swung her elbow upward, striking Nyx across the shoulder.

Nyx twisted, tearing at Melina’s blouse in an attempt to wrestle the vampire into submission. Daniel gritted his teeth and thought furiously. He didn’t want to see his sister or Nyx get hurt, but the fight was his only opportunity.

“PJ!” he hissed. “Start looking for Kami!”

PJ nodded and climbed up onto the platform next to him. Daniel scanned through the cardboard trees, trying to find anything that looked like it could be the unconscious body of his familiar.

The fight between Melina and Nyx was intensifying by the second. Both women were strong, Melina empowered by her vampiric blood and Nyx by her magic. They tumbled across the platform, vying against each other for an advantage.

Melina pulled Nyx backward into what would have been a throw, except for her grip being on the other woman’s shirt instead of her shoulder. Nyx’s tight black shirt ripped open, exposing a girlish pink bra underneath. She let out an annoyed growl and tore at Melina’s jeans, creating a long slit that showed most of Daniel’s sister’s thigh.

Focus! I need Kami!

There didn’t seem to be anything on the platform other than the scene of cardboard cutouts and a single exit door. Daniel swore under his breath and turned his attention back to the two fighting women. Both of them had reached the point of actively trying to murder the other. Melina’s fangs were jutting free of her upper lip, and Nyx had a long, purple conjured whip in one hand.

“Enough!” shouted Daniel. “Let’s all just stop this, and work everything out!”

He moved to stand in between them. It was the wrong thing to do. Melina charged forward, and he was directly in her way. As Daniel reached a hand out to hold his sister back, she seized him by the wrist and twisted.

Daniel was in the air faster than he could have imagined, flying off the platform, over the water. He banged off the roof of the tunnel and fell down in a jumble of limbs, hitting the water hard.
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It took Daniel a minute or so to regain his wits, and then a few more to push back through the water’s current to the platform. The fight was already over by the time he got there, and Melina was nowhere in sight. More worryingly was the fact that Daniel also couldn’t see PJ anywhere.

She knew PJ as a kid. She wouldn’t just take him hostage… would she?

Nyx was face down in the water, bobbing up and down in a manner that made Daniel fear for the worst. He pulled her out and onto the platform and flipped her onto her back, a little excited to finally have a chance to peel back her hood and see what she looked like underneath.

“Hey…” he said, shaking her. “You okay?”

Daniel reached forward slowly, hesitating for a moment before pulling back Nyx’s hood. Her body tensed up and she rushed forward, tackling him before he could grab onto it.

“You…” Nyx’s voice was a low, angry growl. “That’s why you were asking about vampires? Because you’ve been enthralled by one?”

Daniel felt his own anger flare in his chest. He pushed Nyx back roughly and glared at her.

“I haven’t been ‘enthralled’ by her,” he said. “I was negotiating with her! She’s not a monster, she’s my sister!”

Nyx’s body language spoke louder than her words. Any trust she may have once had for him was on the ropes.

“And those,” she said, pointing to the two, mostly healed over bite marks on Daniel’s neck. “She’s already gotten to you. How do I know that you aren’t submissive to her?”

“Do I have to repeat myself?” snapped Daniel. “She’s my sister, and now she’s kidnapped two people that I care about. I am in no way submissive to her.”

“I don’t believe you,” said Nyx. “I’m taking you into the custody of my order.”

Daniel gritted his teeth, feeling a deep, unfocused rage sweep over him. Nyx was a pathetic sight, her clothing torn to a scandalous extent and soaked with water.

“Why don’t you try it and see what happens?” asked Daniel. “I’m not going quietly.”

She clenched her hands into fists. There was something immature and a little juvenile about her aggressiveness, as though she was so infuriated by her loss to Melina that she was lashing out at Daniel purely out of reflex.

Nyx rushed forward. Daniel didn’t hold back, fueled by his own frustration. He swung his leg into a solid attempt at a roundhouse hick. Nyx ducked underneath it and tackled him, but he managed to step back in time to twist her so that her body fell underneath his as they went down.

“You... you… big, stupid fool!” Nyx continued wrestling him, but there was a sudden, very obvious disconnect between her upper and lower half. Her hands pushed him backward and struggled against Daniel’s attempt to restrain her. Her legs did their own thing, wrapping around him and fighting to create as much contact between their middles as possible.

“Nyx!” shouted Daniel. “Enough!”

He leaned forward, pinning Nyx’s hands against the platform and trying to use his weight to keep her from squirming free. She felt good underneath him, soft and warm, and the memory of their illicit rooftop coupling the day before came to his mind, unbidden.

“The book, and now a vampire?” Nyx’s breathing had quickened, her breasts heaving up and down underneath him. “You’re playing with fire, Daniel!”

“And what about you, Nyx?” snapped Daniel. “Do you think you’re always in the right, with everything you do? Do you think you can take the high road even when it puts people in danger?”

Nyx twisted underneath him. Her shirt was torn open, and the movement caused her bra to shift down along her big breast, exposing the edge of one of her nipples. Daniel leaned forward again in an attempt to properly restrain her. She brought her shadowed face to his, and just like that, their lips met.

The kiss didn’t stop the struggle, and if anything, the passion and heat it injected into the encounter only emboldened them. Daniel kept his grip on Nyx’s wrists, keeping her hands secure above her head. Nyx’s legs squeezed tighter around him, grinding his rapidly hardening erection into her crotch.

They moved like that for another minute, wrestling, gyrating, dry humping each other. Slowly, their movements shifted to fit the new context. Daniel kissed her again, his lips pressing against hers, still hidden by her shrouded hood. Nyx ran her hands across his back and butt, urging him to thrust harder as though she wanted his cock to tear through their clothes and into her.

Maybe this is how she needs to learn her lesson. Maybe I’m the only one who can teach it to her.

Daniel pulled her bra off roughly, exposing her big, beautiful breasts to the open air. He had to slide back a little to get his jeans and boxers down, and half expected Nyx to make a run for it. She didn’t, instead wiggling out of her tight black leggings with cute, feminine movements.

Daniel’s eyes locked onto her for a tense second, the air loaded with hormones and anger and opposing motivations. He wasn’t sure if they were about to fight or fuck, and even as he slid between her thighs, it wasn’t clear if either of them had completely decided on one or the other.

His cock pressed into her tight, wet cunt. Nyx’s legs embraced him again, and she let out a sharp gasp as he slid in deep. Daniel groped at her breasts, continuing to hold her down even as his fingers caressed and fondled her nipples.

“This… doesn’t change anything,” she whispered, her voice a mix of passion and anger.

“Of course not,” said Daniel, through gritted teeth. “I don’t give up that easy, Nyx.”

He thrust forward and Nyx let out a squeal of pure, unadulterated pleasure.

“You… don’t think that you can just…” Her words sounded embarrassed now, like she was still trying to hold back.

“It’s still affecting you, isn’t it?” He smiled at her and delivered a slow, confident thrust. “You couldn’t pull back from this now if you wanted to and we both know it.”

“That’s… that’s not…” Nyx spoke through gasps and moans. “You… bastard!”

“It’s better than us beating each other to death, isn’t it?” Daniel chuckled, biting his lower lip as he started to get into rhythm. Nyx rocked her hips to meet each thrust.

The sounds of their encounter echoed off the walls of the tunnel. Daniel suspected that they weren’t the first couple to indulge their passions within the darkness of the ride, but unless the theme park found a new buyer, they might well be the last.

He was mad at Nyx, but also mad at himself for letting his plan fall apart. He’d been so close to saving Kami, to bringing the nightmare of her kidnapping to an end. Instead, he’d lost PJ, and possible set his vampire sister down a road that would only lead to the destruction of his friends.

Daniel gritted his teeth and pumped in Nyx, hard. He was mad, and she was the only one around for him to do any kind of venting to. He could see her anger in her body language, all of it directed at him even as she spread her legs and gave herself up.

She’s right about one thing. This won’t change anything. We’ll be enemies again before we both leave this tunnel.

He took Nyx by the hips and put all of his strength behind each thrust. His cock pumped in and out of her with hard, piston like movements. He ran his hands over her breasts and kissed her again. She bit his lip as he pulled back.

“I’m going to see the face behind the hood eventually,” said Daniel.

“Never,” said Nyx, her voice shaky. “It… it doesn’t work like that.”

“I’ll find out who you are,” said Daniel. “Not to ruin your life, or do anything malicious. Just so I can know.”

Nyx writhed underneath him. His words seemed to have an intensifying effect on her, her moans and squeals becoming louder and more frequent. Daniel went deep on each thrust, jamming as much of his rod into her tight, hot hole as he could possibly fit.

He leaned forward and kissed her, feeling her kiss him back, passion and lust mixed into the movements of her lips. Daniel wondered how different things would have been between them if they’d met under different circumstances. If he’d never found the Book of Sins, and if she’d never become a Dreamwalker.

We never would have met. That’s the simple answer.

“Oh…” Nyx’s hips were bucking wildly, and her body was beginning to tense up. “Oh… Daniel!”

She pulled his head tight against her shoulder, her legs wrapping around his waist like a vice grip. Daniel felt her cunt contracting against his cock. He started thrusting faster, and deeper, anger and lust intermingling, turning into a new, undefined emotion.

“Nyx!” He pushed in one last time and felt himself lose control. His cock blasted out his seed as pleasure flooded over him. He didn’t pull out, didn’t stop to think. Nyx’s legs wouldn’t have let him, regardless.

The two of them lay together on the platform, still intertwined and covered in sweat. It was the first peaceful moment they’d had together since Nyx had crashed the proverbial party. Daniel ran his hand over the hood of her cloak as though it were her hair, and only reluctantly pulled away from her as Nyx began fixing her clothes.

“Your charm spell is still affecting me,” whispered Nyx.

“Clearly,” said Daniel, a small smile on his lips.

“When it wears off,” said Nyx, “I’m probably going to have to kill you.”

Daniel shrugged.

“Threats don’t mean much to me, Nyx,” said Daniel. “You know where I live. If you want revenge, or to follow the tenets of your religious order, or whatever… feel free to come find me.”

Nyx pulled her bra over her naked breasts and stared at him.

“You should read the Gospel of Dreams,” she said. “Soon… before it’s too late.”

She turned and disappeared into the darkness of the tunnel. Daniel sighed and started pulling on his jeans.
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It was early evening when Daniel made it outside the Love Boat ride, and he was tired and hungry. He walked through the park slowly, and it took him awhile to find the spot where he’d cleared the barbed wire for him and PJ to climb over originally.

He’d never felt so thoroughly defeated before in his life. Daniel walked home slowly, fighting with the knowledge that he hadn’t managed to save Kami from Melina, Melina from being a vampire, or PJ from getting in over his head.

The lights were on in the house, and his mom’s car was parked outside. Daniel ran a hand over his face, feeling a couple of cuts and a bruise from his brawl with Nyx and Melina. He walked up the steps slowly, trying to bury as much of his negativity as he could before heading in to face his mother.

“Hey Mom,” he said. “I’m home…”

Deborah came out of the kitchen with an apron around her neck and a broad smile on her face. Daniel could smell steak on the pan, along with vegetables and a variety of mouthwatering seasonings.

“Hey, honey,” she said. “How was your… day?”

Her expression shifted as she saw him, frustration and concern taking the place of cheer.

“It’s nothing, Mom,” he said pointing to his face. “I just tripped over the curb.”

“You’re a terrible liar,” she said. “Have a seat. I’ll get you cleaned up after I finish with dinner.”

No point in arguing with her. I’ve done enough fighting for one day.

He sat down at the kitchen table and listened to his mom as she described her own day to him, mostly conversations she’d had with her coworkers at the bank and the nature of a few new accounts they were trying to bring in.

There was something calming about her presence. His mother was the same as she had always been. She wasn’t secretly a vampire. She wasn’t positioning herself to tag along on his dangerous adventures. She was just his mother, solid, loving, and dependable. After a day of bumbling around and mostly failing to accomplish his goals, she was exactly what he needed.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Deborah moved around behind him and put her hands on his shoulders. “Sweetie… you have a look in your eyes like you just got back from a warfront.”

“I’m just tired, I guess,” he mumbled.

She smiled and kissed him on the head.

“Well, let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

They ate dinner, mostly making small talk about the neighborhood and Daniel’s college classes. His mother brought up Melina a couple of times, who she still assumed to be over at a boyfriend’s house. Daniel had to work to keep his composure as he listened and responded.

Kami… I miss her more than the real Melina. She didn’t ask for this.

“Daniel, honey, I’m seriously worried,” said Deborah. “Did somebody break your heart? Or stab you in the heart?”

“Sorry…” He shook his head. “I’m pretty much done eating, Mom. I think I’m just going to head to bed.”

She frowned at that, but made no attempt to stop him as he disappeared upstairs. Daniel brushed his teeth, took a long shower, and then climbed into bed.

Instead of finding sleep’s gentle embrace, Daniel’s mind began replaying the scene at the theme park over and over again. He’d come so close to talking Melina down, or at least it had seemed like it. He’d doubted he’d get another chance. Even if he knew where she’d go next, there was almost zero chance that Melina would listen to him.

Steal a piece of the moon, gain the knowledge of the stars.

The words echoed in Daniel’s head. It was the last trial he’d unlocked in the Book of Sins, the one he’d never gotten a chance to do more than puzzle over. Would it still grant him a spell if he followed through with it? What did it even mean for him to do, vaguely worded as it was?

He was up out of bed, pacing back and forth across his room. From outside in the hallway, he heard a door open, followed by a gentle knock on his.

“I can hear you, Daniel,” whispered his mother.

“Sorry,” he said. “I… can’t sleep.”

“Do you want to talk? Or maybe just some company?”

Daniel hesitated for only a second. He felt totally abandoned after the events at the day, and given how much Kami and PJ meant to him, it was close to the truth.

“Sure,” he said.

His mom opened the door and came into his room. She was wearing a nightgown made of thin material, and had let her hair down across her shoulders, giving her a sleepy, somewhat angelic look. She walked over to his bed and sat down, and Daniel took the spot next to her.

“I know it’s tough sometimes,” she said. “Overwhelming, even. That’s just how life is, though.”

Most people’s lives don’t involve vampires and abandoned theme parks… but I get where she’s coming from.

“I know, Mom,” he said. “I just… feel like I’m trying really hard, but I don’t know what’s going on, or what to expect half the time.”

“From what I can tell, you’re doing a pretty good job.” She smiled at him, and Daniel felt himself smiling in return, her words carrying more weight than he would have expected.

“I just wish I could get some sleep,” he said.

“Bad dreams?” she asked.

Daniel shrugged.

“Yeah,” he said. “I guess you could say that.”

“Your father used to worry when I’d get bad dreams,” she said. “You know what? I might have something that can help.”

She patted his knee and stood up, gesturing for him to follow. Daniel walked down the hall after her and into his parents’ bedroom, which was essentially just his mom’s room, at this point.

Deborah knelt down next to the bed and fished something out from underneath it. It was an old, wooden lockbox, and in all Daniel’s time living under the same roof as her, he was pretty sure he’d never seen it.

“What is that?” he asked.

“I guess you could call it my box of secrets,” said Deborah. “With a few of your father’s mixed in. Can you hand me my keys?”

Daniel scooped them off her nightstand and passed them over. Deborah took a small key off the key ring and used it to unlock the box. The thing had been closed for so long that it took a bit of additional pulling to get its latch to yield, but when it finally did, Daniel felt as though he was staring into a treasure chest of memories.

“Oh wow,” he said. “There’s a lot of stuff in here.”

“Your father and I used to put everything that we thought would be dangerous for you and Melina into this box,” she said. “Eventually, we also put in some stuff that we thought you two would accidentally break, if you managed to get ahold of any of it.”

Daniel crouched down next to her, letting his hands explore the inside of the box. There were several small books, one of them in the style of a picture album, but smaller. He gently lifted it out of the box and flipped.

“Whoa…”

The album was filled with photo after photo of a gorgeous young woman, dressed in some of the skimpiest lingerie he’d ever seen. Each one was oriented in such a way to hide her face, either through the angle of the shot, or using her long hair. Daniel ogled the one in the corner, where the babe had her arms pressed against her breasts on either side, creating a perfect display of cleavage and also exposing the slightest hint of pink areola.

“Close that!” Deborah snatched the album away from him, snapping it shut. “Those… are private photos.”

Oh my god… It can’t be…

His mother was blushing and smiling in a way that left no doubt. Luckily, before Daniel could overthink it, he saw something that made him instantly switch gears.

“That’s… a gun?” He pointed to the small revolver that had been underneath the photo album, clearly standing out from the rest of the items in the box. “Mom, are you serious?”

“It’s your fathers,” said Deborah. “And it’s one of the reasons why I keep the box locked. It’s unloaded, I made sure before he put it in. And I made him promise to not keep any ammo in the house.”

“Wow…” Daniel frowned. “Why in the world would dad have needed a gun?”

“He used to travel a lot for work,” said Deborah. “I mean, he still does, but it was constant, when we first met. I used to go with him on most of his trips. So did you and your sister. You guys were both infants at the time. It was right after my first marriage fell apart and your biological mother passed.”

“I… didn’t know that,” said Daniel.

“Your father and I were both in a bad place,” said Deborah. “We pulled together, rallied as a family. That’s why we never had a big wedding. We ended up getting a marriage certificate at the courthouse just outside of the Las Vegas airport.”

Daniel was stunned. He’d never asked his mother about how she and his father had met, or what their lives had been like when he was little. He’d always assumed the answers would be boring and typical.

“But… that doesn’t really explain the gun,” he said.

Deborah sighed.

“There are a lot of things that your father never explained, not even to me,” she said. “But that’s not why I opened this box, and if we start a question and answer session, you’ll never get any sleep. Here…”

She pulled something else out of the box, a small, circular hanging ornament, made of wire and threaded with colorful beads and feathers.

“I used to have very strange dreams, back when your father and I first got together,” she said. “He gave me this. A dreamcatcher. He said it would help me sleep, to dream good dreams and forget the bad ones.”

She smiled and passed it to Daniel, letting her hand settle on his as she handed it over.

“You look so much like him,” she said. “It’s kind of spooky.”

Daniel took the dreamcatcher from her and frowned.

“You almost sound like you’re talking about him in the past tense,” he said.

Deborah shrugged.

“Your father is a good man.” She leaned her head from side to side, clearly conflicted. “Our relationship has changed a lot over the years. We still love each other… but more as friends, or co-parents, now.”

“Mom,” said Daniel. “I’m sorry.”

He pulled her into a hug, feeling her soft body meld against his.

“Oh, please, I’m fine, Daniel,” she said. “You’re the one with teenage angst.”

Daniel chuckled.

“Yeah, I guess so.”

He kissed her on the cheek and headed to bed, taking one last look at the dreamcatcher before setting it on his nightstand.


CHAPTER 67

Daniel was at a loss for what to do next morning. He didn’t get out of bed right away, and felt a bit like a depressed person, trying to hide away from the world.

It was around 8:30 when a stern knock sounded on the door to his room. His mother opened the door and poked her head in, her hair done up in a bun for work.

“Your professor called,” she said. “Daniel, you are not allowed to miss any more classes this semester.”

“Wait, what?” He shook his head. “Which professor?”

“Molly Magdalene,” said Deborah.

A chill ran down Daniel’s spine.

“She says you have her class at nine this morning,” continued his mom. “You should start getting ready.”

“Mom, I-”

“You’re going, Daniel. I know you had a rough day yesterday. I think a little bit of your normal routine will do you some good.”

He sighed.

Ms. Magdalene wouldn’t make a house call unless she was up to something… But it doesn’t really seem like I have a choice other than to walk right into whatever she is planning.

“Alright,” he said, after a minute. “I’m getting up.”

He dressed quickly and headed downstairs, grabbing an apple and a granola bar on his way through the kitchen. Daniel opened the front door and almost walked right into Jessica Duncan, PJ’s sister, who’d been on her way up the front porch stairs.

“Jess,” he said, shaking his head. “What are you doing here?”

Jessica frowned, concern and worry filling her expression. She was PJ’s oldest sister, still younger than him by about a year at 18. She was an attractive and elegant young woman, half African American and half Filipino. Daniel did his best not to notice how good she looked in her outfit, a tight white tank top with a pink zip down sweater over it, along with a pair of black yoga pants that showed off the curves of her legs and butt.

“PJ didn’t come home last night,” said Jess. “He… doesn’t do stuff like this, Daniel.”

Daniel frowned, having a flashback to a few days earlier when PJ had approached him with similar concerns related to their mother. He felt a kernel of guilt forming in his chest. It was his fault, this time, that PJ had gone missing.

“Aw, damn it,” he muttered. “Jess… I’ll do everything I can to find him. I promise.”

“My mom won’t let me file a missing person’s report,” said Jess. “She said that… he’ll probably turn up soon, but… I don’t know, Daniel. I’m really worried.”

Jess stepped forward and pulled Daniel into a hug. He reciprocated the embrace after a hesitant second, feeling Jess’s breasts pushing against his chest and trying to ignore how nicely she’d filled out over the past few years.

“Listen, I’m headed to class right now,” he said. “Can I walk you back to your house?”

“Sure,” said Jess. “I have to grab my bag before heading off to my high school, anyway. I’ll be a little late today, I think.”

“Yeah, me too,” said Daniel. He’d been planning on riding his bike to make up for his late start.

Jess stood close to him as the two of them walked down the sidewalk. She didn’t say much, and Daniel felt a little awkward in the space of the silence.

“So, uh… PJ said you got a new job?”

“Yeah,” said Jess. “At the museum. It’s going well.”

“That sounds like fun,” said Daniel.

More silence.

She’s just PJ’s little sister. Well, all grown up now, but still… I remember how she’d cry when we’d refuse to bring her to the mall with us.

“I know how this is going to sound, but I had really weird dreams the other night, Daniel,” said Jess.

“Uh…” Daniel had no idea what to say. “What do you mean by that?”

“Like, we all had dinner together,” she said. “Our two families. And there was this man, and he had this strange ability, and then you were… well, I don’t even know how to explain it.”

“It was just a dream, Jess,” he said.

“That’s not the weird part, Daniel,” she said. “PJ was asking me about it the next morning. About what I could remember from dinner. I didn’t tell him about the dream because it was too weird, but now… what if it had something to do with all of this?”

“Jess.” Daniel stopped walking and took her by the shoulders, turning her to face him. “This is not your fault.”

It took her a second to meet his eyes, and when she did, they were misted over.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m sorry. You’re right.”

“Let me figure out the PJ situation,” said Daniel. “You go off and have a good day at school, okay champ?”

Jess let out a small laugh and quickly wiped a hand under one of her eyes. They were passing by PJ’s house, and she gave him another hug before departing. Daniel felt his own heart aching as he continued on to the college.

Kami and PJ… what happens if I don’t find them?

The question hurt too much for him to think about for more than a second.


CHAPTER 68

Daniel sprinted the last stretch across campus, hurrying into the Olympus Center and down the hall to Ms. Magdalene’s classroom. He was panting by the time he got there, but immediately discovered that his haste had been for nothing. Ms. Magdalene wasn’t at her desk yet, and most of the students were busy chatting with each other rather than focusing on the lesson to come.

He saw Leah, sitting at a desk midway up the lecture hall, frowning as a tall, slightly overweight male student explained something to her. She shook her head and looked away, clearly uninterested. The male student responded by leaning in even closer, and talking in a louder voice.

“Hey Leah,” said Daniel, cutting into their conversation. “How’s it going?”

Her eyes did a weird switch, flashing through several emotions as they met his. Daniel couldn’t get a read on what she was thinking, but it was clear to him that at the least, she didn’t want the chubby suitor around.

“Uh…” The male student scratched his chin. “Are the two of you… uh, like, dating?”

Daniel smiled as he sat down in the seat next to Leah, throwing a casual arm around her.

“Yup,” he said. “Right, Leah?”

She was blushing deeply, but oddly, she was also leaning into him, her body melding against his. One of her hands slid up Daniel’s thigh and he stared at her in disbelief.

“Right,” she whispered, her voice breathy and hot. Her hand slid further up Daniel’s leg, coming within inches of his cock.

She totally has a crush on me. God, I wish my life wasn’t so complicated right now…

The male student took off, and Daniel patted Leah on the shoulder, grinning at her. She looked visibly flustered, and it seemed to take an effort of will on her behalf to separate herself from him.

“You… shouldn’t have done that,” she said.

“It just looked like you needed help,” he said.

“I was fine, Daniel.” There was a sharp edge to her tone, and Daniel couldn’t understand how what he’d done had been enough to warrant it.

“Sorry,” he said. “Honestly, I was just trying to save you from Mr. Can’t Take a Hint.”

Leah smiled slightly, and seemed to relax a bit.

“It’s okay,” she said. “It’s just… hard. Sometimes all we’re trying to do is help, but in the end, we just make things worse.”

Daniel nodded, not fully understanding what she meant.

“Anyway,” he said. “It’s past time for class to start. Any idea where Ms. Magdalene is?”

He reached into his bag and pulled out his notes binder, flipping it open to his current page. Daniel had done a bit of brainstorming on the newest trial on it, scribbling down what he could remember of the phrasing and various solutions to the cryptic hint.

“No idea,” said Leah. Her eyes flicked to his notes. “Steal a piece of the moon, gain the power of the stars?”

“Uh…” Daniel shrugged and scratched his head. “It’s a riddle. I found it online.”

“Sounds like someone is hinting at a heist of the museum,” she said.

“What?”

“The Icarus Science Museum,” said Leah. “They just got a new display on loan this week. It has a small piece of one of the moon rocks brought back by the Apollo mission.”

Daniel rubbed a hand across his chin as an audacious idea formed in his head. All of the rest of the trials the Book of Sins had given him had been straightforward and literal. Could it be that he needed an actual piece of the moon to fulfill this one?

Maybe it doesn’t matter whether the solution is literal, or metaphorical? I can’t imagine there were many moon rocks lying around back when the book was first written…

Before he could give it any more thought, Ms. Magdalene walked into the lecture hall. She made her way to the front of the room slowly, her eyes scanning the room and briefly settling on Daniel.

Ms. Magdalene was wearing a tight black tube skirt, shorter than any he’d seen her in before. Her white button up blouse looked a size too small for her chest, and the top few buttons strained to keep her bosom from busting out and giving the class a show. Her hair was twisted into a neat bun, held in place by wooden hair pins with tiny gemstones on each end. The outfit would have made her look more like something out of a horny teenager’s fantasy if not for her bookish glasses, which gave off a vibe of naïve, innocent chastity.

“I apologize for being late,” she said, setting her bag on her desk. “Shall we get started?”

She pulled out her class planner, along with the book on creative writing she’d assigned to all of them. And then, Ms. Magdalene looked up at the room, locking eyes with Daniel as she reached into her bag and slowly took out a small, cylindrical crystal vial, sealed with candle wax at the top.

Fuck. This is why she wanted me here.

He stared across the lecture hall at her, feeling his anxiety build as Ms. Magdalene rolled the vial through her hands. To the rest of the class, the crystal looked nothing so much as a tiny trinket, maybe a decorative pen holder, or just a silly bauble their professor might use to point out things on the whiteboard with.

“Today’s lesson might end up being very hard for some of you,” said Ms. Magdalene. “If you find yourself having trouble, just focus on keeping up with your assignments. If you fail to get what you’ve promised to me on time, always know that you can come to me, for help, and to work out a mutually beneficial agreement.”

She tapped a finger on the crystal vial, and for an instant, it gleamed with light. The effect wasn’t obvious enough to look like anything more than sunlight catching it at just the right angle, but Daniel could feel the effect of whatever magic she was using resonate through his body, confirming his suspicions.

Ms. Magdalene slowly ran her fingers across the crystal again. Daniel’s entire body tensed up as pleasure so intense that it was almost painful washed over him. His cock hardened like it was trying to beat the world record time for going from flaccid to erect, and he had to bite his lip to keep from moaning. He’d never felt so sexually frustrated in his entire life, and it was at the start of a three hour lecture.

“Any questions on the assigned reading?” asked Ms. Magdalene.


CHAPTER 69

Daniel was stuck. The sensation was too intense for him to focus, could barely see anything in the room other than Ms. Magdalene, with a self-satisfied smile on her face, and the outfit she’d worn just to make his torture that much more excruciating.

Every time she moved her fingers along the crystal, he could feel her touch on his cock, magically transmuted by whatever spell she’d locked him into. Except, it was clear from the way it felt that there was no room for him to find any release. It was like sexual waterboarding.

Daniel knew that Ms. Magdalene wouldn’t let him cum, not from the sensation of the crystal, and probably not even from his own touch. It was what she wanted, to make him suffer insane sexual frustration, to the point where he’d beg her and offer to do anything for release.

This is her trap, and it’s perfect. Probably fun for her, even.

“Can everybody take out your notes on the reading?” asked Ms. Magdalene. “We’ll go over that first.”

She looked right at Daniel as the class moved to pull out their materials, her hand slowly stroking up and down the crystal. Daniel fell forward on his desk, feeling as though his teacher was right there underneath it, stroking him off and keeping him unbearably close to the brink of orgasm.

“Are you okay?” asked Leah, putting her hand on his shoulder. Daniel had to take a deep breath before he could speak.

“I’m fine,” he said. “Just… tired.”

He looked back at Ms. Magdalene in time to see her wink at him and give the crystal another affectionate pat. Daniel closed his eyes as an invisible finger slid over the tip of his cock.

“The reading was about Jeanine Maxwell’s experience at an all girls’ school,” said Ms. Magdalene. “And how hard of a struggle the experience was for her. What did all of you think of it?”

A girl in the back of the room raised her hand, and Ms. Magdalene pointed with the crystal to call on her.

“It was good,” said the girl. “A lot of what she said was indirect, though. Like when she was supposedly just talking to her male teacher, and sucking on the lollipop.”

“Elaborate a bit more on that point,” said Ms. Magdalene. All of the students turned to look at the girl who was talking, leaving Daniel’s professor with an opening to caress and stroke the crystal. He gripped the edges of his desk as his cock throbbed with pleasure, the sensation nearly strong enough to make him scream.

“Well, I mean…” The girl seemed to be searching for a polite way of phrasing it. “She talked about how intense it was for the two of them, as teacher and student. I think she might have been telling us one thing, when in reality something else happened.”

“And the lollipop?” Ms. Magdalene brought her lips in close to the crystal, locking eyes with Daniel.

“Well…” The girl who’d raised her hand was blushing fiercely. “I think she was like, really saying that it was… well, his… oh you know… his penis.”

Ms. Magdalene planted a kiss on the top of the crystal, her tongue sliding forward and swirling around its tip. Daniel had let out a silent gasp and leaned back in his chair, his legs opening automatically in response to the sensation, as though to make room. He could feel his professor’s hot lips and sweet tongue as though they were really there. It was too much for him, and yet because of the nature of the magic, still not enough.

“Good, Amy,” said Ms. Magdalene. “We’re going to do a quick creative writing exercise. I’m going to hand each of you a unique narrative prompt, and I want you to write at least two pages relating to it. Preferably in a story format, but if you can’t think of anything, it can be freeform.”

She picked up a pile of handouts off her desk and started moving around the class. Daniel could still feel the throbbing pressure of the spell, but his teacher was no longer actively torturing him. He let out a sigh of relief and noticed Leah staring at him.

“What?” he said.

“You’re acting weird today,” she said, shaking her head. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

“Nothing’s going on,” said Daniel. “This is how I always act.”

Ms. Magdalene slowly made her way from student to student, answering questions as she went. She stopped by Leah’s desk, and then finally, moved onto Daniel. He tried not to look like he was suffering as she slid the writing prompt across his desk.

“Let me know if you have any questions about anything that I’ve explained in class today,” she whispered. “Hopeful, the main point of this lesson is self-evident.”

“I’m a slow learner, Ms. Magdalene,” said Daniel. “You should know that by now.”

She smiled at him and held the crystal in a tight grip in one hand. Daniel felt invisible fingers tightening around his cock. Slowly, she began to stroke her other hand up and down, leaning over Daniel’s desk and pushing her breasts into his face as she did.

“You going to learn, one way or another,” she whispered. “By the end of this semester, you’ll be thanking me for everything I’ve taught you.”

Daniel couldn’t meet her gaze. He felt her hands magically stroking off his cock. It felt so good. He was right on the precipice of an orgasm, and Ms. Magdalene wouldn’t let him go the last stretch. He was stuck, completely at the mercy of the pleasurable pain of his own arousal.

“Ms. Magdalene,” he forced out, in a whisper. “You have an entire class to teach. You shouldn’t… pick favorites.”

She leaned in, letting her breath tickle Daniel’s ear.

“Remember what I said about not wearing panties?” she asked, her voice barely audible.

Daniel watched as she walked back down the aisle, her butt swaying from side to side with each step. She sat down behind her desk, and the hand with the crystal in it disappeared underneath.

She isn’t… She wouldn’t…

He felt the tip of his cock slide into something wet, hot, and tight. Ms. Magdalene was making eyes at him, her cheeks slightly flushed, her tongue slowly licking her lips. She let out what looked like a silent moan, and Daniel felt himself slide deeper into her.

The pleasure of it was unreal, so perfect and so right that Daniel would have done anything for her, in that moment. If he’d had the Book of Sins, he would have given it to her. If she’d wanted him to sign his soul over, he probably would have done that too.

His hand was rubbing across the painfully hard bulge in his pants. He wanted to take it out and stroke himself to the point of cumming, right there in front of the class. Ms. Magdalene’s face was more erotic than any photo or video he’d ever seen. He could feel her cunt squeezing him from across the room, and it felt unbelievably good.

Fear suddenly took hold in Daniel’s heart, pushing aside his lust and desire for a single second of clear realization. She literally had him by the balls. If she could use her magic not only to inflict infinite pleasure upon him, but also control if and when he got to cum, she could make him do anything. He was a teenage male, and she’d found his kryptonite.

Daniel staggered to his feet, trying to shift his erection as much as he could to make it less visible. The first step he took wasn’t toward the exit, but toward Ms. Magdalene, as though he intended to push her down against her desk and fuck her right there and then, to finish off the lecture.

He managed to get control of his legs and turn himself around. He was almost out the door when he heard Ms. Magdalene clear her throat and focus her attention on him.

“Off to use the restroom, Mr. Worth?” she asked.

Daniel nodded, knowing that if he tried to speak, his composure would melt away completely.

“Don’t take too long,” she said. “I’ll catch you up on what you missed after class.”


CHAPTER 70

Daniel already knew what he was going to do before he’d made it halfway down the hall. He needed to get the crystal, and in order to do that, he needed to catch Ms. Magdalene off guard. She expected him to disappear into the bathroom and spend the next ten or so minutes fruitlessly trying to achieve an orgasm that would never come. That left him with a golden opportunity.

The fire alarm was right next to the door of the men’s room, situated in between Ms. Magdalene’s current lecture hall and the nearest exit. Daniel couldn’t have positioned it any more perfectly if he’d tried. He let his hand linger over it for a moment, remembering the rumors he’d heard in high school about it spraying ink to mark pranksters, and then pulled it.

No ink came out, but the loudspeaker overhead began blaring at a high pitched shrill. Daniel pushed the fire alarm back into place and slipped into the men’s room, keeping the door cracked half an inch to spy on what was going on outside. He was still hard as a rock, and as the students of his class filed by toward the exit, his eyes were drawn to the feminine curves of breasts and butts.

Ms. Magdalene lagged behind, only leaving the classroom once the hallway was clear of everybody else. Daniel waited until she was passing by the door of the restroom, and then sprang into action.

He grabbed her bag and tried to pull it away from her. To his dismay, Ms. Magdalene held on tightly, following after it into the men’s room. She smiled at Daniel, glancing down at his obvious arousal.

“Oh, you poor thing,” she said. “What will ever manage to do about-”

Daniel pushed forward, kissing her on the lips and pulling her body against him. It was a bold move, and if it wasn’t for the torture she’d been putting him through for the past half hour, he probably wouldn’t have had the guts to go for it.

Surprisingly, Ms. Magdalene kissed him back. She hesitated for a second, as though unsure if she was still the one in control or not. Daniel used the moment to pull down his jeans and boxers. He slipped a hand under Ms. Magdalene’s skirt, and sure enough, she wasn’t wearing any panties. Her crotch was hot and wet from what she’d been doing with the crystal, and she shivered as Daniel ran his hands over it.

“You’re playing with fire, Mr. Worth,” she whispered.

“You started it, Ms. Magdalene.”

He pushed her back flat against the door of the rest room and lifted her up, sliding her legs apart as his cock squeezed in between her thighs. Ms. Magdalene let out a surprised gasp, followed by a sharp squeal of pleasure as her student’s cock slipped into her tight, hot cunt.

There was no gentle buildup, no soft foreplay. Ms. Magdalene had been making Daniel’s life hard for days now, and after the stunt with the crystal, he was more than ready to let her have it. He let his hips push forward, thrusting deep into her, feeling a strange mixture of lust and anger.

“This… this won’t…” Ms. Magdalene was breathing heavily, struggling to get her words out. “…change anything, Daniel.”

The door thumped as Daniel pumped in and out of her. Anybody passing through the hallway would know that something was going on, if not exactly what. Ms. Magdalene was moaning and squealing, her legs wrapped tight around Daniel even as she continued to keep up her façade of control.

“I still have you under my spell!” She held the crystal in one hand, waving it in the air like a magic wand.

Daniel put every inch of his hard cock into her tight cunt. Ms. Magdalene gasped, and wasn’t ready for what he did next. He simply stripped the crystal out of her hand and tossed it over his head.

It landed with a satisfying plunk in one of the toilets, and Daniel felt the spell end abruptly. He was still horny, still incredibly turned on, and still in the middle of fucking his professor, but now, he could feel his release approaching.

“You… you little brat!” cried Ms. Magdalene. Daniel grinned and thrust into her harder, his body slapping against hers with rhythmic, lewd noises. Ms. Magdalene let out tiny, reactionary cries of pleasure, unable to keep quiet.

It’s my turn to make her squirm.

Daniel ripped her blouse open, watching as a few of the buttons snapped off and fell to the floor. He groped at her breasts through the bra underneath, continuing his hard onslaught with his cock. Ms. Magdalene was almost delirious with pleasure, the power play Daniel had pulled only intensifying the emotions behind the sex.

“That’s right, Ms. Magdalene,” he whispered. “And I’ve got one more surprise for you…”

“You…” Ms. Magdalene buried her face in his neck. “Don’t you dare!”

“Too late!” Daniel thrust hard one last time, feeling Ms. Magdalene tense up with him as both of them reached orgasm together. Pleasure swept over him like water from a bursting dam as he blew his load deep inside of her. His anger from before came back, along with a strange sense of embarrassment over what he’d just done to his teacher. He felt Ms. Magdalene’s fingers dig into his shoulder, and then she was pushing him back.

“This isn’t over!” she said, through gritted teeth. She stood before him, her blouse ripped, cum leaking down her leg, glaring at him as though about to shoot lasers from her eyes.

“Of course it isn’t,” said Daniel. “But next time, try to remember who you’re dealing with. Or at least to wear panties.”

He cleared his throat, glancing down at his naked lower half and then scanning the floor for his boxers and jeans. He found them, pulled them on, and then hurried out of the bathroom, leaving Ms. Magdalene alone, freshly fucked in a community college men’s room.
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Daniel sat on his living room couch, phone in hand, debating with himself about the best way to do what he needed to do. He’d spent the afternoon running a couple of other critical errands, and now his focus was back to the essential issue: how to track down his sister, PJ, and Kami.

The new spell is the only hope I have. Which means I need to get into the museum.

Which also meant that he needed to ask Jess, the only person he knew that worked at the museum, to go against her conscience and let him inside after hours. Daniel didn’t even have Jess’s cell number, so he had to wait until early evening, when she’d be home and around PJ’s landline. It was all for PJ, in the end. He reminded himself of that as he dialed the number.

The dial tone rang three times, and then someone picked up.

“Hello?” said a tiny, high pitched voice.

“Hi, I’m calling for, uh, Jess…” Daniel felt suddenly awkward. He honestly couldn’t remember the last time he’d called a landline, a family phone, and had to gone through the song and dance of getting a girl on the line.

“Jess!” called the tiny voice.

He listened to approaching footsteps, and then heard the receiver switch hands.

“Uh, hello?” said Jess.

“Jess, it’s Daniel,” he said. “I need a favor.”

“Daniel?” Jess hesitated for a moment. “Does this… have anything to do with PJ?”

“Yes,” he said. “But it’s hard to explain how. Can you just come out and meet me in an hour or so? I’ll drop by your place so you don’t have to walk in the dark.”

“Can’t you just tell me over the phone?”

Daniel winced.

I need her in close, before I tell her.

“Just trust me, Jess,” said Daniel. “I wouldn’t be asking if it wasn’t serious.”

“Alright,” she said. “If you’re sure, then… hey! Mom!”

Daniel heard the phone moving, passing from one set of hands to another.

“Daniel,” said Ms. Duncan. “You’re calling to ask my daughter to go out with you late at night, correct?”

“Uh…” Daniel scratched his head. “Technically, that’s correct.”

“What are your intentions with her?”

It felt a little strange for Ms. Duncan, a woman who’d been magically charmed into running away from home with a sex freak, to be lecturing him on appropriate intentions.

“It’s related to… PJ,” he said, opting for as much honesty as he could. “Jess came to talk to me this morning, and I’ve been trying to think of what I could do to help track him down. I think she might be able to help, but it’s hard to explain how over the phone.”

Ms. Duncan didn’t say anything for a moment.

“That’s a little convoluted,” she said. “You could have just admitted how you feel about her, you know.”

“What?”

Ms. Duncan laughed.

“She’s a virgin, Daniel,” she whispered. “Take it very slow for the first few minutes.”

In the background, Daniel heard Jess yell “Mom!” and storm over to the phone. It switched hands again, and Jess let out an embarrassed sigh into the receiver.

“She’s so weird,” said Jess.

“I’ll pick you up at around seven, okay?” Daniel ran a hand through his hair. “And then I’ll explain everything.”

He said his goodbye and spent some time making sure everything was ready for what came after. Daniel forced himself to eat some food, though it was a week night, meaning his mom was working late and all he had were leftovers and frozen stuff.

Jess was already waiting outside when he arrived at PJ’s house, probably not interested in having another embarrassing scene with her mom on the way out. Daniel waved to her as he walked over.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hi,” said Jess. “Let’s just jump to the part where you explain what’s going on.”

Daniel smiled. She was like PJ, no nonsense and straight to the point. He gestured away from the house, and the two of them started walking down the sidewalk.

“Jess,” said Daniel. “I need to get into the museum. I can’t explain why, but it might save PJ’s life.”

And Kami’s life.

“What?” said Jess. “Let me get this straight… The museum I work at… You need to get inside?”

Daniel nodded.

“Do you think he’s hiding in one of the exhibits?” said Jess. “Daniel… That sounds absolutely ridiculous.”

“Trust me, even if I explained further, it wouldn’t stop sounding ridiculous,” he said. “I’m not going to do anything malicious, I promise.”

“I…” Jess hesitated and then shook her head. “Daniel, I can’t. I’m sorry.”

She brushed a few strands of her dark hair out of her face. She’d zipped up her sweatshirt, and the fabric pulled tightly enough over her breasts to give Daniel a much better sense of exactly how large and impressive they really were.

There was one option left open to him, but the idea of using magic on his best friend’s little sister felt wrong in a dozen different ways. He’d seen what the Whisper of Desire did to people firsthand, several times over.

Shelly had practically fallen in love with him after a single use of it, giving him back his previously stolen bike and going through with a messy breakup with her boyfriend. Emily, the secretary at Malcolm’s therapy office, had been ready to go around her employer’s back, and Daniel had gotten several unsolicited calls from an unrecognized number since then that he was pretty sure were her.

And Nyx, a Dreamwalker, one of the religious inquisitors of the magical world, literally couldn’t resist him. She couldn’t do her job properly when it came to him, and beyond that, there was a new element of self-defeating affection in her behavior. He thought about the gospel book she’d given him, and the way her voice sounded whenever she tried to make herself seem mean.

But this is PJ’s little sister. And according to her mother, she’s still a virgin, even.

“Jess?” he said. “Do you want me to do everything I can to save PJ?”

Jess ran a hand through her hair, the conflict clear on her face. Daniel knew that his face must be a match for it, fighting against both bad options and forced to pick one.

“I do,” she said…

“Can I…” He sighed, and gestured for her to come in close. “Can I tell you something?”
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The Whisper of Desire left Daniel’s lips like hot breath in the winter, a glowing purple mist that caressed the nape of Jess’s neck. She let out a pleasured gasp and fell forward against him, her hands already moving down his chest and stomach.

“Whoa! Whoa! Hold on!” Daniel took a quick step back. He had no intention of sleeping with his best friend’s little sister, though he’d used the whisper on her. It was a means to an end, a way of getting her to go along with his, admittedly, rather far flung plan.

It’s manipulation, plain and simple. If it wasn’t for Kami and PJ’s lives being on the line, I would hate myself for this.

“Daniel…” whispered Jess. “Oh Daniel. I… I understand now.”

“You understand?” he asked. “About the museum?”

“Of course.” Jess started moving in close to him, and Daniel and had to take a step back for each one she took forward. “Where else could we go to get some privacy?”

“…What?”

“With my sisters and my mom at my home,” said Jess. “And your sister and your mom at your place. This way we can really and truly be alone, and not have to worry about anything.”

“Oh man…” Daniel shrugged and ran a hand over his chin. “Yeah, sure, that’s it. We’ll be alone in the empty museum, after hours, and we can… get some privacy.”

Jess moved forward quicker than Daniel could move away, clamping herself onto one of his arms. She started kissing his neck, and Daniel tried not to notice how good and exciting it felt.

“Let’s get to the museum,” he said.

“I almost can’t wait,” whispered Jess. “I… I’ve never felt this way before, Daniel.”

Let’s hope it wears off more quickly with her than it has, so far, with the others.

Daniel had to devote half his attention to keep Jess at bay as they walked through the park, toward the Icarus Science Museum. She kissed and groped, and whispered a virgin’s rendition of seductive dirty talk into his ear.

Jess had grown into an extremely attractive young woman, but in Daniel’s mind, she was still the little girl that he and PJ had been forced to play with, or else she’d cry. She was the little girl who’d they tickled until she’d accidentally peed her pants. They’d played pranks on her and her friends during girls only sleepovers, and she’d tattled on them for just about everything they’d done.

Daniel was as hard as a rock by the time they made it to the museum’s entrance. Jess was kissing his neck and grinding against him with soft, deliberate motions. She kept pulling his hands onto her breasts, her very large breasts, and they felt absolutely amazing.

No, no, no. I need to get this over with ASAP.

“Jess,” he hissed. “We’re here.”

“Finally.” She planted one last kiss directly on Daniel’s lips, her hand running over the bulge in his pants as he did. Daniel jerked back, but only after allowing it to go on for a second or two.

Jess walked up the stairs, not even bothering to look up and down the street first. She pulled out her keyring, slipped it into the museum’s front door, and unlocked it.

“Just like that?” asked Daniel, as he followed her inside.

“It’s a museum, Daniel,” whispered Jess. “Not a bank vault.”

She was against him again as soon as he’d shut the door behind them, kissing his neck and grinding her crotch into his. She was so soft and sexy. Daniel could hear the voice of his own horniness urging him on, coming up with reasons why it would be okay to do it with her, just once.

“Come on,” he forced himself to say. “I need to see the moon exhibit.”

“What? Why?”

“I just need to see it,” he said. “Can you show me where it is?”

Jess let out an annoyed sigh and took him by one hand, leading him through the museum. They passed by a display featuring an enormous T-Rex skeleton, surrounded by smaller dinosaurs that Daniel didn’t recognize. The museum was dark enough to make the scene a little spooky, and from the way Jess drew in closer to him, she apparently thought so, too.

They headed around a corner into another section of the museum, passing by a life size recreation of the Wright Brothers’ original airplane and a massive hot air balloon. Daniel saw the exhibit he was looking for across the floor, and almost couldn’t believe his eyes.

The museum wasn’t featuring a moon rock, it was featuring the moon. The exhibit was behind a long series of huge glass windows, showcasing the intricately detailed surface, the floor having been turned into a chalk white mashup of craters, rocks, and boulders.

A model of the Apollo moon lander that appeared to be close to scale sat in the center, with a man in a space suit standing next to it. The back wall had been painted over with the black, empty void of outer space, dotted with thousands of stars, with the Earth as seen from the moon as the central feature.

“Wow…” Daniel slowly shook his head, blown away by the lengths the museum had gone to for the exhibit.

“I helped set it up,” said Jess. She spoke in a voice that implied that she felt worthy of some kind of reward from him, something he could give her, right there and then.

“Can you get me inside?” asked Daniel.

Jess frowned at him.

“Daniel, that might be going too far,” she said. “We’re already here… Why would you need to-”

Daniel stepped in close to her, pressing his lips against hers and giving her a passionate kiss. Their bodies pressed together, and Daniel ran his hands across her hips and butt, his hard cock screaming for him to take it further. He pulled back just as the embrace began to heat up.

“Well?” he asked again. “Can you?”

Jess nodded, her eyes almost reverent as she looked at him.

I’m a bad person. She’s still so young…

She brought him over to a maintenance door next to the exhibit, and after slipping in another key, opened it up for him. Daniel walked into a narrow hallway and then around the corner, stepping out onto another world.

It felt a little unnerving. The ground was imitation moon rock, and the background was clearly fake, but Daniel still had to take a second to check his breathing and convince his instincts that yes, he was still actually on Earth. He hopped in the air slightly, ensuring that the gravity was still at the same level he was used to, and then started walking forward.

Daniel found himself thinking about his life since he’d found the Book of Sins. He had entered a new realm, with new rules and new challenges, and in a very real sense, the Apollo astronauts had done the same thing, just on a very different scale.

He stopped in front of the life size model space man, staring into his own reflection in the gleaming face plate. He could see Earth over the man’s shoulder, so small and distant compared to how it felt to him in his daily life.

Focus. You need to do what you came here to do.

The sample of the moon rock was near the front of display, under a glass cover that looked a bit like a snow globe. Daniel walked over to it slowly, glancing back at Jess, who was watching him nervously from the door. He slipped his sweatshirt sleeve over his hand, not wanting to leave fingerprints if possible, lifted the cover, and picked the moon rock up.

Part of Daniel had been expecting the whole endeavor to be a complete waste of time. The other spell trials had been straight forward, with their explanations direct and easy to interpret. Daniel has halfway sure that his interpretation of the newest one was too literal to have a chance at being what he was actually supposed to do.

He was wrong. As soon as he took possession of the moon rock, knowledge flooded into him. It felt like running into an old friend on the street and suddenly opening up a treasure trove of forgotten memories.

Daniel understood why the stars looked magical on a clear night. He understood why humans had been fascinated by them for so long. He understood how astrology, once a real magical discipline used in various practical ways, had been demonized by the Dreamwalkers and turned into a hollow imitation of what it originally was.

Daniel understood how to cast a spell that would let him consult with the cosmos.
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In the end, Daniel left the moon rock exactly where he’d found it. There’d been no stipulation in the spell trial for him to keep the piece of the moon, and he figured that the less felonies he committed, the better.

It took some serious convincing to get Jess to go home once he’d finished. The whisper had done exactly what he’d expected it to. Jess was worked up for him, and Daniel knew from experience how cruel it was for him to leave her hanging with a sexual itch deeply in need of a hard scratch, but, she was PJ’s sister.

Eventually, she relented on the grounds that he agree to go on another date with her at a time of her choosing, no questions asked, no weaseling out of it. Daniel agreed, figuring that if he was careful, he could probably run out the clock on the effects of the spell.

Though now that I think about it, I’m not sure if it actually even wears off.

He frowned as he walked home, trying not to worry about it too much. Daniel needed to focus on the task at hand, which he already going to be unpleasant enough without him making mistakes because of other distractions.

His mother’s car wasn’t in the driveway, exactly as he’d hoped. Daniel made his way into the house and headed straight up to her room, pulling out the key he’d lifted off her keychain early that morning.

He slid the wooden chest out from under her bed and opened it. For a moment, he had a strange, unwanted urge to go through the box completely and see what other, undiscovered secrets might lie within it. Daniel felt a shiver of shame run through him as he remembered the photo album, and pushed the thought out of his head.

It only took him a couple of seconds to find the revolver. It was a .357 magnum, and he took a second to double check that the special bullets he’d purchased at Andy’s Arsenal that afternoon fit in the chamber before carefully loading them in.

The gun felt heavy in Daniel’s hand, as though its weight reflected the weight of what he was going to have to do. He knew that he could use his newest spell to track Melina down, but it would take his entire reservoir of magic for the day. He would have nothing left to fight her with, though he’d already ruled out the idea of taking her on with Flame Touch, or Whisper of Desire.

This is literally all I’ll have to stop her with.

He took a deep breath, and then spent a minute figuring out how to work the safety, and coming up with a way to carry the weapon on him without it being obvious. He settled for slipping it into his sweatshirt’s interior chest pocket, the garment baggy enough to hide its presence.

Daniel walked downstairs, headed outside, and climbed onto his bike. He headed for the city’s outskirts, where the light pollution was minimal and he could actually see the stars he’d be counting on.

It was a quiet night with few cars out, and he made good time. With every minute that passed by, the anxiety he’d been keeping at bay over PJ and Kami’s wellbeing began to grow. By the time Daniel was far enough out of the city to see the stars properly, his heart was already pounding.

“Alright,” he muttered. “Let’s hope to god that this works.”

He lowered his bike to the ground next to an old, abandoned farm, and then looked up at the night sky. Daniel could feel his new spell on the tip of his tongue, and realized, for the first time, that one of his other three spells was actually missing.

Kami mentioned this to me back when she first explained the book. I must have reached my spell limit.

The spell he’d lost was Magical Hair Restoration
, and it had been about as useful as the name made it sound. It was almost hard for Daniel to remember it, as though not having it memorized and ready to cast was like forgetting the existence of a word. He knew that if he eventually managed to get the book back, he’d be able to swap his lost spell in, but that wasn’t an option available to him at the moment, which made him glad he’d lost a useless spell rather than one of his others.

He took a deep breath, clapped his hand together, and prepared to cast his new spell. Even though Danial didn’t know the name the author of the Book of Sins had given to it, he knew exactly how to use it. He pictured Kami in his mind, her pretty face, her gorgeous violet eyes, and let out a slow exhale as he started casting.

The toll of the spell was gigantic, instantly sucking out most of Daniel’s magic. What little he had left went toward keeping the spell active, making it a particularly bad spell to use when he was headed into a fight.

The stars above him, bright and brilliant against the night sky, began to change. Or rather, the way Daniel perceived them began to change. Though the stars remained in their original positions, Daniel could see new patterns amongst them, new constellations popping out of the chaos of the cosmos.

He saw an arrow, pointing across the sky in a distinct direction. Daniel stared up at the stars for several more seconds before deciding on a course of action. He had to trust his new spell, had to count on it working as he hoped it did. It was the only chance he had to find them.
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The stars led Daniel north, and then east, the constellations shifting as he travelled to keep his position relative to his target. They weren’t leading him into the city, but rather, around its northern edge.

It wasn’t until he’d been biking for fifteen minutes or so when Daniel realized where he was headed. Years ago, when Melina had been a senior in high school, there had been an old, abandoned house just outside of town that some of the students had used for illicit entertainment.

Usually, it consisted of going to the house to smoke weed or drink beers. Sometimes, the teenagers would dare each other to spend the entire night in the creepy building. There had even been rumors about a few girls losing their virginity in the house, and one such rumor, to Daniel’s horror, had been about Melina.

To this day, I still hope it isn’t true.

The fun had come to an abrupt stop when one of the high schoolers had arrived at the house only to find that a homeless man had overdosed on one of the ratty old couches. Nobody talked much about it after that. If Melina was aiming for somewhere near enough that she could get to it in a single night, but secluded enough to keep her from being bothered, that house fit the bill perfectly.

Daniel’s legs were getting tired, and his magic was running low. He was biking alongside an old highway, where the cars often made up their own speed limits in lieu of the legal one. Several times, he was forced to swerve off into the dirt to avoid being sideswiped by people who were either inattentive night drivers, or just plain drunk.

He took the turn off the highway onto the old road that led to the house. Tree branches intersected overhead, blocking out much of the moonlight and the stars Daniel had been using for navigation. He still had a mile or so to go down into the woods before reaching the house, and wasn’t about to fumble his way forward.

Daniel let his spell drop, now sure of where he’d find Melina and the others. He was practically out of magic, but with the last of what he had in him, he cast Flame Touch, only putting in half as much magical energy as usual, and creating a fire in his palm intended to give off light, rather than do harm.

With his free hand, he pushed his bike alongside him. He would be walking it home after rescuing Kami and PJ, anyway. Daniel tried to hold onto the thought, even as every ounce of his intuition screamed that he’d taken too long, wasted too much time.

The possibility of all his hard work being for nothing scared him in how probably it seemed. Kami had been with Melina for days now. There was a chance that even if Melina hadn’t done anything, the familiar might have just run out of magical energy to sustain herself, and faded into nonexistence.

I can’t let myself think like that. She’ll be okay.

Daniel’s mind turned to PJ, instead, and he felt a similar sense of doom and gloom. PJ wouldn’t just go along with Melina quietly. She would have had to make him go, with the threat of violence, or maybe the same vampire kiss spell that she’d used on Daniel. In both instances, he didn’t have high hopes for how it would affect his friend, long term.

Daniel passed around the last turn and saw the house in the distance. It was in such a state of disrepair that it was hard for him to imagine it having ever been anything other than a dilapidated ruin.

The paint job was chipped to the point of being scant, and hardly covering half of the outside walls. Shingles were missing from the roof, and Daniel could see a hole in at least one spot. The front porch was mostly collapsed, and of course, the grass surrounding the building was an overgrown mess.

Daniel made no move to enter. Instead, he checked to make sure that the gun was still where it needed to be, and then lifted his tiny flame over his head, waving it in a slow circle. He wanted Melina to come and face him outside, where he’d at least know what to expect from his surroundings.

A minute or two passed by. He could hear sounds coming from inside the house. His heart pounded in his chest. Daniel tried to stay as calm as he could, but the emotional gravity of what he was going to have to do weighed down on him.

Finally, the front door opened. PJ stepped outside through it, refusing to make eye contact with Daniel. He tripped as he stepped off the porch, and Melina appeared behind him.

“Ah, little brother,” she said. “I figured you’d show up sooner or later.”

She walked down onto the grass, standing about twenty feet away from him. Daniel wasn’t sure if it was a safe distance or not, whether he could get the gun out in time to fire a shot before she pounced forward onto him. He tried not to think about what would happen in that scenario.

I just need to focus, and do what I came here to do.

“Hey Melina,” he said, his voice lacking the strength he’d intended for it. “Uh… How’s it going?”

He wanted to say something dramatic, to make a stand on behalf of his friends. But this wasn’t like facing off against the dark sorcerer, or fending off Malcolm. He wasn’t staring at an enemy across from him. He was staring at his sister.

She had on a loose fitting white blouse, made almost translucent by the white light of the stars and moon overhead. The jeans she wore fit her tightly, and Daniel was pretty sure he’d seen Kami wear the same pair within the last week or two. Her skin was pale, her eyes were dark, and everything about her reminded Daniel of his childhood, of the big sister who always looked out for him, always teased him.

“It’s going just fine, Daniel,” said Melina. “Haven’t had much luck with that book of yours, though.”

“It won’t work for you,” he said.

“I know that.” Melina sounded pouty, and she crossed her arms. “Why don’t you just let me have it?”

Daniel rolled his eyes and exhaled gruffly.

“Melina, I’m not five,” he said. “We aren’t talking about me giving you some of my carrot sticks, or chips.”

Her expression darkened.

“No,” she said. “Obviously, that isn’t what we’re talking about, Daniel.”

I just have to do it. I can’t leave without PJ and Kami.

“Melina,” said Daniel. “Enough is enough. I came here so I could…” He bit his lip, letting his eyes close for a dangerous moment. “…bring you home.”

Melina looked at him strangely, as though he’d just said something that didn’t fit with her expectations.

“…What?” She frowned and shook her head.

“I came here to bring you home, Melina,” said Daniel. “Mom… misses you. She doesn’t know that she does, not after the horrible fiction I had to concoct to keep Kami close. But she does… and I miss you, Melina.”

Melina let out a disgusted sigh and rolled her jet black eyes.

“Daniel, enough,” she said. “Sweet talk was never your style. You don’t miss me.”

“Melina, I love you!” he said, letting real emotion enter into his voice. “You’re my sister. Do you understand how worried about you I’ve been for the past few months?”

“Oh, please,” said Melina. “I don’t need my baby brother worrying after me.”

“Actually, apparently you fucking do,” said Daniel. “Tell me the truth, Melina. How did it happen?”

Melina flinched back slightly, either at the sharpness of her words or the sensitive nature of what he was asking her to remember.

“You wouldn’t understand, Daniel,” she said.

“Try me.”

Melina ran her hand through her hair, shaking her head slightly.

“It wasn’t some horrible, dark alley thing, okay?” She fidgeted a little as she spoke. “I… I fell in love. I wanted to be with someone, and the only way for me to be with them, to really be with them, was for me to make a change.”

“So you became a fucking vampire?” Daniel was shouting, his anger directed at both his sister and her selfish lover. “That was your fucking solution? To throw everything away, Melina?”

“What did I really have here to stay for?” she said. “Can you answer me that, Daniel? I didn’t take much away from high school, and I didn’t even have the sense that you did to take a try at community college. I had nothing, and there wasn’t anything waiting for me later on.”

“Melina…” Daniel took a deep breath, steeling his nerves. “You do have something. A family, and we’re waiting for you.”

“I’m not going home with you, Daniel!” shouted Melina. “This is my life now.”

“And if I go after the vampire who killed you, you can have your old life back, and more.”

“Not after everything I’ve done,” said Melina. She glanced over at PJ, who’d been strangely silent for the entire conversation. “It would never be normal again. People know what I am.”

Daniel reached into his sweatshirt and pulled out the gun. Melina took a step backward, but Daniel didn’t pull his arm up to take aim at her.

“I’ll do anything for my family, Melina,” he said, in a low voice. “Whatever it takes, I’ll do it. Both to get you back to normal, and to keep all of this a secret.”

Daniel raised the barrel of the pistol, pointing not at his sister, but at PJ. Daniel met his best friend’s gaze, and the two shared a moment of silent understanding.

“Daniel!” snapped Melina. “Don’t be stupid!”

“I’m so sorry…” muttered Daniel.

He pulled the trigger.
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PJ fell backward, landing in a sprawl on the overgrown lawn. Daniel’s eardrums rang so intensely that it was almost painful, and the hand holding the gun had a tingle that ran deep into his palm.

Melina stare at him, her mouth agape. She looked down at PJ, and then back up at him. Her expression shifted, first into a frown, and then into a knowing smile.

“You thought you could fool me by firing a blank,” she said, with a slow nod. “Nice try, little bro. Clever, but not nearly clever enough.”

She took a slow step toward him, followed by another. Daniel took a step back, keeping the distance between them constant.

“You have no idea what I’ve become in the time I’ve been away,” said Melina. “I’ve fought people before, dangerous people. I’ve killed people! I’ve drank more blood than water, and I’ve done things that would make you sick to your stomach! You have no idea just who it is that you’re dealing with, Daniel! You couldn’t even begin to-”

Daniel fired the second shot, taking careful aim. It struck his sister through the shoulder, and she let out a scream so loud and shrill that it sounded clear, even with the ringing in his ears.

“I’m dealing with my big sister,” he said, barely hearing his own voice. “The big sister that’s always looked out for me, always worried about me, and always underestimated me.”

He walked over to Melina slowly. She was on the ground, clutching at her shoulder, her face twisted into an ugly expression of pain.

“The first one was a blank,” said Daniel. He looked over and saw PJ slowly rising to his feet. “The second was silver, along with the rest of the bullets in the chamber.”

Melina took several deep breaths, her chest heaving up and down. She managed to smile, despite the obvious pain she was in. Blood seeped out underneath her hand, staining her blouse red around the injury.

There was no other way… But that doesn’t make this any easier.

“Smart…” said Melina. “You were always smart. Lazy… but smart.”

“Kami and the book?” asked Daniel.

Melina flicked her head toward the house.

“Inside,” she said. “Kami’s been asleep since I first nabbed her. She probably won’t remember any of this.”

Daniel sighed and nodded.

“That’s probably for the best,” he said. “She would blame herself, I think.”

Both of them were silent for several seconds. Daniel reached out his hand and ran it through his sister’s hair. Her skin felt cold and clammy.

“You know this won’t be enough to kill me, right?” asked Melina.

Daniel nodded.

“I know,” he said. “I didn’t want to kill you. Obviously. Just wanted to teach you a lesson, and hope that you’d learn it well enough to…”

To stay away? Is that what I want? To never see her again?

Melina reached her hand up and clasped it over his.

“I was just trying to protect you,” she said..

Daniel leaned forward over her body. His heart ached, and he knew that even though he’d technically pulled out a victory, his family would never be the same.

“I know,” he said. “You were always trying to protect me.”

“Daniel…” said Melina. “I… chose to become a vampire. I thought I knew what I was getting myself into. But the power… it seduced me, made me do things that were truly evil, and despicable, in the end.”

“Melina…”

“That book will do the same thing to you, if you let it,” said Melina. “Get rid of it. Promise me… that you’ll get rid of it.”

And get rid of Kami, along with it?

He felt a lump in his throat, and had to force words out over it.

“I can’t do that, Melina,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

Melina’s face contorted in pain, emotional, rather than physical. She slowly blinked them open, and Daniel discovered something that he didn’t know about vampires. They could cry, just like anyone else.

“Daniel,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry…”

“Hey…’ He pulled her head into his lap. “It’s okay, Melina. It’s okay…”

“No, you don’t… understand.” She looked away from him, unable to meet his gaze. “You can come after me, if you feel like it’s what you need to do.”

“What?”

Melina staggered to her feet, and nodded toward PJ.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

Daniel looked over at PJ, who was sitting on the edge of the porch, looking completely detached from the situation. When he looked back toward Melina, she was gone.

“…PJ,” said Daniel, taking a cautious step toward his friend.

“Nice trick with the blanks,” said PJ. “How did you know that I’d be able to guess what you were doing?”

Daniel smiled.

“We’ve been friends for a while now,” he said. “I just had a feeling.”

PJ nodded slowly.

“She bit me, Daniel,” he said.

Daniel flinched back.

“…You mean like, she fed on you?” he said, dumbly. “Melina?”

PJ met his gaze, and Daniel realized what he’d seen in it before that had unsettled him so much. They were too dark, the centers blackened as though his pupils were dilated up to 11.

“She turned me, Daniel,” said PJ. “Into a vampire.”

Daniel staggered back as though he’d punched in the face.

“What… the fuck?”


CHAPTER 76

“She was weakened after what happened in the theme park,” said PJ. “She had to carry Kami, and keep me under a charm spell, all while using another spell to protect herself from what was left of the sun.”

Daniel was shaking his head back and forth, unable to believe what he was hearing.

“No… PJ,” he said. “There has to be… some kind of mistake.”

“When we finally made it here, she could barely move,” said PJ, a little bitterly. “If you had made it to us last night, there’s a good chance that things would have played out differently…”

This can’t be happening…

“She talked to me, Daniel,” said PJ. “Told me about how it had all happened. It was like she was confessing her sins.”

“PJ!” shouted Daniel. “I… I can’t fix this! The only way to break the vampiric curse is to-“

“Would you shut up for a second?” said PJ. “Just let me talk, and try to understand.”

Daniel didn’t say anything. He walked over to a section of the porch that was still intact and leaned against the railing.

“It was pretty clear that she was going to die if she didn’t get some blood,” said PJ. “And I know it sounds stupid… but I felt like I was doing it for you, Daniel. For your family.”

“You fucking idiot.” Daniel brought his hands to his face and clenched his jaw.

“You saved my mom, Daniel,” said PJ. “I thought that me saving your sister in return would make us even. It just felt like the right thing to do.”

Daniel shook his head. He wanted to punch something.

“The feeding process is intense and… intimate,” continued PJ. “We shared a, uh, passionate night, Daniel. Sorry about that… I didn’t exactly mean for it to happen. It was a really weird situation.”

Oddly, PJ’s new admission landed on Daniel with at least as much impact as the first. Not only had his sister turned his best friend into a vampire, but she’d also… taken his virginity?

I don’t even know who I should be mad at. This is all so fucked up.

“The first time she fed on me, and we, well, you know… It was fine.” PJ smiled a little and shrugged, simultaneously looking proud and a little embarrassed. “But the second time… Melina lost control. She didn’t stop drinking my blood until it was too late.”

Daniel crossed his arms and tried to process everything he’d just been told. All of it led back to a single decision on his part to let PJ tag along and try to help. He’d done this to his friend. Melina, a vampire with about as much control over her urges as a rabid cat, couldn’t be blamed for her actions.

“I’m so sorry,” said Daniel. “I can’t believe this. How the hell could I have been so stupid?”

“It’s not your fault.” PJ shrugged. “It wasn’t exactly what anyone had in mind. Melina was crying over me when I woke up after she’d turned me. She just kept apologizing over and over again.”

Daniel couldn’t think of anything to say. He’d fucked it all up, plain and simple.

“PJ…” he finally said. “What are you going to do now?”

His implication was clear enough. PJ understood how the curse worked. If he went after Melina, he could regain his humanity. He could go back to living a normal life, return to his family, and be human again. Daniel knew what his friend’s response would be before he’d even asked the question.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do, but I’m not going to kill your sister,” said PJ. “The reason why I put myself in that position to begin with was to save her. When you pulled out the gun, and I realized what your plan was with the blanks, I thought we might be able to resolve things without any bloodshed at all.”

“I guess not,” said Daniel.

He stared at his best friend, thinking intently. They wouldn’t be seeing much of each other, anymore. It was on odd sort of pain, as though their friendship had aged decades ahead of schedule, leaving him with nothing but memories of the good old days and an acute sense of loss.

“I should probably get going,” said PJ. “Only a couple of hours until dawn, and I sure as hell don’t want to stay in this dump for another night.”

“Right.” Daniel frowned. “PJ… Am I ever going to see you again?”

He felt a little ashamed of the question, as though asking it violated some fundamental part of the masculine code.

“Come on, don’t get all teary eyed on me.” PJ spoke with a slight waver in his voice that betrayed his own feelings. “I’ll… be around.”

Daniel stepped in closer, pulling his best friend, his only real guy friend, into a tight hug. PJ’s body felt colder than it should have.

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” said Daniel.

“Well, I already did your sister, so…”

Daniel pushed him back, laughing even as he punched him in the arm.

“You fucking ass,” he said.

“Sorry, I couldn’t resist,” said PJ, grinning back at him.

They stood next to each other for another minute, and then PJ nodded to him and started toward the woods.

“Be careful with the book, Daniel,” said PJ. “Your sister was pretty scared of it. I think she knows something that you don’t.”

“Everybody seems to, lately,” he said.

“And… can you look after my family?” PJ ran a hand through his curly hair. “You know, just make sure that they’re… okay?”

“Of course,” said Daniel. “Take care of yourself, PJ.”

“You too.”

PJ pushed through a wall of branches and darkness, and disappeared.


CHAPTER 77

Daniel immediately walked up the steps of the house, pushed the door open, and headed inside. Throughout the entire conversation with PJ, he’d been thinking about Kami, worrying about what he might find, about what could have happened to her.

The inside of the house was dusty, but nicer than he’d expected, though that wasn’t saying much. There was an old couch in the back of the living room, and several doors leading to smaller rooms. Daniel made his way over to one of the closed doors, took a deep breath, and then opened it.

Kami lay on her back, on an old mattress against the far wall. Daniel walked over to her slowly, his heart pounding hard enough to feel like it was rattling against his rib cage. He crouched down next to her and set a hand against her cheek.

She’s warm. She’s breathing. It’s okay.

“Kami…” he whispered, slowly running his fingers up the side of her pretty face.

Kami’s violet eyes fluttered open, and she made a noise that reminded Daniel of how he sounded when he didn’t want to get out of bed.

“…Daniel?” whispered Kami. She yawned, and her gaze focused on the room. “Wait… where are we?”

“You don’t remember anything, do you?” he asked.

Kami frowned.

“I was at home, and then… oh my god, I think I met your sister?”

Daniel laughed.

“Oh, you met her, alright,” he said. “How are you feeling?”

Kami sighed.

“Like I’ve been asleep for a very long time,” she said. “It reminds me of when my old masters would unsummon me.”

Daniel let his fingers run through her glossy black hair. He felt emotion raging in his chest, a mixture of relief, happiness, and something, something deeper.

“I missed you,” he said. “A lot.”

“Aww, that’s sweet,” said Kami. She looked over at the mattress and made a face. “This place is kind of disgusting… Do you mind if we head home?”

“I can’t think of anything I’d rather do,” he said.

The Book of Sins was lying on the ground nearby. Daniel picked it up, feeling suddenly unsure of whether or not he actually wanted it back. Would his life still be simple and straightforward, if he’d never found it?

And what of Kami? Where would she be? In the hands of an evil sorcerer? Still with her old master?

He helped her to her feet. Her body was soft, and she had a musky, but not unpleasant smell, reminiscent of faded perfume and women’s bedsheets. He put his arm around her waist as the two of them walked outside the house and down the driveway.

“There’s blood on your hands, Daniel.”

He thought she was speaking metaphorically, until he looked down at his palms and saw that there actually was. It was Melina’s blood, from when she’d touched his hand after he’d shot her.

“What happened here?” asked Kami.

Daniel took a deep breath, and slowly exhaled. He pulled her tighter against him.

“Nothing good,” he said. “But it’s over. At least, for now.”


CHAPTER 78

Molly Magdalene shifted, pulling her grey sweater shawl tighter around her shoulders. The inside of the abandoned mausoleum was about ten degrees cooler than it was outside, insulated by thick stone walls and situated several feet below ground level.

“He’s not going to stop being a threat,” she said. “If we don’t do something it’s only a matter of time before he decides to come after us, Vlad. Or at the least, he’ll start doing things that step on our operation.”

Vlad, the dark sorcerer, moved around one of the massive stone slabs in the center of the room. A very pretty, very naked, and very dead young woman lay across it. Vlad slowly washed the body with a thick, pink sponge, doing a more thorough job than Molly usually did on herself in her quick, morning showers.

“He’s just a boy,” said Vlad. “The Book of Sins is nothing without the knowledge of a lifetime behind it.”

“He beat you in a fair fight, Vlad,” said Molly.

“I was toying with him.” Vlad looked in her direction, though with his hood up, it was impossible to see the expression on his face. “I underestimated his… ingenuity.”

“Isn’t that what you’re doing now?” asked Molly. “I’ve tried to subdue him through nonviolent methods twice over, now, and both times he’s managed to outmaneuver me.”

“From the sounds of it, he did quite a bit of maneuvering,” said Vlad, with a chuckle.

Molly felt her cheeks heat up. She folded her arms and exhaled through her nose, glaring at him.

“He’s smart,” she said. “And he’s young, and full of all of that… boldness, that young men have.”

Vlad had returned to washing the woman. She had large breasts, and it was clear to Molly why he’d chosen her. It was too nice of a body to let got to waste. He was making small, pleased noises as he ran the sponge up the girl’s thighs.

“You sound as though you have a crush on him, Molly,” said Vlad.

Molly gritted her teeth, feeling her composure slip a bit further away from where she wanted it.

“He’s my student,” she said. “And even though my job is just a cover, I take it very seriously.”

“As do I,” said Vlad.

“Your job is to do what my father says,” snapped Molly. It was out of character for her to bring her family into the conversation. She wasn’t any more fond of her dad than anyone else, money be damned.

“I’m more of a subcontractor than a direct employee,” said Vlad. “And we’ll have the book, along with what we need from this town soon enough.”

He set his hand over the girl’s heart. Purple energy hummed underneath his palm. Vlad pressed down, focusing his energy as he let the spell loose. The girl, the corpse, snapped her eyes open and sat up with the stiff motion of a mannequin, or a machine.

She wasn’t shivering. It was one of the tell-tale signs of necromantic magic, along with the smell, the forced movements, and the empty eyes. She would serve Vlad as an automaton, a hollow imitation of true resurrection magic, the holy grail of the supernatural world. It was rumored to have been one of the first and only specific forms of magic to have been completely destroyed by the Dreamwalkers.

Vlad made a show of helping the girl off the stone slab, treating her as though she was a real person instead of a human marionette with magical strings. He ran his hand over her cheek, and then waved a hand, chuckling to himself and probably already anticipating what he’d use her for later.

The reason Molly ignored Vlad’s perversions was the same reason why, if possible, she’d rather coopt Daniel’s help rather than kill him. Vlad was one of the most powerful sorcerers outside of the Dreamwalker’s Battle Mages. She needed him on her side, regardless of fucked up he was in the head. And though she would never admit it, she was a little afraid of what he’d become if he got his hands on the Book of Sins.

“Do you want me to come back once you’re finished with her?” asked Molly, voice unamused.

Vlad flashed a knowing smile.

“Don’t act as though this makes you uncomfortable, Molly,” he said. “You’ve indulged in your own affairs over the years. With that boy, even.”

Molly knew what he wanted to say. She’d shared her body with plenty of men, Daniel included, but never with him. And she never would. The old necromancer had lived long enough to become a truly wretched creature. She’d never known that a person could literally smell of evil until she’d met him.

“What’s your plan, Vlad?” asked Molly. “Why did you call me here tonight?”

“The plan is simple,” said Vlad, caressing the zombie’s head. “We wait. You keep close to the boy. We strike when its time, and when the cards are clearly in our favor.”

Molly nodded slowly. It was exactly what she would have suggested, herself.

“Watch him, Molly,” said Vlad. “Keep the heat on him, both in your class and with your seduction.”

“He’s one of my students,” said Molly. “This is risky, for me.”

“And that stopped you before?” Vlad grinned at her. “Watch him for now, and when it’s time, we will make our move.”

“And what move will that be?” asked Molly.

“Simple…” Vlad grinned, pinching one of the zombie’s nipples. “We go after his weakness again. His family… his sweet little mother… his sexy older sister… We show him that there are worse things than watching your loved ones die.”

Molly closed her eyes and brought her hand to her forehead. She felt a sudden, strong suspicion that she was playing for the wrong team.

THE END


PART FOUR

CHAPTER 79

The hallway had a staircase that led up to the second floor and then ended abruptly, with two office doors on opposite walls at the top. It had a dusty smell to it, and an old fluorescent light provided the only illumination, flickering every couple seconds and threatening to pitch the space into relative darkness.

Daniel loved it, and he couldn’t keep a grin from spreading across his face as he jiggled his key in the lock of the door on the right. Kami stood behind him, her black hair pulled into a ponytail which she’d tucked into the collar of a purple sweater.

“The sign is inside,” he said. “I wanted to wait until my first official work day to put it up.”

“Right…” said Kami.

“It’s just a simple stick on decal thing, for now,” said Daniel. “Worth Investigation. I didn’t have much money left for extras.”

“Is that supposed to be some kind of pun?” asked Kami.

“Think it would help get me some clients?”

“No.”

“Then no.”

He finally got the door open, extending his arms as if presenting his new kingdom to his new queen. The office consisted of exactly two pieces of furniture: an old wooden desk too cumbersome for the last occupant to move out or dispose of properly, and a ratty swiveling chair that the Worth family had been storing in the shed outside their home.

The floor was plain white tile, the walls were beige and completely lacking in academic credentials or testimonials or whatever Daniel was supposed to frame and hang on them. There was a tiny bathroom attached to the back wall, a small closet, and that was it.

Between the first month’s rent and the security deposit, it cost me nearly my entire savings.

He turned to look at Kami. She was leaning against the wall next to the door, one jean-clad leg crossed over the other, a small frown on her face.

“After you told me what you paid, I was expecting something a little…” She hesitated, as though trying and failing to find a tactful word. “Nicer?”

“It’s in a good location,” said Daniel. “Well… Kind of.”

“Yeah, just down the street from that strip club you investigated a while back,” said Kami. “Near the outskirts of town, where nobody likes to go.”

Daniel scratched the back of his head. Kami was his friend and familiar, and on top of being smart, funny, beautiful, and from another time period, she was also usually right in her judgements.

“But still,” said Daniel. “This makes sense, especially with my latest spell. I can find just about anything and anyone, Kami. It’s a good way for me to make money, and I can’t exactly just keep going to my college classes with things so tense with Ms. Magdalene.”

Ms. Magdalene, his former college professor, was a practicing alchemist with her eyes set on the Book of Sins, a magical artifact that Daniel had in his possession. The two of them had come into conflict with each other several times over the past few weeks, with Daniel only managing to scrape out victories through luck and ingenuity.

“Does this have anything to do with the fact that you’ve been spending all of your time outside at night?” asked Kami. “Looking for Melina, and PJ?”

Daniel flinched slightly. Kami didn’t miss anything, and didn’t shy away from making her point when it needed to be made.

Because of me, my best friend is a vampire, and my sister was the one who turned him. It’s not like I can just sit around, go about my normal life, and do nothing…

“Does it matter if it does?” snapped Daniel. “I’ve made my choice already. My landlord wouldn’t give me a refund if I asked for one. This is what I’m doing now.”

His tone was blunt and a little angry, and Daniel immediately saw the effect of his words on Kami. It had been a full five days since Daniel had rescued her from Melina, and she was still very much recovering from the experience.

She’d been nervous and distant, gently pulling away from hugs, and turning to give him her cheek instead of her lips when he went in to give her kisses. Daniel had given her as much space as he could, while still making it clear that he was there for her, if she needed him. He could see why it was affecting her so deeply.

Kami had come home to a world that, outside of him, knew nothing of her experience. And to add insult to injury, the only way for her to live under the same roof as Daniel and his mother was to use her shapeshifting ability to imitate her kidnapper’s face. Daniel understood, and did everything he could to avoid pressuring her, not even asking about their intimate magical infusion sessions, and whether she’d need one soon to stay summoned.

“Sorry,” he said, quickly. “What I meant was that I’ve already decided on this path, Kami. I probably decided on it back when I first chose to keep the book, even if I didn’t know it at the time.”

“I understand, Daniel.” She smiled at him. “This place could be sort of nice, I guess? Maybe if you get some more furniture, and a cute carpet…”

Daniel walked behind his desk, leaning down and sliding his hand into the drawer, and the new hiding spot he’d created for the Book of Sins. It, or rather, the magic contained within it, was the only reason he stood any chance at being successful in his new line of work, as an 18-year-old college dropout with no formal investigation training.

He flipped it open, passing by the first few pages. The last spell he’d learned, which was creatively titled Astrology,
 was the one that he was pinning the future hopes of his business on, given that it essentially turned the sky into a magical compass for him to track whatever he focused on.

Each page within the Book of Sins revealed a new spell trial shortly after he’d completed the challenge on the previous page, preventing him from jumping deep into the book, where he assumed all of the truly interesting magic was hidden. Daniel had first read the page for his newest spell a few days earlier, and felt no less dismayed as he scanned the words now than he had then.

Tear a life asunder, gain the power of another.

The illustration above it was graphic and violent compared to the ones for the other spells Daniel had earned. A man with a long claymore was in the midst of hacking another man in two, and even though it was a crudely drawn sketch, the details of the image made his stomach twitch.

“It might not be literal,” said Kami, who’d snuck around the desk to be next to him. “You never know.”

Daniel frowned. He closed the book and slid it back into its hiding place, standing up and pacing toward the center of the room.

“No,” he said. “This one I can tell is literal. It’s called the Book of Sins for a reason, Kami.”


I can’t do this one,
 he thought. Which means I’ve learned all of the spells that I’m going to learn…


He ran a hand through his hair and slowly exhaled, feeling a sudden dark mood setting over him. Before it could fully take hold, a paper clip struck him in the cheek, and Kami smiled playfully in his direction.

“Today is a happy day,” she said. “You have your new office. Even if it is a tad… drab.”

Kami sat down on his desk and patted the seat next to her. Daniel walked over, smiling as he saw Kami’s eyes beam at him as he sat down. The silence between them was heavy and tense, but also a little flirtatious.

“You know…” Daniel felt a grin spreading across his face as he turned to look at her. “We’re all alone when we’re in here. The two of us could come by if we ever needed a place to… hang out.”

“You’re so smooth,” said Kami, with a smile. “And so very subtle.”

“We could even spend the night here, if we really wanted to,” said Daniel. “There’s a tiny shower in the bathroom, too. If you wanted to, you could move in here and stop having to pretend to be Melina. Just be Kami.”

She seemed to think about it for a second, and then slowly shook her head.

“Your mom would eventually start to wonder why ‘Melina’ and Kami are never in the same place together,” she said. “But I appreciate the sentiment.”

“How much, exactly, do you appreciate the sentiment?” Daniel moved in a little closer to her, his gaze flicking from her big violet eyes to her luscious lips.

“Well, I don’t know,” said Kami. “Why don’t you find out?”

Daniel felt a flash of excitement as he leaned his face in closer, his heart pounding in his chest. His mother had walked in on the two of them several times during heated make out sessions, which would have just been awkward if not for the fact that Kami was masquerading as Daniel’s sister.

So on top of having to work through their own emotions and hang ups, Daniel and Kami had Deborah working to keep them from having more than a couple of minutes alone with each other at any given time.

Maybe that was also part of why I was so eager to get a space of my own, even just an office.

He pressed his lips against Kami’s, one of his hands moving up her back. She felt soft, and her lips tasted of strawberries, probably from one of the candies she’d recently discovered and become enamored with.

And then, there was a knock at the door.


CHAPTER 80

Daniel cleared his throat as he pushed himself off the desk, feeling frustrated in several different ways. He glanced over at Kami only to find that she’d already shifted into her Melina disguise, under the assumption that it was, or at least could be, Deborah, there to check in on them.

He walked over to the door and opened it, frowning as he saw two girls that he didn’t recognize on the other side. They were both pretty, one blonde, one brunette, and they held a small bouquet of flowers in between them.

“Uh, hello?” said Daniel.

“Hi!” said one of the girls. “I’m Tessa, this is Caitlyn. We own the flower shop downstairs.”

Daniel relaxed a little, only then realizing that a small part of him, having adjusted to a world full of danger and deceit, was expecting a trap. He smiled as he accepted the flowers from the girls and stepped back.

“Come on in,” he said. “Nice to meet you. I’m Daniel, and this is, uh, my sister, Melina.”

“Hello!” The blonde girl, Caitlyn, was short and perky. She was in her mid-twenties, and had a few faint freckles on her cheeks. “It’s nice to meet you. We were wondering when someone would finally move into this office. It’s been empty for almost a year now.”

“That explains why the landlord was so eager to let me sign the lease,” said Daniel. “Not that I’m complaining.”

“So, Daniel…” Tessa, the brunette, was tall, around the same age as Caitlyn but with big breasts, and a mature, elegant sense of beauty to her. “What exactly will you be offering the neighborhood?”

She locked eyes with him, her mouth turned up into an interesting half smile. Daniel felt a bit of tension in the air between the two of them, full of potential and expectation.

“I’m a private investigator,” said Daniel. It sounded strange, saying it out loud, but it was the truth, and he would need to get used to it sooner, rather than later.

“That’s so cool!” gushed Caitlyn. “Funny, you don’t really look the part, though. No leather jacket… no shoulder holster with a gun in it.”

Daniel shrugged. He did, in fact, have a gun. It was originally his father’s, and he’d brought it with him the first day after signing the lease. It was unloaded, sitting in the bottom drawer of the desk, and he made a mental note to get a lock installed somehow to keep it away from potential prying hands.

“I could use the help of a private investigator, if you’re interested,” said Tessa. Daniel felt himself smiling back at her and feeling very, very interested.

Kami made a noise from where she was beside him and Daniel looked over to see her frowning a little, more out of puzzlement than real anger. He scratched his head and gave a somewhat exaggerated nod.

“Sure,” he said. “I am totally open for business.”

“We have a cat that hangs out in our shop,” said Tessa. “It’s been a day or two since we’ve seen him, and we’re starting to get worried.”

“You… want me to find your cat?”

With my Astrology spell, it would probably only take a single night.

“We don’t have much money,” said Tessa. “But I’m sure we could work out some way to repay you, if you’re open to… other things.”

Daniel felt his head begin to nod before his brain had time to think about it. The conversation was electric, and he felt a sudden appreciation for his new job. He was helping people, after all.

The door swung open with enough force to bang against the office’s inside wall. Daniel’s mother, Deborah Worth, stalked into the office, her eyes narrowed into a glare that she leveled on her son.

“Daniel Worth!” snapped Deborah. “You have some serious explaining to do!”

Tessa and Caitlyn shot each other a look and then stepped out of the way, as though expecting Daniel and his mother to pull out revolvers and begin shooting at each other. Kami had an amused expression on her face and said nothing.

“Hey mom,” said Daniel. “Can we talk about this after?”

“No, we cannot, young man!”

Daniel cringed. If he’d made a good impression on the two flower girls originally, it was now evaporating like a shallow puddle on a hot day. Deborah stomped over to where he stood in front of his desk and jabbed a finger into his chest.

“You are not allowed to make decisions like this without consulting me, first,” said Deborah.

“Mom, I’m a grown man,” he said.

“You’re 18! Essentially still a little boy!”

One of the girls let out a small chirp of laughter.

“I already have my first case,” he said. Immediately after the words had left his mouth, Daniel wished he could take them back. Deborah turned her attention to the two girls from downstairs. Caitlyn raised her hands in mock surrender, and Tessa smiled and nodded.

“We asked him if he could help us find our cat,” said Tessa. “Just being friendly neighbors.”

“My son can barely find clean underwear on most mornings, let alone someone else’s cat,” said Deborah.

Laughter broke out from multiple directions, Kami and the two girls unable to keep their amusement in check. Daniel leaned his forehead against his hand and sighed.

This is why I can’t have nice things.

“I think we should get back to our shop,” said Tessa. “We didn’t mean to get in between a loving mother and her son.”

“Nice meeting you Daniel!” said Caitlyn.

They disappeared out the door, and Daniel glared at his mom.

“Thanks for the support, Mom,” he said, flatly. “Can we skip to the part where we agree to disagree, and save ourselves some time?”

“You can’t drop out of college for this nonsense, Daniel,” said Deborah.

“Actually, I already did,” he said. “So that ship has sailed. My class withdrawals have been processed. I already paid rent on the office for November. This is happening.”

Deborah let out an angry huff and folded her arms.

“Why are you doing this, Daniel?” she asked, her voice filling with emotions in addition to her anger. “You were on the right path before.”

Daniel let his eyes meet hers, sensing that she needed to hear as close to the truth as he could get.

“Mom…” he said. “Do you remember those teenage burglars that broke into the house a couple of weeks ago?”

The teenage burglars had, in fact, been a single dark sorcerer, but the town’s Dreamwalker, essentially a paranormal policewoman, had adjusted Deborah’s memories to make the experience into something less controversial.

“Honey…” said Deborah.

“I want to help people, Mom,” said Daniel. “Whether it’s finding things, or finding people, or finding the bad guys before they can do harm, I want to be the one there to help. And I know you don’t believe me… but I’m good at this. I can make a difference.”

His earnest appeal seemed to take Deborah off guard. She opened her mouth to say something and then hesitated, as though she was giving what he said some thought.

“…You sound so much like your father right now,” she said. “I don’t want to argue with you, Daniel. If this is really what you want to do… then I can’t stop you.”

It was as good as he was going to get from her. Daniel relaxed a little and pulled his mom into a hug.

“Thanks,” he said. “Also, if any of your friends need help finding anything, don’t hesitate to send them my way.”

“We’ll see about that.” Deborah ruffled his hair and pulled back. She turned to leave, staring expectantly at Kami as she made her way to the door.

“Melina,” she said, nodding to the hallway.

“What?” asked Kami. “I… figured I’d hang out here and see what I could do to help out.”

Deborah cleared her throat and set her hands on her hips.

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea, given how much… temptation, the two of you have faced recently.”

Daniel cringed. She was still stuck on that point, even after he’d put in work trying to creatively explain to her how it wasn’t what she thought without revealing the truth.

I should ask Nyx if she’d pay my mom a visit and wipe some of those memories.

“Melina, I’ll take you shopping if you leave willingly,” said Deborah.

Kami hopped to her feet immediately. Though it had been a bit bewildering to her at first, shopping had quickly become one of her favorite activities over the past week. Her taste in fashion was still a bit out of touch with the modern world, but that wasn’t enough to keep her away from a pretty new blouse.

“See you later, Daniel,” said Kami.

“Stay safe, sweetie,” said his mom.

Daniel smiled at them and waved as they left his office. Then, he walked around to the back of his desk, sat down in his desk chair, and waited.

I’m sure it won’t be long before another client comes through the door.


CHAPTER 81

Seven hours later, Daniel lifted his head up off his desk, woken from an afternoon nap by the sound of a soft knock and the frost tinted window of his office door. He snapped into focus, wiping a bit of drool off his chin and clearing his throat.

“Come on in,” he said. “I am open for business!”

The door opened, and an attractive blonde teenager walked in. She wore a grey sweater shawl over a low cut black blouse that showed off a fair amount of cleavage, along with jeans and a pair of knee high brown boots.

“Leah,” said Daniel. “Hey. I wasn’t expecting you.”

Leah smiled at him, but there was something about the expression that seemed a little forced. She been one of Daniel’s classmates, and the two had been well on their way to developing a close friendship when he’d dropped out.

“Sorry, I should have called first,” she said.

“How’d you even know where to find me?” asked Daniel.

“The Facebook page you made,” she said. “It’s set to public, in case you didn’t realize.”

Oh yeah, I forgot about that.

Daniel nodded.

“Please, come on in,” said Daniel. “I’d offer you a seat but I’m, uh, still in the process of furnishing the place.”

“That’s alright,” said Leah.

It was hard for him to get a sense of what was going on inside Leah’s head. She’d always been friendly, but the last few times Daniel had seen her at the college, she’d acted strange. At times, it seemed like she almost had a crush on him, but other times, it almost felt to Daniel as though she was mad at him for something that she either wouldn’t or couldn’t explain.

“What can I do for you?” asked Daniel. “Technically, I’m still on the job right now. Need help investigating something?”

“I… actually came because of Shelly,” said Leah. “I figured you’d heard what was going on…”

Daniel frowned. Shelly had been his longtime crush, and the first person he’d ever used his magic on. He still harbored a small amount of shame over using his charm spell, Whisper of Desire, on her, though it had been in retaliation for her role in stealing his bike. She’d fallen head over heels in love with him, calling and texting regularly, until…

Actually, I haven’t talked to her for at least a couple of days.

“I haven’t heard anything,” said Daniel. “What’s going on?”

Leah’s frown deepened, and she seemed a little hesitant to explain.

“She’s gone missing, Daniel,” she said. “And given that the rumor going around the college is that you and her had a small thing, I just figured that maybe you knew something the rest of us didn’t…”

Her tone was gentle and even, but with a small undercurrent of accusation in it. Daniel chewed his lip, feeling his own concern begin to rev up.

“Wow…” he said. “I haven’t heard anything.”

“Are you sure?” asked Leah. “Brent had… quite a bit to say about what he thought might have happened to her.”

“Leah, it sounds almost like you’re trying to imply something,” he said.

Leah’s eyes flashed with an odd gleam, but only for a split second. She sighed and walked over to stand next to his desk.

“I didn’t mean it like that, Daniel,” she said. “We’re all worried about her. Lots of strange things have been happening in Icarus Point, lately. I’m still new to town and even I can see it.”

“Right,” said Daniel. “Well, you still came to the right place. I’ll get right on the case and see what I can turn up.”

“I… don’t know if that’s the best idea,” said Leah. “I mean, I don’t have any money to pay you with, and the police are already looking…”

“Nonsense,” said Daniel. “I just opened my investigation business. Finding Shelly is the perfect way for me to get my name out there.”

“Daniel.” Leah took a slow breath. “A couple of her friends are saying that she might have left because of all the ensuing drama from the affair that the two of you had. You might not be the person she wants coming after her, if that’s the case.”

“Oh,” said Daniel. “Jeez… I didn’t even think about that.”

And I also used the whisper on her. This could be related to the effect of it wearing off, and her having to deal with the decisions she made while she was under it.

Leah’s expression softened as she saw the look on his face. She came around to the other side of his desk and sat down on it next to where he was in his chair, setting her hand on his shoulder.

“I didn’t mean to put you on the spot,” she said. “And honestly, I don’t think it’s your fault. She’s a grown woman, she made her own choices.”

“Yeah, I guess.” Daniel stood up and sighed. “Thanks for letting me know, Leah. I appreciate it.”

“Of course.” Leah smiled at him. “It’s been lonely around the college without you around.”

“You’re welcome to drop by here anytime,” said Daniel. He smiled and opened up his arms to give her a hug.

As soon as her body pressed against his, the tone of the encounter changed noticeably, like the wind shifting direction on a warm day. Leah’s head nuzzled against his neck, and he felt her hands sliding up his back. Her breasts were soft against his chest, and she almost seemed as though she was fighting the urge to take the hug further, with a kiss, or maybe with something more.

Daniel pulled back slowly, staring into her eyes. The tension in the room was thick enough to cut with a knife. Leah was blushing slightly, and desire flashed in her eyes, eager and unmistakable.

Someone cleared their throat loudly in the door, and Daniel turned to see Kami standing there, watching them. She was back to her normal face, and it was set into an expression of impatient annoyance.

“Sorry,” said Kami. “I didn’t mean to interrupt anything…”

“Kami!” Daniel pulled back from Leah, his gaze flicking between the two women. “Uh, Leah, this is Kami, my…”

“His friend,” finished Kami.

“Oh.” Leah nodded slowly.

“Kami, this is Leah,” said Daniel. “One of my friends from school.”

Kami smiled. She didn’t look angry, just a little annoyed, and more than anything, curious.

“It’s nice to meet you, Leah,” said Kami.

"Yes, it’s nice to meet you, too,” said Leah. “Sorry, I didn’t realize that Daniel was expecting company.”

“Oh, he didn’t realize it either.” Kami smiled. “I’m not intruding on anything important, am I?”

Leah seemed to regain a bit of her composure, she walked around to the other side of the desk, keeping a forced smile on her face.

“Of course not,” said Leah. “We were just catching up.”

“Oh, don’t mind me,” said Kami.

A second or two passed in absolute, awkward silence. Daniel shifted uncomfortably, trying not to notice how the two women appeared to be sizing each other up.

I thought only guys did that…

He could only endure the tension of the moment for so long. Finally, he tapped his hand on his desk and decided to say something.

“You two should go shopping together sometime,” he said.

Kami and Leah stared at him, making him feel a little stupid for suggesting it without really knowing why. Finally, Leah took another step toward the door, waving to him and Kami as she did.

“I should get going,” she said. “I’ll see you around, Daniel.”

“Sure,” he said. “My door is always open.”

Leah shut the door behind her on the way out.


CHAPTER 82

“She seems nice,” said Kami.

It was a little after five, and Daniel was closing up for the night. There really wasn’t much to it, but he’d brought a broom and a dustpan from the shed back home, and figured it was best to get in the habit of sweeping the floor while he was still new to his work routine.

“She is,” said Daniel. “But it’s like I said. She’s just a friend, Kami.”

Kami nodded, and surprisingly, she didn’t seem to doubt his assertion.

“You aren’t… jealous, are you?” he asked.

For some reason, Daniel almost wanted her to admit that she was. Kami was smart, funny, beautiful, and at times, utterly incomprehensible. She had grown up in another century, with different customs and norms. Even her English accent, faded as it was, had little eccentricities to it that were unique to her. She wasn’t like other girls, and though that was part of the reason Daniel was drawn to her, sometimes he kind of wished that she was.

“We’ve talked about this before, Daniel,” said Kami. “I’ll admit, I noticed that the two of you had a little bit of, uh… what’s the word again? Chemistry?”

Daniel didn’t say anything. It was true. He was attracted to Leah, and it often seemed as though she was also attracted to him, at least physically.

“But no, I’m honestly not overly concerned,” continued Kami. “I’ve been through this before with Ixion, and even with one of my other masters before him. I’m not a blushing maiden, with my heart hanging from my sleeve.”

“Didn’t you once tell me that you had feelings for Ixion?” asked Daniel. “It sounded like it did hurt you, the way he treated you…”

Kami set her hands on her hips and looked at him seriously.

“Daniel, you should let this drop,” she said, simply. “If you want me to be jealous, I’m sure I can dredge up some deep seated emotions for you.”

“Uh, no thanks,” he said.

“Good. Just be honest with me.” She brushed a lock of black hair out of her face. “If you do end up… getting involved with her, I just ask that you don’t hide it from me. I value your trust more than your fidelity.”

I’m not even sure I know what she means by that. She is so strange, sometimes.

“Alright, Kami,” said Daniel. “I’m finished cleaning. We should probably head home.”

“You didn’t end up getting a case to work on today?” she asked.

He shrugged.

“Well, there is something,” he said. “I don’t know, though. I’m not sure I would be the best person to investigate it.”

“What is it?”

Daniel hesitating before answering her.

“Do you remember Shelly?”

He briefly ran through what Leah had told him, watching Kami’s expression shift as he explained the situation.

“Are you serious?” she said. “You have to go after her, Daniel!”

“Kami, it’s not like I’m her boyfriend,” he said. “She’s her own woman. If she wants to run away from home, it’s not my place to stop her.”

He led her out into the hallway and locked the door to his office behind them. Kami poked a finger into his ribs, frowning at him.

“Young women don’t know what they’re doing when they run away from home,” said Kami. “They don’t see the world as it is, and end up making massive errors in judgement.”

“Are you speaking from experience?”

“In fact, I am,” said Kami. “Daniel… That’s how it all started, for me.”

Kami had been relatively tight lipped about her past for the short time Daniel had known her, but what little he pieced together fit with the claim. She’d been a young, 17th
 century seamstress who’d run away from home to join up with, as she’d put it, a “rough crowd”.

“Well, it was different with you,” said Daniel. “You lived in a different time period, Kami.”

“If anything, this girl is less capable than I was, Daniel, with just as many potential dangers out there.” Kami’s expression was serious as they made their way down the sidewalk, toward the bike rack. “And on top of that, she was one of the girls that you used your charm spell on.”

Daniel sighed. That was what it came down to, in the end, the one piece of the puzzle that made it hard for him to know what to do.

“What are you so afraid of, anyway?” she continued. “You think she’ll be mad at you, when you find her?”

Daniel winced.


I’m afraid that we just… won’t find her,
 he thought. That I used magic on her and, in the end, put her in real danger, just like I put PJ into danger, and my mother.


“…Fine,” he finally said. “I’ll see what I can find out with my Astrology spell.”

Daniel unlocked his bike, and waited while Kami fumbled with the lock of hers. Deborah had given it to her as a present, hoping that by increasing her mobility, she would encourage her to stay away from the house and away from Daniel, along with the illicit things happening between them.

“The one nice thing about having my office in this part of town is that we won’t have to bike very far to see the stars,” he said. “Very convenient, given my new line of work.”

“Hmm, and here I was thinking you picked it for its proximity to that gentleman’s club you infiltrated,” said Kami.

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure I’m still banned,” said Daniel. “Not that I would spend much time there anyway.”

Kami stood up on her bike as she started pedaling, wobbling a little as she found her balance. She’d only learned how to ride it a couple of days earlier, after Daniel had patiently spent a couple of hours serving as a pair of human training wheels as they went up and down the block near their house. She pushed her butt out as she started pumping the pedals, her jeans pulling gloriously tight against it.

I get more than enough stimulation already without having to add strippers into the mix.


CHAPTER 83

They biked for a half hour or so, Daniel staying behind Kami just in case she ran into trouble. There was an abandoned farmhouse not too far out of town that Daniel had taken to using as an easily accessible spot for his Astrology magic, and the two brought their bikes to a stop in the field to the side of it.

“I’m going to take you horseback riding,” announced Kami.

“What?”

“I want you to know what it feels like to be moving fast on something that you don’t entirely understand the mechanism of.”

Daniel laughed.

“I understand how a horse works, though,” he said.

“And that is exactly why you should go horseback riding with me!” said Kami. “I thought I understood how these “bicycles” worked, until I actually climbed onto one.”

“Hmm, good point,” said Daniel. “Anyway, I need to get down to business.”

He frowned as he looked up at the sky. It was dark enough for him to see a couple of stars, but several large clouds obscured sections of the celestial tapestry. He’d only used his Astrology spell once before, and it had let him see new constellations, shapes that led him to the target he’d held in mind during its casting. He wasn’t sure if the spell would morph around obstructions or not.

“Is it still going to work?” asked Kami.

Daniel shrugged.

“Only one way to find out…”

Out of all of his spells, Astrology took the largest toll on his magical reserves, using up nearly all of his energy with each cast. It was an odd sensation and hard to describe. Physical exhaustion, mental exhaustion, and magical exhaustion all felt the same, in some ways. Being out of magic made Daniel feel feeble, and exposed, and usually lasted until he got some restful sleep.

Daniel pictured Shelly in his mind, and started casting the spell. The act of using magic reminded him a little of wiggling his ears, or using a muscle in a part of his body that made it a challenge to contract. He’d known how to do it immediately after learning the first of the spells within the Book of Sins. Kami told him that it was due to the magic of the book, and it would have otherwise required months, if not years of training to learn how to cast anything.

Magical energy pulsed out of his solar plexus and up into the sky as he released the spell. The stars didn’t actually shift into a new pattern, but to Daniel’s eyes, it usually seemed like they did. However, nothing happened tonight. The sky looked the same, simultaneously boring and brilliant. He scowled up, knowing that he didn’t have enough magic left to try again.

Is it because of the clouds? Or is it... something else?

Something else, in this case, was something that upset Daniel to consider. If Shelly was dead, he wasn’t sure if the spell would lead him to her body, or misfire like it had just now. He swallowed hard, feeling a cold chill run through him that was entirely separate from the cold, late October night.

“Did you get anything?” asked Kami.

Daniel shook his head.

“No,” he said. “I’m not sure what that means.”

Neither of them said anything for a couple of seconds. He was about to suggest that they start biking home when a noise came from directly behind them. When Daniel turned around, he saw a figure in a dark grey cloak, the hood pulled tight over their face, but the cape loose enough for him to see familiar feminine curves.

“Nyx,” he said. “Good evening. How’d you find me?”

Nyx was the town’s local Dreamwalker, a bit like a mix between a supernatural police officer and a religious enforcer. She walked toward Daniel slowly, her face shrouded and unreadable.

“Your use of magic alerted me to your presence,” said Nyx.

Daniel smiled. He’d encountered Nyx enough times before to understand her operating methods. She would lie to his face, if it suited her purposes. And this time, he couldn’t help but suspect that it did.

“Not buying it,” said Daniel. “I only just cast the spell. I doubt you have any kind of magic that would let you travel across town that quickly.”

Nyx didn’t say anything. Their last encounter, like so many of their encounters, had been volatile, and Daniel wondered if she harbored any hard feelings. He decided to ignore it and push forward until something happened.

“You two haven’t met yet, have you?” he said. “Kami, this is Nyx, the Dreamwalker I was telling you about. Nyx, this is-”

“Kamila Goodchild,” said Nyx, in a low tone of voice. “Oh yes, we know of this one. She’s been implicated in witchery, supernatural heresy, and crimes against the Dreamer himself.”

Daniel raised an eyebrow at Kami.

“That’s news to me,” he said.

“It’s complicated,” said Kami, with a shrug. “The Dreamwalkers tend to take a rather… strict interpretation of history and culpability. My masters weren’t always good people, and it’s not like I had any power over how they acted.”

“We have records of you from when you were human!” snapped Nyx. “Eyewitness testimony relating to you being a witch!”

“Right…” said Kami. “Back when you were burning them at the stake? I’m sure your eyewitnesses saw me doing some truly terrible things to warrant such historical attention.”

She rolled her eyes. Daniel could tell that Nyx was fuming, even without being able to see her face.

“We still execute heretical witches,” said Nyx, through gritted teeth.

“Daniel, I’m not going to stand around and let her threaten me,” said Kami.

Nyx laughed.

“You are a shell of anything you might have once been,” she said. “You’re just a pretty familiar, good at fulfilling all of your master’s physical needs and not much else.”

Whoa, okay, this is getting a little crazy.

Daniel expected Kami to explode back at Nyx, but instead she just smiled, and gestured with her hand through the air, as though waving at something obvious.

“Oh, that’s fantastic, coming from you,” said Kami. “Did you report everything back to the Dreamwalkers? Even the bit about what happened on the rooftop, the day after my master used his charm spell on you?”

Nyx’s body language became tense and hostile.

“Have you gotten to the part in the book she gave you yet about chastity, Daniel?” asked Kami. “Sex outside of marriage is a sin, in the eyes of the Temple of Dreams. They take it very seriously… There’s a good chance you took this one’s maidenhood, in fact. If any of her religious ninny friends knew about it, she’d be branded a slut… a whore!”

“You will pay for those words!”

Nyx started charging forward, and Kami took up a fighting stance to meet her. Daniel moved faster than either of them, stepping in between and extending his hands out to either side.

“Alright!” he shouted. “Enough! There will be no fighting between the two of you, tonight.”

He’d been hoping that if he let both of them air their apparent grievances with each other, they’d eventually simmer down. Clearly, he’d been wrong, and now the only question was how to bring the encounter to a close without having a body hit the floor.

“Daniel, I’m telling you the truth,” said Nyx. “She was a witch before she became a familiar, and she’s been corrupted many times over by each of the masters who’ve… taken turns with her. She will pass her corruption onto you, if you allow her to remain by your side.”

“Nyx,” he said. “I’ve known Kami longer than I’ve known you. Not by much, but it’s true. If you have a problem with her, you have a problem with me, plain and simple.”

Nyx made a frustrated noise and turned as though to leave. Before she did, however, she looked back over her shoulder at him.

“I came here for a reason tonight, beyond verbally sparring with your slut familiar,” said Nyx. “Stay out of the business with the missing girl. It won’t end well.”

Daniel frowned.

“How do you know about that?” he asked.

Instead of answering him, Nyx took several steps forward into the darkness of the night, and disappeared. Daniel sighed and wished that his life wasn’t quite so complicated.


CHAPTER 84

“She was exaggerating,” said Kami. “Please, don’t judge me on her words alone.”

The two of them were biking back into town slowly, side by side in the empty street. There was a chill in the air, and the clouds above them were threatening to coalesce into a storm.

“Of course, Kami,” said Daniel. “And it’s not like it’s anything I didn’t already know, or hadn’t already thought about.”

“It was different with them, Daniel,” said Kami. “Some of them were truly foul people, who only cared about themselves. I was forced into doing things that I didn’t want to more times than you could imagine.”

“And Ixion?” he asked, bringing up Kami’s most recent former master. He wasn’t sure why he cared so much, but for some reason, he wanted, needed even, to hear her open up about him.

“He was more like you,” said Kami, in a quiet voice. “Gentle. Loving, even. But… He also got used to the fact that I’d always be there for him, never aging, never leaving. And in that, he was a little like all the rest, taking advantage of the fact that he could do whatever he wanted.”

Daniel scowled, trying to push images of Kami with other men out of his head.

I’ve been with other women, even since meeting Kami. If she can be understanding about it, so can I.

Lightning flashed overhead, followed by the crack of thunder. The rain started in thick, immediate sheets, soaking the two of them to the bone almost immediately. They were headed by Daniel’s office, and he gestured for them to head inside, rather than push through the storm while it was in full gear.

They chained their bikes to the rack and headed up the stairs. Daniel fumbled a bit with the key again, and then swung the door open, letting Kami head inside first.

“Such a gentleman,” she said, batting her eyelashes at him.

She stood facing away from him as she pulled off her purple sweater, the white t-shirt underneath it soaked and tight against the curve of her breasts. Daniel turned the light on and could see her reflection in the window, bra showing through the sheer fabric of her wet shirt. He walked up from behind and pressed himself against her, his crotch meeting her soft butt in glorious, flirtatious contact.

“Not such a gentleman,” whispered Daniel.

“Oh, you’re not, are you?” asked Kami, wiggling her butt against him. “Was this your plan all along? Get me wet and then get me inside?”

“Trust me, my plan goes much further than that.” He let his hands slide up her stomach, cupping Kami’s breasts from underneath, but not quite making contact with her nipples. She was staring into the window, making eyes at him through her reflection, her expression seductive and willful.

Daniel kissed her neck, pulling her wet hair back as he started to grind himself against her. She was objectively beautiful, inside and out, and he felt lust flare in his chest, taking control of him.

“I want you, Kami,” he whispered.

“I’m yours.”

Daniel spun her around and kissed her, leaning her back over his desk as he did. Kami didn’t miss a beat, hopping into a sitting position onto it and then gently pulling Daniel forward to mount her on its surface.

He practically tore her t-shirt off, tossing it across the room and kissing the newly exposed cleavage of Kami’s bra-clad breasts. His cock was rock hard, as though all of the arousal he’d ever felt for her was now coming to a head in a single moment.

I’ve wanted to take her like this since the first time she opened her mouth.

Kami’s hips were moving, rubbing up against him. She cupped Daniel’s cheek, turning his head so his eyes met hers. A wicked smile flashed across her lips, secretive, as though she was still holding something or another back. She looped a finger through the center of her bra and pulled it down slightly, not far enough for him to see nipple, but enough to give a hint of pink edge.

“Kami!” Daniel kissed her, his tongue flicking out to meet hers, mirroring the way their bodies met and moved together in perfect sexual harmony.

His fingers fumbled with her jeans, and he started pulling them down as soon as the button and zipper were undone. Kami wiggled out of them with cute, girlish movements. Daniel’s eyes drank in the sight, and his cock ached with fierce, physical need. He removed his sweatshirt and dropped his own jeans in record time, and watched as Kami’s eyes locked onto his erection, widening visibly.

“I… wow,” she said, shaking her head. “I forgot just how many things have changed since the era I was born in.”

Daniel grinned, slipping his boxers off and tossing them aside, along with his t-shirt. As he climbed back on top of her, he let the head of his hard erection press against her white and pink frilled panties.

“I’ll go slow,” he whispered.

“You’d better.”

He kissed her deeply again, pulling her bra down to completely expose her breasts. They were better than he ever could have imagined, big enough to get a decent handful of each one without being overbearing and losing their perkiness with age.

Kami doesn’t age. Her breasts will always be like this…

The nipples at the center looked like tiny cherries, reddish pink in color and just the right size and shape. Daniel ran his fingers across them and felt Kami shiver against him, an excited squeal escaping her lips.

He pressed his cock against her panties a second time, and then a third, as though knocking on the door before heading inside. His fingers worked their way into the waistband of her underwear, sliding the last barrier of cloth down and out of the way. Kami’s eyes locked onto his. Daniel saw desire, excitement, and a bit of trepidation staring back at him.

“I’ll go slow,” he repeated.

He pressed the head of his cock against the velvety folds of her cunt and instantly found himself wishing that he hadn’t made such an impossible promise. The tip of his erection slid half an inch into her tight, wet hole, and he was in heaven.

From the way Kami gasped and began writhing underneath him, so was she. Daniel kissed her neck, leaning his head against hers and using every ounce of willpower he had to go slow, and take his time. He slid deeper in, managing to get half of his cock into her, and understanding exactly what she’d meant about how much had changed.

Kami was unbelievably tight. Daniel was entering her, and it didn’t seem to be causing any pain, but her cunt squeezed his cock as though it was strained to the limit. It felt as though her tight, hot hole was gripping onto him, almost sucking him in.

“Oh, Daniel!” Kami was shivering. Her hips bucked upward, and Daniel responded by thrusting further. He kissed her breasts and nipples and felt the last vestiges of his willpower give way as he began to move.

Pleasure surged through him as he pushed in and pulled back. Daniel realized that he was moaning, so lost in the moment and the sensations that he almost didn’t notice. Kami’s legs intertwined with his as he pushed forward, sheathing his cock into her as deep as it would go.

She shivered and let out a high pitched squeal of pure, unadulterated ecstasy, and he instantly knew that he’d already gotten her off. Kami quivered against him, drunk on pleasure. It was the most erotic thing Daniel had ever seen. It triggered something deep and primal within him, to see Kami, with her sweet face and cute features, shivering with passion, speared through by his cock.

He started fucking her hard, pushing his cock into her faster and faster with each thrust. He couldn’t help himself. A storm of emotions raged in his chest, love, lust, and fierce, unsated sexual hunger. Daniel groped at Kami’s breasts, ran his hands over her flawless skin, and pounded into her as though he’d forgotten how to do anything else.

The desk creaked underneath them. The sounds of their lovemaking were easily loud enough to be heard from the street, if not across the way. Daniel didn’t care. He moved automatically. He couldn’t have stopped if the police had come knocking on the door, and wouldn’t have traded the moment for anything in the world.

“Oh god, Kami!” he cried. She looked at him, biting her lip in ecstasy, her eyes locking onto his.

Daniel was flying against her, slamming into her, desperate to get more of the sensation of her hot, tight, cunt. Kami’s legs wrapped around him as he reached his crescendo. Her hand caressed his cheek, and her mouth turned up into a small, secretive smile.

She’s perfect… And she’s mine.

That was when Daniel really lost it, the sight and sensation and sheer perfection of her too much for him to endure any longer. He shivered and pumped his cock as deep into her as it would go. Pleasure exploded through his body, and he released a massive load of hot, sticky cum inside of her tight little hole.

“Oh…” Daniel was exhausted. The afterglow was beautiful, like being enveloped in a warm, pink, loving cloud. He felt Kami hugging him from underneath. He hugged her back, and the two of them stayed in position, holding each other as the sensations faded.

Daniel rolled over on the desk, letting Kami rest her head on his chest. It wasn’t a big desk, and the two of them had to rely on each other for warmth against the chill of the air, but it was exactly where he wanted to be, right there, with her.

“Kami,” he whispered. “You… make me feel things.”

Kami made a pleased sounding noise.

“You’ve been with other girls before, Daniel,” she said. “This is the first time that me and you have actually taken it this far, but it’s nothing new for you… is it?”

Daniel hesitated, not knowing how to answer.

“I don’t know,” he finally said.

Kami sighed and planted a soft kiss on his chest.

“Things probably won’t ever be simple between us, Daniel,” she whispered. “It’s just a fact, with the book and my situation…”

“I don’t care,” he said. “This… is exactly what I want.”

He ran his hand through her dark hair. It was even softer than it looked.

“Just promise me one thing,” said Kami.

“Anything.”

“Don’t join up with the Dreamwalkers.”

Daniel chuckled.

“I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” he said. “From what Nyx was saying, it sounds like they’d rather kill me than recruit me.”

“Be careful around her, Daniel,” said Kami. “She’s trouble.”

“I don’t think that she’s a bad person,” he said.

“That’s why she’s trouble.”

Kami slid upward, bringing her face to meet his. She gave him a slow, sensual kiss, her breasts and nipples rubbing across his chest, becoming the only thing he could focus on.

I’m getting hard again, and it hasn’t even been five minutes.

Kami pulled back and raised an eyebrow, feeling it, too. She smiled at him and blushed slightly, as though suddenly finding her modesty again.

“We should probably get headed home,” she said. “Your mother will give us an earful if we get back too late.”

“A couple more minutes wouldn’t make much of a difference,” said Daniel.

Kami giggled and made a show of slowly bending over to pick up her clothes, arching her back and using her gorgeous naked body to tease the hell out of him.

“You’re so mean,” said Daniel.

They dressed and headed back home together, biking side by side down the street. 


CHAPTER 85

Daniel made his way downstairs the next morning. His mother had been waiting for him and Kami, disguised as Melina as always, to get home the night before. She hadn’t said much, but it had been clear enough from her questioning expression what had been on her mind.

She needs to let this drop. It’s getting kind of ridiculous.

Kami was sitting at the dining room table, eating toast, fruit salad, sausage and eggs. Deborah had set a plate out for Daniel, and he let out a yawn as he sat down with it in front of him.

“Morning,” said Daniel.

“Good morning.” Kami flashed a conspiratorial smile. “How did you sleep last night?”

“Like a rock,” he said. “No surprise there. Yesterday was full of exhausting firsts.”

Kami’s smile widened and Daniel felt her foot glide up his thigh under the table. From the kitchen, he heard his mom clear her throat and take several heavy footsteps into the dining room.

“Good morning, Daniel.” She was already dressed in a white blouse and tight black skirt, her hair done up in the usual bun. “I take it that you’ll be spending the day in your office?”

“Some of it,” he said. “I already have a case to start working on, so I’ll be investigating around town.”

“That’s nice, dear,” said Deborah. “And Melina? What will you be doing today?”

Kami shrugged, feigning boredom.

“Oh, I don’t know,” she said. “Whatever comes up, really.”

“You should look into getting a job of your own, sweetie,” said Deborah. “At your age, it’s inappropriate for you to… lie around the house all day.”

Deborah blushed slightly as she spoke, as if her implication had affected her more than she’d intended it to.

“Of course,” said Kami. “I could always get a job as Daniel’s secretary, if he starts to get more clients.”

“I… don’t think that would be appropriate,” said Deborah.

“Why not?” Kami furrowed her brow, putting on a show of being oblivious.

“It… just… wouldn’t be!” Deborah’s face turned scarlet, and Daniel almost felt a little bad for his mom.

“Relax, Mom,” said Daniel. “It will be a while before I have enough money to make a profit for myself, let alone hire someone else.”

“Of course,” said Deborah, sighing. “Right. There’s… something else I wanted to mention to the two of you.”

Daniel raised an eyebrow at him, a little put off by her tone of voice.

“Well, after all of the odd happenings in our house, and the neighborhood, I got a little concerned about what could potentially happen when I’m not around.” Deborah smiled slightly, looking a little guilty. “I installed some baby monitors yesterday in the living room, bathroom, hallways… pretty much everywhere.”

“Uh… what?” Daniel slowly shook his head. Kami frowned at him, totally confused.

“It’s just for my own peace of mind, Daniel,” said his mom. “They’re long range, so if anything… strange… happens, while I’m not around, I’ll be alerted to it.”

“Mom, you can’t be serious,” he said.

“It’s a safety precaution, sweetie,” said Deborah. “Besides, it’s not like any of us have anything to hide from one another, right?”

Several tense, silent seconds passed. It felt as though Deborah was letting the moment linger, trying to draw out a confession, if she could.

“What are baby monitors?” asked Kami.

Daniel winced.

“Good one, Sis,” he said. “But seriously, Mom. Hypothetically, what’s to stop someone from just, you know, turning them off?”

“I will receive an alert on my phone if some hypothetical person chooses to do that,” said Deborah. “And I won’t be very happy when I get home.”

She smiled and looked up at the clock, and then walked past the table, planting a kiss on Daniel and Kami’s heads as she passed by.

“I love you,” she said. “I’ll see you both later tonight.”

“Love you, mom,” grumbled Daniel.

Kami let her mask drop as soon as Deborah was out the door. She shook her head, still looking confused.

“No seriously,” she said. “What’s a baby monitor?”

The two of them finished breakfast, and Daniel’s mind turned to more serious issues. He still didn’t understand why his Astrology spell had failed to find Shelly the night before, and the more he thought about it, the darker his expectations became.

Should I just give up, without even trying?

Kami was watching him from across the table. Her eyes were concerned, and she seemed to read him as though he was an open book.

“Daniel, I think you should stay on the case,” she said. “I don’t think it’s as hopeless as it seems.”

“Kami…” He frowned and slowly shook his head. “I don’t know. I feel like… this might all be my fault. My mess, and I’ve arrived too late to even clean it up.”

“I think she’s still alive,” said Kami. “There are other reasons why a mystic spell could fail, dozens of them.”

Daniel shrugged.

“Even if she is alive, I don’t know if I’m the person that she’d want coming after her.”

Kami smiled a little.

“When I ran away from home, on a stolen horse, with only a lantern and a bundle of coins to my name, part of me hoped that somebody would care enough to come after me, even if it was to punish me for what I’d done.” She shrugged her shoulders a little, looking suddenly vulnerable. “That’s why I think you need to chase her, Daniel. She doesn’t deserve to go missing without at least one person caring enough to look.”

Her words resonated with him, and he felt his resolve stiffen. It wasn’t about him, it was about her. And he needed to find out what had happened to her.

“You’re right,” he said. “Come one. Let’s get to work.”

Daniel and Kami biked off in the direction of the most obvious place to start looking: his old college. It was weekday, but it was also Halloween, and as they passed onto the Icarus Community College campus, Daniel saw a number of students in costume. He tried his best to keep his eyes from straying onto the scantily clad, sexy witches, reminding himself that he had his own sexy witch to play with, if the urge arose.

“I guess I should start by asking one of the teachers that we shared classes with,” said Daniel. “This could get a little weird.”

“Why’s that?” asked Kami.

Daniel frowned.

“Ms. Magdalene is the only one that will be here this early in the morning.”

He’d clashed with Ms. Magdalene, an amateur sorceress and talented alchemist, several times over the past few weeks. Her methods for subduing him bordered were a little outside the box, usually consisting of lewd, sexual traps, rather than violent encounters.

“I’ve already explained to you that I’m not the jealous type, Daniel,” said Kami. “Just keep it in your pants when I’m around and be honest with me about what happens when I’m not.”

“That’s not all I’m worried about,” said Daniel. “She’s been upping the stakes recently. I’m not sure what she’ll do if I show up outside her office door uninvited.”

Unfortunately, she was the best lead he had to go on, so that was exactly what Daniel ended up doing, with Kami standing at his shoulder.


CHAPTER 86

Daniel stood outside Ms. Magdalene’s office in the Olympus Center, pausing for a generous moment before knocking on her door. He heard a muffled woman’s voice shout “Come in,” and opened the door.

“Daniel.” Ms. Magdalene sat behind her desk, wearing a tight black dress that looked vaguely appropriate for Halloween. “How nice to see you again.”

Her tone was dry, but not entirely without sincerity. Daniel smiled at her, understanding some of where she was coming from. Even if they’d clashed in the past, it had been in intimate enough ways to lend an element of affection to their conflict.

“Ms. Magdalene,” he said. “What are you supposed to be?”

She leaned to one side, revealing two small, black angel wings jutting out of the back of her dress. She nodded to Kami.

“And this is… your girlfriend?” she asked.

“My familiar,” said Daniel. He didn’t see any real reason to lie about it. Ms. Magdalene was an intelligent woman, and if she hadn’t already guessed what Kami was, she would as soon as she saw her eyes.

Besides, it’s not as though I told her what Kami can do.

“Oh!” Ms. Magdalene’s expression brightened. “How interesting… Yes, that makes a quite a bit of sense, really. She’s attached to the book, is she not?”

Daniel nodded slowly, again, not really seeing what he had to lose from confirming the obvious.

“That explains why you’re so hesitant to give the book up,” said Ms. Magdalene. “I’m sure there are… a number of reasons, why you’d like to keep a familiar like that on hand.”

She flashed a wicked smile at Kami, who began blushing fiercely.

“Enough,” said Daniel. “I’m here for a reason.”

“Aren’t you always?” said Ms. Magdalene. “Out with it.”

“As I’m sure you’ve heard, Shelly has gone missing,” said Daniel. “Nobody knows where she is. I wanted to see if you’d noticed anything odd, or maybe supernatural, related to something like this recently.”

Ms. Magdalene froze. It was the first, and perhaps the only time Daniel had seen his teacher’s emotions shift so swiftly. She had a look on her face that screamed of dark realization, and guilt.

“You know something,” said Daniel. “Tell me!”

Ms. Magdalene stood up from her desk and turned away from him, her black angel wings bouncing slightly as though she was preparing to take off in flight. She touched a hand to her forehead and sighed.

“That girl…” muttered Ms. Magdalene.

“Ms. Magdalene, I can tell that you care about this,” said Daniel. “If you and your dark sorcerer partner are up to something that’s putting people in danger, one of your students in danger, you have to put a stop to it.”

Ms. Magdalene turned around to face him again, a sad smile on her face. She just looked tired, more than anything.

“I hope that you manage to find her,” said Ms. Magdalene. “But I can’t tell you anything. I’m sorry.”

Daniel started to object, but Ms. Magdalene waved her hand dismissively before he could, casting a spell that cleanly pushed him and Kami back five feet, just outside her door, which promptly slammed in their face. He touched the knob and had to jerk his hand back as something akin to an electric current pulsed through it.

“Well,” said Kami. “She clearly knows something.”

“She’s too strong willed to tell us anything,” said Daniel. “We need a new lead.”

The two of them left the Olympus Center and started back toward their bikes. Daniel was debating the pros and cons of cold knocking on the doors in Shelly’s neighborhood, when he spotted someone that had a much better chance of giving them a lead.

“That’s… Brent,” he said, recognizing Shelly’s boyfriend on a park bench in the courtyard. He had on a faded letter jacket, along with jeans with torn knees and a chain necklace at least a decade out of style.

“Oh! I remember him!” said Kami. “He was Shelly’s betrothed, right?”

“More like boyfriend,” said Daniel. “I guarantee that he knows at least something that we can go off of, even if it’s just his guess on where she might be.”

Daniel started walking toward him, but Kami grabbed his hand and pulled back.

“Hold on,” she said. “Perhaps we should take a more nuanced approach?”

“Such as…?”

“What we did last time,” said Kami. “It can’t hurt. He’s alone. I’ll pretend to be the other girl, his mistress, and warm up to him for information.”

I really don’t like the sound of that.

“I don’t know, Kami,” said Daniel. “It doesn’t seem like a…”

She’d already shifted her face. Daniel was stunned. He’d forgotten how attractive Brent’s ex-girlfriend was. Kami leaned in close, sliding a few strands of now red hair behind one ear.

“Relax, Daniel,” she said. “This will save us time, and get us more information.”

He sighed.

“Fine,” he said. “Just be careful.”

He stared at Kami as she slowly walked over to the bench, her butt wiggling from side to side with each step. It was such a small thing, just a different head on her regular body, but it made an enormous difference. Daniel felt a certain part of his body in particular having a strong reaction to her shapeshifted form.

She did offer to use her ability for my benefit once before. Time to take her up on that?

Daniel let the thought drop as she stepped up to the bench, leaning against one of the armrests and greeting Brent. He flashed a smile at her, and said something that made Kami laugh. Daniel twitched slightly.

Brent stood up and closed in on her, clearly laying on compliments and spitting game. He let one of his hands run up Kami’s side, and Daniel felt a stab of anger at another man touching her. It was ridiculous, but the fact that it was Brent only made him angrier, given that he’d been behind the theft of Daniel’s bike a few weeks earlier.

Kami had a flirtatious smile on her face, but Daniel could tell from the way her eyes flashed with each question that she was getting straight to the point. Brent started to look a little uncomfortable. Daniel was debating trying to move in a little closer when Brent leaned forward, putting an arm around Kami, simultaneously kissing her and groping her butt.

Cold rage washed over him at a level of intensity he’d never experienced before. Daniel felt ridiculous, and knew that logically, it made no sense. He’d kissed other women before in the time that Kami had been his familiar, typically for reasons other than passion or infatuation. She was doing the same thing here, sating Brent’s ego by giving him what he wanted so they could learn information that could potentially save a life.

Brent’s hand shifted along her leg, briefly cupping Kami’s crotch. She squirmed just out of range before he could do anything more, playing it off like she was being a tease. She said something, and Brent rolled his eyes and seemed to offer her an explanation, gesturing with his hands as he spoke. Kami nodded, and then turned to look directly at Daniel, waving him over without trying to hide what she was doing.

Daniel stomped his way over to them, taking slow breaths to keep himself from doing something he’d regret. Brent looked back and forth, from him to Kami, clearly confused.

“Can you tell him what you just told me, Brent?” asked Kami.

“…What?” asked Brent.

“I’ll make it up to you later.” Kami ran a finger up his shoulder, and Daniel felt his rage return, only barely managing to keep it in check.

Brent scratched the back of his head and shrugged.

“Whatever,” he said. “Look, Shelly ran off because she’s pissed at me for cheating on her. That’s all I know.”

Daniel blinked. His original, somewhat convoluted plan to get his bike back after it had been stolen had involved framing Brent for infidelities that, at the time, Daniel had thought he’d invented. To find out now that Brent actually had been cheating on her felt a bit like stealing something off someone’s lawn with a knocked over “FREE” sign next to it.

“Okay,” said Daniel. “Do you have any idea of where she might have gone?”

“Why are you so fucking interested, anyway?” snapped Brent.

“Does it matter?” whispered Kami, rubbing Brent’s upper arm. He relented, shrugging again and continuing.

“Fine,” he said. “Look, I don’t know where she might have gone, and honestly, I don’t give a fuck. She was always emotional… pretty good chance she took a long bath and downed a bunch of pills, if you know what I’m saying?”

Daniel stared at him, his expression blank.

Oh, I know what he’s saying. I just can’t believe he’s enough of a sociopath to actually say it.

“When was the last time you saw her?” asked Daniel.

Brent glanced nervously over at Kami, who still had on the ex-girlfriend shapeshifting disguise.

“A couple days ago,” he said, defensively. “We went to a show of that band that’s been in the area lately, Bleak Outlook. Just as friends. Got in a fight while we were there and I took off before the show was over.”

“Bleak Outlook…” muttered Daniel. He rubbed his chin, thinking about whether it was enough for them to off of, and deciding that it was probably all they were going to get. “Alright, that should do. Let’s go.”

He nodded to Kami, and she moved to his side. The two of them started walking away from Brent.

“Yo, hold the fuck on!” shouted Brent. He ran around to get in front of Daniel, letting his chest bang against his in dramatic, douchebag fashion. “Candace, where do you think you’re going?”

“Wherever she wants,” said Daniel. “Get out of my way, Brent. Or things get ugly.”

Brent laughed and grabbed him by the scruff of his shirt.

“You always were funny, Daniel,” he said. “But she’s with me. Plain, and simple.”

Daniel closed his hand around Brent’s wrist, meeting his gaze as he cast Flame Touch. He only held the spell for a second, but the quick flare of fire was enough to leave a decent burn on skin. Brent screamed and fell backward, rolling on the grass and shielding his arm.

“Oh boys, don’t fight over little old me!” said Kami, with a wicked smile on her face.

Daniel rolled his eyes at her and continued toward where they’d left their bikes. She followed after him.


CHAPTER 87

“According to this website, Bleak Outlook is playing a show at the Dionysus Theater tonight,” said Daniel. “Tickets are expensive, because it’s a Halloween show, but someone there is guaranteed to be our next best lead on wherever Shelly went.”

The two of them were back in Daniel’s office. He sat in his office chair, leaning backward at a precarious angle. Kami, back to her normal appearance, sat on his desk.

“Halloween,” she said. “It’s the new holiday where everyone wears a disguise, right?”

“It’s not exactly new, and we call them costumes,” said Daniel. “But yeah.”

Kami clapped her hands together in glee.

“We have to go shopping, then! I need a costume!”

“Kami, you have stuff that could work,” said Daniel. “The clothes you were wearing when I first found you would be perfect, the stuff that looks like it’s straight out of an Amish woman’s wardrobe.”

“I don’t want to wear regular clothes,” said Kami. “That’s no fun. Besides, your mom gave me some money the other day, on the condition that I stop spending so much time around you.”

She said it so casually that it almost didn’t register in Daniel’s head, for a second.

“My mom bribed you to stay away from me?” asked Daniel.

“Well, she bribed your sister to stay away from you,” said Kami. “Do you see Melina around anywhere?”

Daniel rubbed his forehead.

Interesting logic… But seriously, what the hell is going on in mom’s head?

“Anyway, I think I want to go as a witch,” continued Kami.

A slow smile crept across Daniel’s face.

“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised,” he said.

“Back in my time, the word ‘witch’ had a really bad association with it,” said Kami. “All of the witches people talked about were always old and ugly. It was so frustrating!”

“Oh, I get it,” said Daniel. “You want to be a sexy witch.”

He poked Kami in the ribs and saw her blush at his insinuation.

The two of them headed out on their bikes to one of the local clothing stores that was having a sale on costumes. Daniel was surprised by how empty it was, with only a bored looking teenager behind the counter and a few parents shopping with their kids.

“What are you going to go as, Daniel?” asked Kami.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Here, how about this?”

He reached for a Star Wars costume hanging on the rack, complete with robe, lightsaber, and tunic.

“Star… Wars…?” Kami frowned as she read the label.

“It’s from a movie series,” said Daniel. “About spaceships, and laser swords, and well, I guess magic, too.”

Kami’s frown deepened.

“What’s a ‘laser’?”

“Uh… It’s tough to explain.”

She shook her head.

“I don’t really like that one,” she said.

They continued down the aisle. Daniel stopped to explain Superman, who Kami found to be boring and a little ridiculous, and Batman, who she had the same reaction to but for opposite reasons.

“What’s this one?” Kami pulled at a James Bond costume, making an appreciative noise as she looked at a picture of Pierce Brosnan on the label. “This would be perfect, Daniel!”

“It’s James Bond,” said Daniel. “He’s a guy who runs around hunting bad people, usually acting really smooth in the process.”

“That’s totally you!” Kami smiled and nodded.

I think that’s the highest praise I’ve ever gotten from anyone.

“Alright,” he said. “I’ll try it on. Are you going to find a witch costume?”

Kami was already heading toward the women’s section, practically skipping with delight. Daniel smiled, enjoying her reaction, and then headed for the changing room.

The costume was surprisingly well made, given how cheap the price on it was. It was in the style of the iconic James Bond image, black suit, white shirt, black bowtie, along with an imitation handgun with a long silencer tipped with an orange cap.

Given that he’d picked it off the shelf randomly, Daniel was shocked by how well it fit. He took his time admiring himself in the mirror, posing with the gun and taking a couple of selfies that he knew he’d never end up sharing with anyone.

He decided to leave the costume on and just carry his clothes out of the store, for fun. Kami was nowhere in sight when Daniel stepped back out onto the store floor, so he went over to the cashier and paid for the clothes while he waited.

“Daniel!” said Kami, from the third dressing stall down. “Come take a look!”

“Alright.” He walked over and glanced from side to side before opening the door and slipping inside.

The stall was tiny, barely big enough for two people to fit without brushing up against each other. That wouldn’t have been much of an issue, if not for the nature of the costume Kami had picked out.

She wore a black skirt that frilled outward, barely making it down far enough to cover all of her butt, along with fishnet stockings that connected with straps to something under it. The top that went with it was in the style of a corset, showing off as much cleavage as any piece of clothing could, without exposing nipple.

She also had on the iconic black witch’s hat, along with a small broomstick that she held in one hand. Kami grinned wickedly at him and spun in a slow circle. Daniel felt his cock hardening in his pants. He couldn’t take his eyes off her.

“You look good, too,” said Kami. “The jacket especially fits you quite-”

Daniel pushed himself against her, kissing her deeply and letting his hands grope underneath her skirt. She was, in fact, still wearing panties, which was simultaneously a relief and a disappointment to him. Kami kissed him back passionately. Daniel pinned her against the wall of the changing room, letting his erection push in between her legs as though he was trying to cut through their clothes to sink it into her.

A knock came at the dressing room door, followed by someone clearing their throat disapprovingly.

“We don’t allow more than one person per changing room,” said the store’s clerk. “Sorry, but you’ll have to finish somewhere else.”

Kami turned bright red and held her hand over her mouth. Daniel grinned and opened the door, trying to lean in a way that reduced the obviousness of his arousal as he stepped out.

“Sorry,” he said. “I just, uh, couldn’t help myself.”


CHAPTER 88

To Daniel’s extreme disappointment, they didn’t have time to head back to his office before the show started in the early evening. Kami insisted on walking her bike instead of riding it, telling him that it was too embarrassing for her to do it in her costume. Daniel put all of their normal clothes in his backpack, and they set out to the Dionysus Theater.

It was a good thing that they’d headed straight over, judging by the line stretching back outside of the venue. Daniel saw all of the usual Halloween costumes, along with a wide variety of characters from recently popular movies.

They chained their bikes up, and then took a spot in line behind Harley Quinn and one of the girls from Frozen. Daniel noticed several guys ogling Kami openly, and he really couldn’t blame them. He put an arm around her and pulled her in a little closer to him.

“I think people really like this disguise on me,” said Kami. “I feel so liberated! Modern women are so daring.”

“Yeah,” said Daniel. “I really like it on you.”

So much that I’m going to see if I can get her to leave it on, later tonight.

A sudden rush of activity and cheering spread through the line as a large tour bus pulled up to the venue’s side entrance. Four people got out of it, three men and a woman, and started waving to the crowd.

Daniel found it hard to take his eyes off the woman, who he knew from the band’s website was their lead singer. She was a busty, attractive, and wearing a one of a kind costume. She was dressed as some kind of forest nymph, with leaves and spiraling vines only barely covering her crotch and nipples.

Her hair had been dyed green, and makeup along with glitter gave her face a touch of magic. She blew kisses to the crowd as the three men, dressed in Halloween costumes of their own, stood protectively around her.

“Wow…” said Kami. “That’s amazing…”

“Did they have shows like this back in your time?” asked Daniel, knowing the answer even as the question left his mouth.

“Well…” Kami tapped her finger on her lips. “Sometimes we’d gather around the town square and watch traveling musicians perform, but it was… less of an affair than this.”

The band disappeared into the venue, and shortly after, the line began moving. It was getting dark by the time Daniel showed the tickets he’d purchased online to the checkers and the two of them finally made it inside.

The space was a simple seatless semi-circle, focused around a stage in the far back. Daniel stood directly behind Kami as they found a place somewhere in the middle of the crowd and more people filed in around them.

“Why are you pressed up against me, Daniel?” asked Kami.

He glanced down at her outfit.

“Because if I’m not, someone else will be,” he said.

Kami blushed.

There were several hundred people there for the show, in total, which was an enormous number as a proportion of Icarus Point’s population. A few minutes went by, and then the lights faded out, and the band came out onstage.

Two of the men were holding large inflated balls lit up with orange LEDs attached to their surface. They tossed them out into the crowd, and immediately people began batting them up into the air. One came down right in front of Kami, and she let out a cute squeal and slapped it higher up into the air.

“That’s incredible!” she shouted. “How does it light up like that?”

Daniel was about to answer her when the band began their first number. The stage was illuminated with orange and red lights, a smoke machine adding a spooky effect from somewhere behind them. Kami leaned back against Daniel, squeezing his hand in awe as she took it all in.

This is totally worth it, even if we don’t get a new lead to follow up on.

The music was not at all what Daniel had been expecting. From the name, and the way most of the band looked, he’d assumed that it would be punk rock, or maybe metal, something harsh and extreme.

Their first song was mellow, a mixture of soft rock and jazz. The crowd swayed to the beat, Kami joining in along with him as Daniel kept a firm grip on her, still concerned about what might happen if she slipped off on her own, though he knew it was probably an exaggerated concern.

People began to take out their cell phones, holding them up facing the stage, creating a sea of glowing rectangular dots. Kami’s eyes took it all in, and Daniel couldn’t help but smile at how impressed by it all she seemed.

As the song came to an end, Daniel leaned in close enough for her to hear him, speaking into her ear.

“What did you do for fun, back in your time period?” he asked.

Kami shrugged.

“I read a lot,” she said. “I also liked to knit, and do embroidery.”

“Huh,” said Daniel. “It must have been really different back then.”

“It wasn’t that different,” said Kami, defensively. “Well… maybe it was. We had music. We had theatre shows, when performance troupes passed through town. It was never as wonderful as this, though.”

“Do you miss any of it?” asked Daniel.

“Only knitting,” said Kami.

“That’s… still a thing, you know.”

Kami looked over her shoulder at him, and he couldn’t tell if her surprised expression was for real or not. The band started up their next song before he could find out.

It was slightly faster paced, and again, the crowd moved along with it. Daniel got the sense that Kami was teasing him a little bit with her dancing, sliding against him more than she actually needed. He was painfully hard by the time the band finished the number.

“This is so much fun!” said Kami. “Courtship was so boring back in my time…”

“Oh, so now I’m courting you?” said Daniel.

Kami immediately tensed up, and Daniel realized that she hadn’t actually thought about what she was saying. She looked back at him with an odd expression on her face, a little embarrassed, a little needy for his approval.

“I was… just… using that for an example,” said Kami. “My parents never even let me get to the point where I was allowed alone in a room with a boy, let alone going to a music or theatre show.”

“Times have definitely changed.” Daniel kissed her on the neck and pushed his crotch against her butt, enjoying the shiver and tiny squeal it elicited from her.

It was a short show, and there were only a few more songs before the band reached their final number. The woman, their lead singer, stood at the group’s center as they all bowed, and then grabbed the microphone to say one last thing.

“If you’re interested in getting a selfie, stick around,” she said. “We are also recruiting interested women for our talent agency. If one of the band members invites you backstage, you qualify for representation.”

The woman, who went by the stage name Octavia, had a thick middle eastern accent. It was exotic and sexy, but wasn’t what caught Daniel’s attention. He gave Kami a squeeze and leaned in closer enough for her to hear him.

“Talent agency,” said Daniel. “What do you think Shelly would have done if she’d heard them announce that?”

A smile slowly crept across Kami’s face, and she nodded.

“Perfect,” she said. “You wait here. I’ll get one of the guitarists to take me backstage, and-”

“Not a chance,” said Daniel.

She frowned.

“Why not?”

“Uh…” Daniel scratched the back of his head. “Things tend to happen backstage that I don’t think you’d be onboard with.”

He leaned in closer and whispered an explanation into Kami’s ear that made her blush harder than Daniel had ever seen before.


CHAPTER 89

Kami waited near the back of the venue, while Daniel made his way over to where Octavia was taking selfies with interested fans. There weren’t nearly as many people waiting for her as for the guitarists and the drummers, which Daniel found surprising, given how beautiful she was.

She pointed to him and smiled, her eyes scanning over his costume.

“And who, exactly, are you?” she asked, in a playful voice.

“Bond,” said Daniel. “James Bond.”

He stepped in close to her with his phone. It was almost too easy, her neck an open target for his Whisper of Desire spell. Octavia shivered, looked at the rest of guys waiting around for selfies, and then took Daniel by the hand.

“Would you…” She hesitated a little. “I don’t usually do this, but would you… like to come backstage with me?”

Daniel smiled and nodded.

“I would very much like that,” he said.

Octavia began leading him by the hand toward the door leading to the performer’s area. Several of the guys who’d been waiting for selfies groaned loudly. Daniel turned to give Kami a thumbs up where she was waiting for him, and saw that two guys were standing next to her, trying their best to get somewhere.

Let’s hope I can get this info quickly. I trust Kami, but she’s a little naïve.

The singer led Daniel down the hall, and then into a dressing room that had a sign with her name on it across the door. He closed it behind them and watched as she made her way over to a small mini fridge and took out two beers.

“So, I had a question about the talent agency thing you mentioned,” said Daniel. “Is there any way I could-”

Octavia slid up against him, passing him a beer and pressing a finger to his lips. Daniel’s attention was instantly drawn to her big breasts and scandalous costume, despite his focus on getting more information.

“You Americans are always about business,” she said, in a sensual voice. “It’s Halloween. At least stay in character.”

She walked away from him, her butt sashaying from side to side hypnotically. He took a sip of his beer.

“So, Mr. Bond,” said Octavia. “What makes you think I have the information you need?”

Daniel chuckled, deciding to just go with it and have some fun.

“All of the signs point to you, miss, uh...”

“Octavia Sapphire,” she said. Her voice was already accented enough to fit perfectly as a sultry, femme fatale. She leaned back on the table against the wall of the room and ran her hands across her breasts, exposing the top edge of one of her nipples.

“Ms. Sapphire,” said Daniel. “I need you to tell me everything you know. Lives could depend on it.”

“And if I say no,” said Octavia. “Will you just… take what you want?”

Daniel moved in closer to her, feeling real tension build off the fun pretense. Octavia licked her lips slowly.

“We can do this the easy way, or the hard way,” said Daniel.

“I always want it hard, Mr. Bond.”

The temptation was too much. Daniel took the singer by the waist and pulled her roughly against him, kissing her deeply. He was well aware how many men in the audience, and probably even some her band mates, would have killed to be in his position.

Octavia rubbed up against him like a cat in heat. She pulled his jacket off and moved to undo his bowtie, giggling as she noticed the clip. Daniel kissed her again, getting a sense of her lips and how they moved.

He started pulling her costume off, noticing how miniscule it actually was. It slid to the ground without any resistance, and Octavia had nothing on underneath it. She pulled his shirt open and unzipped his pants, Daniel groping at her breasts as she worked.

I need to be quick. Kami’s still out there, waiting for me.

Despite his concern for his familiar, it was hard to focus on anything other than the singer’s sexy, naked body. She leaned back against the table and Daniel worked his cock out of his boxers. She wrapped her arms around his neck as he pushed forward, gasping as Daniel entered her hard, just as she’d begged him to do.

“Fuck me,” whispered Octavia. “Make me scream so loud that everyone in this place can hear me.”

Daniel squeezed her breasts and started pumping. She felt warm and nice, not nearly as tight as Kami, but the thrill of her public profile made up for it. Octavia practically pulled him back onto the table, and Daniel began pumping back into her hard enough to make the legs shake.

“Oh yeah!” cried Octavia. “Oh yeah!”

She reacted to each of his thrusts with eager, sensual movements. Her legs wrapped and unwrapped around his waist. She cupped her arms under her breasts, and pulled his face down into them.

Daniel kissed her neck, his hands roaming over her. She jiggled with each of thrusts, the sight so erotic that it made him feel as though he was having sex with some kind of goddess of femininity.

Octavia was screaming in ecstasy, and before long, she shivered, her body going limp. Daniel kept fucking her for another second or two, until it became clear that she was too exhausted to continue.

He pulled out, and then after hesitating for a moment, brought his cock over to her face and pushed it against her lips. She smiled sweetly at him and began sucking as though giving him a reward, her tongue and mouth moving in perfect unison.

Daniel groaned and felt a smile spread across his face. All of Icarus Point had been talking about Bleak Outlook for weeks now, many of the guys fantasizing about the female lead singer that was now sucking him off. It was a little hard for Daniel to keep his sexual ambitions in check after each new experience with his charm magic.

I could have any woman I wanted.

Octavia pushed her face forward, letting Daniel’s cock slide into the back of her throat. He groaned, passing over his limit, and for some reason, thought of Kami, even as his cum splattered out onto the singer’s lips and face.


CHAPTER 90

“What was it that you were asking about before?”

Octavia was washing her face in the small sink to the side of the dressing room. Daniel was pulling the last of his costume back on and getting ready to get back to his questions.

“My friend is interested in the talent promotion thing you mentioned,” said Daniel. “How could she get involved?”

With her makeup off, Octavia looked surprisingly normal. She was still attractive, but no more so than a conventionally pretty woman. She walked over to her table and filled out a small form, handing it to Daniel.

“Here, have her fill this out,” she said. “And bring it to the auditions. The agency is… very selective, in the women it picks, but who knows? She might be able to make it through.”

“Cool,” said Daniel. He folded it and slipped it into his back pocket.

Octavia was looking at him expectantly, and he felt suddenly awkward under her gaze.

Is this what it feels like to be a groupie?

Before Daniel could say anything else, a noise came from outside the dressing room. He frowned and focused on it, recognizing the sound of a woman’s voice, crying out.

He turned away from Octavia and pushed his way out the door. At the end of the hallway, Kami was sitting on a couch in between the one of the band’s guitarists and a drummer. They both had their hands on her, groping as she struggled to break away.

“Leave me alone!” snapped Kami. “I said I didn’t want to come back here!”

“Oh, come on,” said the drummer. “Don’t you want to hang out with the band?”

Daniel saw red. He walked over slowly, cracking his fingers and extending his palm as he approached.

“Let. Her. Go.” Daniel’s eyes flashed with violence as he scanned back and forth between the two men. One of them chuckled and shook his head.

“Kid, do you know who we are?” he asked.

“I know what’s going to happen if you don’t get your hands off her,” said Daniel. “Right this instant.”

Both of the band members laughed, and Daniel saw Kami blushing furiously as one of them let his fingers trace over her breast. He took a step forward, preparing for a fight.

“Mr. Bond,” said Octavia, from behind him. “This is none of your business. Why don’t you leave them be?”

Daniel turned around, and spent half of a bewildered second noticing that she was holding a pistol in one hand, and unlike his, it didn’t have an orange plastic cap on the tip. Their secret agent roleplay had broken through into real life.

I used the whisper on her, but all she’d need to do is resist me for long enough to pull the trigger.

“Look buddy,” said the drummer. “Why don’t you just take a deep breath and relax? We’re all having fun back here! Let us take a turn with your girlfriend, while you take another turn with Octavia, and we’ll all laugh about it later.”

Daniel gritted his teeth. He caught Kami’s eye for a second and was surprised by her expression, a mixture of personal resolve and doubt. It was as though, even after everything they’d been through, she still expected him to let her suffer for his own sake.

“Maybe I wasn’t being clear,” said Daniel. “Get your fucking hands off her.”

He stuck out his palm and cast Flame Touch. An impressive sphere of fire appeared against it. The reaction of the band was not what Daniel had been expecting.

“That is really fucking cool,” said the guitarist. “You should go on one of those talent search shows. There aren’t enough good magicians out there anymore.”

Octavia pressed herself against Daniel’s other side, running her hand over his chest and purring.

“Come on, Mr. Bond,” she said. “Your girlfriend will have fun with them. Scepter and Mr. Red can be gentle… and you’ll have such memories.”

Daniel felt the hand holding her gun slide across his back. He made his move, extinguishing Flame Touch and spinning to grab the weapon, expecting it to break loose from the attractive, unassuming singer’s hand without much difficulty.

Instead, it went off, and Octavia hopped back a pace with military precision, leveling the barrel at Daniel. He ducked and charged forward, getting within the gun’s effective range before she could fire again.

“Jesus Christ, Octavia!” shouted Mr. Red, the drummer. “This is the last fucking thing we need!”

Daniel wrestled Octavia’s arms to the side. She kicked him hard in the thigh, but he managed to strip the gun loose, knocking it to the ground where it slid underneath one of the dressing room doors.

He expected to immediately be able to shift his attention to Kami’s assaulters, but Octavia let out a wicked laugh, as though the scuffle was just an insane form of foreplay. She leapt onto Daniel, kissing his neck and rubbing his crotch.

“Sorry about this…” he muttered. He spun, throwing her onto Scepter, the band’s guitarist. He grabbed Kami’s hand in the ensuing chaos and pulled her behind him.

Mr. Red charged forward before Daniel could get out of range, tackling him to the ground. A fist that felt like it was made of iron slammed into the side of Daniel’s head, causing stars to explode across his vision. He used Flame Touch again and clamped his hand down on Mr. Red’s back, setting his shirt alight.

Daniel expected that to be the definitive end of the fight, and again, found himself underestimating his opponents. Mr. Red fell off of him, immediately rolling across the floor to extinguish the flames on his back, but he stood back up after that. Octavia was mostly recovered and standing at his side, and Scepter watched from a few feet back. It was like staring down a pack of hungry wolves, eager to catch dinner.

“Now you fucked up, Mr. Magician,” said Mr. Red. He reached down to his boot and started pulling out a small revolver.

Time to go!

Daniel grabbed Kami’s arm as he stood, trying to help her to the door, and receiving more help than he gave. They managed to get out into the venue’s main area before Mr. Red got his shot off. There were still people mingling about, some of them confused by the noise they’d heard. It was a small miracle, and probably saved both of their lives.

They rushed across the theater toward the exit. Daniel looked over his shoulder before heading outside and saw Mr. Red and Octavia staring at him. Octavia blew him a kiss.

“We get on our bikes the second we’re outside,” muttered Daniel. “Go as fast as you possibly can.”

“Got it,” said Kami.

The only issue with that plan was the time it took them to get their bike locks off, but luckily, it seemed as though their attackers had abandoned the chase. The two of them rode side by side, opting for the street over the sidewalk, which was still rather crowded with the tail end of the night’s trick or treaters.

“I’m sorry Daniel,” said Kami.

He shook his head.

“It wasn’t your fault,” he said.

“It was. After you left, I waited for a while, but all of these guys kept asking me questions and offering me a ride.”

Daniel grimaced.

“Yeah, I probably should have expected that,” he said.

“I figured I’d sneak backstage and see what was going on, but one of the band members caught me, and wouldn’t let me leave.”

Daniel frowned, remembering what Kami’s expression had looked like when Mr. Red had tried to diffuse the situation by proposing that he just let them have their way with her.

She looked like she expected me to say yes.

“Kami,” he said. “You know I would never abandon you, right?”

She hesitated before answering it.

“I know,” she said. “It’s just… hard to internalize.”

“Why?”

“You could have just left me, you know,” she said. “I mean that literally, Daniel. I would have managed alright, and it would have saved you from getting punched in the face, and blowing our cover, and-”

“Kami.” Daniel shook his head. “I don’t even know what to say to that. Those men would have raped you. And you honestly think I would just stand back and let that happen?”

She didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds.

“You’re still very new to this, Daniel,” she said, quietly. “You’ve only been my master for a few weeks. I appreciate how sentimental you are… but I want you to know, I won’t hold you to any promises you make to me early on.”

Daniel’s heart ached. If not for the bikes, he would have immediately pulled Kami into the tightest hug his arms could manage.

“So what are the kids doing, again?” asked Kami. She nodded toward a group of passing trick or treaters in a clear bid to change the subject.

Daniel shrugged.

“They knock on people’s doors and beg for candy,” said Daniel.

“So they’re beggars, then?” asked Kami. “It’s sad that there are so many…”


CHAPTER 91

All was not as it should have been when Daniel and Kami arrived home. A car was parked behind his mother’s in the driveway, an inconspicuous black sedan that gave him a bad feeling.

“Ugh,” he groaned. “Can’t today just be over?”

They stored their bikes in the shed and headed inside through the back door. Daniel heard his mother’s voice along with one other coming from the living room, and rounded the corner with “Melina” at his side.

“Daniel.” His mom gave a serious, worried look. “This is Detective Reynolds. He’s interested in… asking you a couple of questions.”

The man sitting in the chair across from her was older than Daniel, but not by all that much, and definitely still under 30. He wore plain clothes: jeans, a white t-shirt and a suit jacket over it. He had blond hair and handsome features, and when he looked over at Daniel, he smiled, rather than scowling or sizing him up.

“Sorry to intrude like this,” said Reynolds. “I got a tip that you could help me on a case that I’m working.”

Daniel sighed.

“Sure, I’ll do what I can,” he said. “Let’s go for a walk so we can talk privately.”

Reynolds thanked Deborah for the tea, smiled at Kami as he passed by, and followed Daniel outside. Daniel waited until they were a few houses down before turning to the detective and nodding. Reynolds grinned at him and pinched the shoulder of his James Bond suit jacket.

“Not bad,” he said. “I went as 007 a few years back. Scrimped the costume together with what I had on hand.”

Daniel didn’t smile.

“What do you want to know, officer?”

“It’s detective.” Reynolds grinned. “But everybody gets that wrong. Daniel, I want to start this off by letting you know that I am not your enemy.”

If that was the case, would he really have to say it?

“I appreciate the sentiment,” said Daniel. “But I’m not quite following… Why are we having this conversation?”

“You and Shelly Lyon,” said Reynolds. “The rumor around your college campus is that she had a fight with her boyfriend, and you had sex with her. Like, immediately after the fight was done.”

Daniel cringed. He’d figured the man’s information was good, but this wasn’t exactly a line of question he was interested in answering in detail.

“We had a fling,” said Daniel. “That’s true.”

The two of them moved out of the way of a group of teenagers dressed as the ninja turtles. Reynolds crossed his arms, still smiling.

“Most detectives would hear that and move you up to the top of the most likely suspect list,” said Reynolds. “I’m even tempted to. Some of your fellow students have seen you around campus with other girls… It’s easy to see how a wild fling with a girl like Shelly might be something you’d be desperate to eliminate any trace of.”

“You can make anything ‘easy to see’ in a hypothetical,” said Daniel. “Look, I don’t know anything about Shelly’s disappearance yet. At least nothing concrete.”

Reynolds raised an eyebrow.

“Okay,” he said. “What do you know that’s circumstantial?”

Daniel hesitated for a moment.

There’s no reason not to tell him.

“I talked to her ex-boyfriend,” said Daniel. “He says that the last time he saw her, she was at a Bleak Outlook concert.”

“We already followed up on that, too,” said Reynolds. “A couple of days ago, actually. Didn’t find anything.”

Daniel shrugged, figuring that it had been worth a try and not wanting to say too much about what had happened earlier in the evening.

“That’s not all I have to ask you about, Daniel,” said Reynolds. “There are a couple of things that connect back to you that just don’t make sense.”

“Go ahead, detective,” said Daniel. “I am open for questions.”

“The home invasion that your family suffered a few weeks ago. I don’t mean to dredge up bad memories, but I read the statements that the three of you gave on my way over, and they just don’t add up. They’re vague, with no specific details, which in a case like, doesn’t make a lick of sense.”

“It all happened so fast,” Daniel said, dryly.

“That’s not all,” said Reynolds. “Your prints are in the local database, don’t ask how. I ran them against a few we got from a seriously weird case we had a few weeks ago, a guy who got hit by a car after nearly having his face melted off.”

Malcolm… They must have gotten one of my prints off one of the bottles I left behind.

“And then,” continued Reynolds, “I heard a rumor from a buddy of mine that someone named Daniel Worth just started up a private investigation agency on the outskirts of town. Do you have anything to say about that?”

Daniel actually took a second to consider.

“Yeah,” he said. “If you have trouble solving any cases, come see me. I’m good at what I do.”

Reynolds laughed.

“Alright,” he said.  “Glad to see you have a sense of humor. But seriously, if I hear your name in relation to an open incident one more time, you’ll be handcuffed and in the back of a squad car.”

“Can I go now?”

“You’re free to go, my friend,” said Reynolds. “Just keep in mind that I’ve got my eye on you now.”

He held up his fingers in a V and made whooshing noises as he pointed back and forth between his and Daniel’s eyes. Daniel couldn’t stop himself from chuckling.

“Yeah,” he said. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

He turned and walked back to the house, stepping out of the way of a several decades too young version of The Punisher as he went by and feeling a pang of solidarity.


CHAPTER 92

Deborah Worth was standing in the family living room, with her arms crossed and a frown on her face. Daniel shrugged his shoulders, hoping to diffuse some of the tension before she started asking questions.

“Daniel,” said his mother. “What did the detective speak with you about?”

He sighed.

“He just wanted to know about a friend of mine who has gone missing,” said Daniel. “That’s all.”

“The police show up on our doorstep, and you make it sound like it’s no big deal,” said Deborah.

“Because it isn’t,” he said. “Look, mom, this might happen again, now that I’m working as an investigator.”

“This cannot happen again, Daniel!” shouted Deborah. “You are my son! You can’t be getting into trouble.”

Daniel held his hands up in a gesture of surrender, meeting his mom’s gaze honestly.

“Mom, I’m sorry,” he said. “I really am. If I can help it, this won’t happen again. But if it does, I promise that it won’t be because I’m in trouble.”

That seemed to satisfy Deborah, at least somewhat. She sighed and then turned her attention toward Kami, who was sitting on the couch, searching for something to watch on Netflix.

“And don’t think I’ve forgotten you, young lady?” she snapped.

“…What?” Kami frowned and furrowed her brow.

“That outfit? Even on Halloween it’s just… scandalous! Change out of it, right now!”

Kami shook looked bewildered and a little annoyed.

“I’m inside,” she said. “Who is going to see me?”

Deborah didn’t say it, probably because it didn’t need to be said.

She’s more paranoid than ever about me and “Melina”. This is getting irritating…

“This is ridiculous,” said Kami. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on inside your head, but-”

“You will put something else on this instant!” shouted Deborah. Daniel had only rarely seen his mother shout before, and was taken aback by her intensity.

Kami didn’t respond to it well, glaring at Deborah and fuming even as she stood up and made her way upstairs.

“I’m done,” she said, bitterly. “I’ll change, but don’t expect me to come back down for dinner. This is stupid.”

She made her way upstairs. Daniel rubbed his fingers against his temples, his stress manifesting in the form of a minor headache.

“I’ll talk to her,” he said.

Deborah shook her head.

“I don’t want the two of you-”

“Mom,” he said. “Enough. You can’t control everything.”

He turned and made his way upstairs before she could say anything else. Daniel stopped in front of the door to Melina’s room, knocking softly and waiting for Kami to invite him in.

“Go ahead,” she said.

She was sitting on the bed, and Daniel collapsed onto the spot next to her. She had, in fact, changed into sweatpants, but looked to be no less irritated than she’d been before.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

Kami sighed and shrugged.

“Daniel, this isn’t getting any easier for me,” she said. “I feel like I’m living this… lie, pretending to be your sister in the time when I should be resting and relaxing.”

“I know,” said Daniel. “It’s not easy.”

“She kidnapped me, Daniel!” said Kami. “There’s something genuinely unsettling about pretending to be somebody who is not only a vampire, but also kidnapped you and held you hostage.”

“It’s not easy for me to get over, either,” said Daniel. He frowned.

Melina and PJ, both. I have to keep going after failing to save them.

“It’s kind of cruel,” said Kami. “Your mother has no doubt in her mind that I’m Melina.”

Daniel held a finger up to his lips.

“Shhh…” he said. “Remember the baby monitors? We don’t want the one in the hallway overhearing us.”

Kami looked as though she was about to explode with frustration.

“What to want me to do, Kami?” he asked. “I don’t have the money to rent a place of my own, so unless you want to take me up on living in my office, I don’t see a solution.”

“Maybe we should, after all,” said Kami. “It would give us both more privacy.”

“And what happens to ‘Melina’, in that scenario?” asked Daniel.

“The same thing that happened to her in real life,” said Kami. “She takes off.”

Daniel scowled and stood up, running his hands through his hair. Regardless of what he decided, he couldn’t please everyone.

“I can’t do that to my mom,” he said. “Not right now. Not with her as worried about me as she is.”

Kami shook her head slowly.

“Look,” he continued. “It’s not like you don’t enjoy some parts of pretending to be her daughter, right? You’re mad right now because she made you change out of your costume. That’s how an actual daughter would react, too.”

“Let’s talk about this in the morning,” said Kami.

Daniel let out a huff and waved a dismissive hand through the air.

“Whatever,” he said. “I’ll be leaving early to follow up on the talent agency lead we got out of the concert. It’s a bit of a haul, and the auditions are early in the morning, so I might be gone before you get up.”

“So that’s it?” Kami glared at him. “You’re doing it on your own to punish me for having an opinion.”

“I’m not punishing you, Kami.” He gritted his teeth. “I’m trying to keep you safe.”

“By refusing to let me use my powers to make your job a hundred times easier,” she said. “I could shapeshift into a pretty girl and walk right in. It’s supposedly an audition, after all.”

Daniel frowned, remembering Kami kissing Brent, and then her being caught by the two horny band members.

“No,” he said. “I can manage on my own.”

She looked away from him. Daniel waited for a couple of seconds and then left the room, annoyed at his inability to keep the people closest to him happy.


CHAPTER 93

Daniel woke up with a splitting headache, most likely an after effect from Mr. Red’s punch. The house was empty, his mom already off to work, and Kami off wherever it was she planned on spending the day. He was annoyed at how badly their conversation had gone the previous night, but there was nothing he could do about it after the fact.

He put on a pair of black jeans along with a dark grey t-shirt and black zip up sweatshirt. Daniel had purchased a couple of interesting items in the process of setting up his office, and he made sure that they were all in his backpack before heading out.

The bike ride out to the location of the audition was close to twenty miles, which ended up being an arduous, two hour affair. Daniel had the option of taking the bus, but ending up foregoing it, feeling as though the less people saw him dressed as he was, the better. The road took him far out of town, through sections of untapped, rural beauty, finally leading him to a warehouse on the coast of one of the Great Lakes.

He came to a stop at the edge of the warehouse’s driveway. It was the only building that Daniel had seen for about a mile or two, and the road was under-maintained and filled with potholes. Trees were thick on either side, and Daniel hid his bike in some thick bushes, making a mental note to remember where it was.

One of the few times when I can be sure that it won’t be stolen.

He walked through the forest, trying to remain inconspicuous as he spied on a small group of women mingling directly outside the warehouse’s front entrance. He still had a couple of minutes left until the audition began, and as Daniel watched the scene ahead of him, he started to wonder if maybe he’d made a mistake and misread the band’s intentions.

Brent had told him that he last saw Shelly at the concert, sure. And Bleak Outlook had certainly acted as though they were people of a more nefarious sort backstage. But still, there was no direct evidence linking them to Shelly’s disappearance. Daniel frowned as he realized that it was very possible that he’d just exhausted himself biking twenty miles for nothing.

The doors to the warehouse opened, and the girls were greeted by Octavia, who Daniel barely recognized. Her hair was now dark brown, instead of the wild green it had been at the concert the night before, and she was fully clothed in an outfit of shiny black leather. She spoke to the girls for a second before welcoming them inside, taking the audition form from each of them as they passed by her.

Daniel waited for a full five minutes before circling around through the forest and getting in closer to the warehouse. It was about three stories high, but from the placement of the windows, it didn’t seem as though it was actually segmented into separate floors. Daniel had a sudden idea, one that his tired legs immediately threatened to rebel against.

One of the interesting items he’d purchased while setting up his office was a simple grappling hook, attached to a long length of black rope and designed to catch on just about anything that had an edge to it. Daniel had tested it out on a couple of trees and one of the abandoned buildings near his new office, and knew for a fact that it worked, though it usually took a couple of throws to get a secure hold.

He slipped out of the trees and stalked over to the back of the building. Most of the windows on the first floor had shades pulled down over them, which actually helped, rather than hindered what he had in mind.

Daniel took out the grappling hook, made sure the rope was coiled so that it would carry freely into the air, and then gave it a solid throw. It went up, and came back down, missing the roof’s lip by a couple of inches.

He managed to catch it against his chest to keep it from striking concrete and making noise. It hurt, but it was worth it. His second throw ended up where it needed to be. He pulled the rope, slowly coaxing the hook into a position where it would hold firm. After testing his weight on it and giving it a few final tugs for good measure, he set his backpack on the ground and started climbing.

It wasn’t easy. Daniel had always believed himself to be in pretty good shape, but lifting his own body weight after the long bike ride, even with the help of his legs against the building wall, was a challenge. His palms began to sweat as he made it to the halfway point, and he had to grip the rope even tighter to keep enough friction to maintain height.

Daniel took a minute to rest once he finally made it up over the lip of the building, pulling the rope up behind him. The roof had several sky windows, which was exactly what he’d been hoping for. He slid up to the edge of one on his stomach, peeking his head out just far enough to see what was happening down below.

The inside of the warehouse was composed of a single large room with several smaller, segmented rooms nested within it, almost like cargo containers inside of a ship’s hold. He could see a group of about a dozen women standing in a line facing Octavia, who was explaining something. Daniel couldn’t hear through the window, and didn’t dare to attempt to slide it open.

Octavia gestured with her hands. She looked as though she was retelling her own story, walking the girls through the chain of events that had brought her from a mundane life to minor stardom. Each one of the applicants listened with rapt attention.

Finally, one of them came forward, to stand in front of Octavia in the center of the room. Octavia said something, and then the girl, an attractive redhead with easy curves, struck a pose, almost in the style of Marilyn Monroe in a pinup poster.

Octavia waved a dismissive hand, shaking her head. The next girl came and tried, taking it a bit further with hers and showing off her ample cleavage. Octavia frowned. She said something to the girls, and surprise flashed across all of their faces.

Octavia’s frown slowly turned into a smile, and she gave several quick nods, as if to say “Yes, you have to do what I say.” The girls looked at each other nervously. Finally, the one in the center reached down to the hem of her blouse and pulled it up and over her head.

No way…

The girls all stripped down to their underwear, each one leaving a neat or not so neat pile of clothing a few feet behind them. All of them were extremely attractive, filtered out by the initial selection process, and all of them looked kind of cold, arms held across their chests, legs set together tightly. Most of them were blushing, at least a little.

Daniel wished more than ever that he could hear what Octavia was telling them, but it was impossible. He felt a little voyeuristic, but there was nothing he could to save anyone, at the moment. Even if he intervened, it still only would have been on his suspicions, with no hard evidence.

He watched and waited as the audition continued. Octavia had each of the girls do a quick spin for her, cupping their breasts and groping their butts as she went by to make physical assessments. Daniel was beginning to think that it was almost over when Octavia returned to the front of the room, but she said something that got a serious reaction of the girls, most of them looking shocked and embarrassed.

The girl on the left end of the line was pretty, but in a slender, almost mousey kind of way. Her face was deep crimson as she slowly reached her hands around to her bra clasp and undid it. Daniel watched in muted surprise as it fell to the ground, revealing a nice set of small breasts with erect nipples at the center, either from the cold or the circumstances.

The girl slipped out of her panties next, and soon the other girls were undressing, too, a few of them shaking their heads as they stripped, one or two looking as though they were holding back tears. Daniel wanted to shout down to them a warning, but what he could he say? And even if he’d been willing to expose himself to talk some sense into the applicants, he was a man, and he’d been peeping the entire time.

The girls stood naked, watching Octavia expectantly. It was more exposed flesh than Daniel had seen in real life at one time before, or likely even in total. He was ashamed himself for finding the scene erotic, but it undeniably was, each girl sexy and unique and embarrassed by her own beauty.

Octavia was smiling as though she’d played some hilarious joke on all of them, and Daniel got the sense that it was close to the truth. She spoke some more, nodded a lot, and then finally pointed back toward where the girls had left their clothing. All of them practically rushed to cover themselves, leaving Daniel with a moment to think.

The audition hadn’t felt right at all, but he hadn’t seen anything that directly contradicted the idea that it was actually for real. Even his and Kami’s scuffle backstage the night before wasn’t direct evidence linking Bleak Outlook to anything other than being sexual predators, which as terrible as it was, wouldn’t help him find Shelly.

Daniel focused on the scene below again, watching as Octavia pulled one of the girls aside and dismissed the rest, who left through the warehouse’s main entrance, looking visibly disappointed. The last girl was the mousey one from before, and she wore a smile that was almost too big for her face.

Octavia disappeared into one of the nested rooms for a moment, returning with a bottle of champagne. She handed the girl a glass, opened the bottle, and poured them each a drink. They were all smiles and celebration, and Daniel felt his instincts screaming out at the wrongness of it.

The girl downed her champagne in less than a minute. Octavia took the glass from her, her own drink untouched, and the two of them talked for a couple of minutes. The girl started acting a little strangely, wobbling a bit from side to side. Octavia led her over to a couch along the back wall of the warehouse’s main room. The girl collapsed down onto it, and didn’t move.

Now this is what I needed to see.

Octavia checked the girl’s vitals before standing and shouting something in the direction of the warehouse’s nested rooms. A second or two passed by and then Mr. Red and Scepter made their way out, lifting the unconscious girl in between them and walking back into one of the rooms. Octavia followed after them, giving out orders as they went and making it clear to Daniel that she was, in fact, the one in charge.

That makes things a little easier for me. I already used the whisper on her.

He waited for several minutes, expecting something else to happen. He couldn’t see what Octavia and her cronies were up to, but he could see that the main warehouse room was totally empty. He’d come looking for Shelly, and though his suspicions were higher than ever, he still didn’t have any new information that would lead him to find her.

Daniel chewed his lip, hating himself for what he was about to try. He leaned over the sky window, pushing it to the side and finding that it slid open easily, with a bit of effort.

Grabbing his grappling hook from where he’d left it, he carefully secured it against the lip of the window. The angle of the drop made it extremely hard to test and ensure that the hook would hold. He’d only know when he finally transferred his full weight onto it, and the drop was far enough to break one of his legs.

Daniel took a deep breath, rubbed his hands on his jeans to minimize the amount of sweat on them, and then lowered himself through the window and onto the rope.


CHAPTER 94

In the movies, climbing up and down a rope was usually made to look simple enough to seem like a reasonable alternative to a ladder, or a set of stairs. Daniel was learning firsthand that it was a grueling, physically intensive act, painful and challenging for his hands and muscles.

Immediately after transferring the last of his weight onto the rope, Daniel slid down a foot or so, blisters and friction burns forming on his palms. He gritted his teeth and squeezed his legs tightly around the rope, doing everything in his power just to save himself from falling.

He slowly began shimmying down the rope, moving at a pace that felt like it mirrored the speed of a glacier. Now that he was actually within the warehouse, he could hear Octavia talking to Mr. Red and Scepter in one of the other rooms. He couldn’t make out what they were saying, but they were close enough that they could come back at any time.

I need to focus on climbing, not what happens if I get caught.

Daniel took a deep breath and moved his right hand down a couple of inches. The rope suddenly lost all of the tension above him in the line, letting him fall a few inches before the grappling hook caught again on something above him. He managed to keep hold of it, but his hands slid down the rope another foot or so, causing his already painful palms to explode with agony.

His heart pounded. He still had half of the climb left, and now he had no way of trusting whether the rope would hold or not. Adrenaline surge through Daniel, and he managed to climb down about a dozen hand lengths in a matter of seconds.

And then, the grappling hook gave out completely, snapping loose and dropping him to the floor. As luck would have it, Daniel only had a foot or two left to go, and managed to land without making much noise. He immediately turned his attention upward, fumbling to catch the metal hook before it slammed into the concrete and revealed his presence.

He snatched it in the style of a professional baseball player, diving and sliding across the floor to make an impossible catch. Daniel grinned as he stood up, the conversation in the other room carried on with no sign of him having been heard. One of his palms was bleeding a little, and he wiped it on his black jeans before rolling the grappling hook up and sticking it into his sweatshirt pocket.

Despite his costume choice the day before, Daniel had never actually been much of a fan of stealth action movies or video games. He remembered this as he started walking toward where he’d seen Octavia deposit the drugged girl, his heart pounding anxiously in his chest as he tried not to move too quickly or make too much noise.

There was a hallway running in between the nested rooms, and walls on either side of it facing the main warehouse space. Daniel pressed his back to the wall and slid along it slowly, knowing that it would do literally nothing to hide him if Octavia or one of the others walked back out.

He moved in closer, and closer, and could finally make out what was being said in their conversation. He stopped to listen, weighing the prospect of what he could discover through eavesdropping against the opportunity to sneak into where the girl was being held.

“…creepy maniac, as far as I’m concerned,” said Mr. Red. “We should have refused him as soon as he got in touch with us.”

“He knew about our original operation,” said Octavia. “He brought up names of some of our past clients, people who purchased girls from us that I thought we could trust.”

“That doesn’t mean that it makes sense for us to trust him,” said Mr. Red. “We screen our other clients, make sure that these girls will at least be physically safe, with their needs taken care of.”

“Most of them end up in third world slave harems, and you know it,” said Octavia. “Let’s not pretend like we’re any better than he is just because we’re better at upholding our public persona.”

Daniel almost couldn’t believe it. He slid further along the wall, feeling a sudden urgency to what he was doing. From the edge of the hallway, he could see into the doorway of the first nested room. Octavia was facing away from him, and Scepter was reading a book, but Mr. Red was turned sideways, seated in a chair, occasionally looking out into the hallway.

“There is something deeply off about him,” said Mr. Red. “That’s all I’m saying. None of us have even seen his face, and he knows everything about us.”

“And that’s all the more reason for us to take a chance with him, rather than the police, who he’d rat us out to if we refused,” said Octavia.

Mr. Red stood up and crossed his arms, turning away from the door. Daniel moved as quickly as he could without making any noise, slipping by the open doorway, further into the hall. There was no exit that he could see in this part of the warehouse. The only way out would be to double back.

The rooms were all open, and Daniel was able to easily check the first four on either side of the hallway. He stopped in his tracks when he got to the last two, at the very end. Inside one of them was the girl who’d “won” the audition, bound and gagged. Inside the other was Shelly, in a similar state.

It took all of his willpower to control his reaction. Daniel took a slow breath and slipped into the room, moving over to where she was and kneeling down beside her. She was breathing and looked unharmed, but didn’t respond to Daniel shaking her shoulder, trying to wake her up.

She’s probably drugged. Jesus, how long have they had her here for?

Daniel gently and carefully lifted her up in his arms. She was wearing a black skirt and a low cut white blouse, clothes that had clearly been chosen to show off her assets for the audition. She wasn’t as heavy as Daniel had been expecting, but he was also exhausted from the biking and climbing. Still, he had to try.

A pang of guilt hit him as he stepped out of the room, seeing the mousey girl from before. He would have to call the police as soon as he escaped. He probably should have done it before he’d gone into the warehouse, but it was too late to think about that now.

Daniel made his way up to the edge of the door leading into the room with Octavia and the others. They were talking about their next show, casually discussing what songs they’d play. Daniel could feel their dissonance second hand, all of them living dual lives, musicians by day, human traffickers by night.

I don’t understand why they do it. Probably for money, but how did it all start?

He peeked around the corner, his heart beating so loud that he could almost hear it echo. All of the band members were looking away from him. Daniel took a silent step forward, and then another.

“Ugh…” Shelly let out sleepy moan, and then a small cough. All of the members of Bleak Outlook turned in the direction of the hallway, and just like that, the band’s name became Daniel’s new reality.


CHAPTER 95

“Daniel…?”

Octavia’s reaction was not what he’d been expecting. She looked surprisingly happy to see him, her mouth turning up into a smile, her eyes beaming. It wasn’t until a second or two had passed that she seemed to notice Shelly in his arms, and her expression shifted into confusion. Mr. Red and Scepter, on the other hand, didn’t hesitate.

“Grab the girl, Scepter,” said Mr. Red. “You fucked up, kid.”

Daniel ran as fast as he could with Shelly still in his arms, desperately trying to get to the door of the warehouse before they reached him. He knew it was hopeless, and as he heard footsteps drawing close behind him, he slowed to a stop, fumbling to put Shelly down without hurting her.

Mr. Red slammed into him, knocking him to the hard concrete in a sprawl of limbs. Daniel got his guard up in time to keep the other man from punching him in the face, and then immediately used Flame Touch. The other man leapt back and away from him, wary of the spell after his experience with it the day before.

“Scepter, grab the other girl!” yelled Octavia, recovered from her shock. “We’re moving them to the drop point on the lake early. Mr. Red, make sure he doesn’t leave here alive.”

“With pleasure,” snarled Mr. Red. He slammed a kick into Daniel’s ribs, causing him to grimace as pain shot through his abdomen.

As Daniel doubled over, he pulled out the grappling hook. He spun around, keeping it hidden from vision until his arm drew even with Mr. Red, letting enough slack into the rope to extend its path outward, toward the other man’s head.

One of the hooks caught against Mr. Red’s skull, and he let out a howl of pain. Behind him, Daniel saw Octavia and Scepter carrying Shelly and the other girl outside. He tried to run by Mr. Red toward them, but the man recovered too quickly, moving to block Daniel’s path.

Damn! I’m so close!

Daniel feinted forward. Mr. Red didn’t fall for it. He seemed to be waiting for something, and it wasn’t until Daniel heard the sound of an engine roaring to life outside that he understood.

“No!” Daniel charged into the big man, not managing to knock him down, but slipping by him and toward the door. Mr. Red let out an exaggerated sigh, and Daniel heard the sound of a gun being cocked.

“Sorry, kid,” he said. “You should have minded your own fucking business.”

Daniel dove out the door of the warehouse just as a gunshot exploded against the concrete where he’d been standing a split second earlier. The sound of it was painful to his ears, and echoed through the warehouse with an extended growl.

He scrambled out the door on all fours. Octavia and the others were nowhere in sight, but even if they’d still been around, he had more pressing issues to focus on, like not getting shot. A sudden thought came to him, and he took off around the warehouse at a dead sprint.

“I’ll find you!” shouted Mr. Red. “You won’t get far!”

Daniel reached the spot where he’d left his backpack and unzipped it, dropping the grappling hook on the ground nearby. He fumbled through the change of clothes he’d bought, the first aid kit, until he finally found his father’s revolver, at the very bottom of the bag.

It was loaded with regular bullets, unlike the last time he’d taken it out with him to face off against his sister, when he’d used a mix of blanks and silver rounds. Daniel flicked the safety off and felt a part of him scream at the wrongness of holding the deadly weapon with the intention of using it for what it was for.

I don’t have a choice…

He rose to a crouch, listening to the sounds of the area around him. His ears were still ringing, and he couldn’t hear well enough to even guess at where Mr. Red was. Daniel took a slow breath, both hands gripped tightly on the pistol, and started walking in the direction opposite the way he’d came, glancing over his shoulder every other step.

The real challenge wasn’t staying quiet, or keeping his eyes peeled. It was keeping the cancerous mass of panic in his stomach from spreading to the rest of his body, especially his legs. Each step he took required him to fight down the panic, to rationalize his way around a sense of impending doom. This wasn’t a movie, this was real life, and he was playing hide and go seek with guns.

Daniel made it to the edge of the building. His heart was pounding so fast that it was physically painful, and he had to remind himself constantly to keep breathing. He glanced over his shoulder, and then in a single quick movement, stepped around the corner.

He fired his gun immediately, before he’d fully processed what he was looking at. Mr. Red had been right there next to him, on the other side of that corner. The big man fell forward. Daniel thought he was tackling him, but he felt warm blood splash onto his shirt, and as he rolled away, he saw a gaping gun wound in Mr. Red’s neck.

And then, the knowledge hit him, dark and evil and seductive. It was the spell that Daniel had forgotten about, the newest one out of the Book of Sins. He’d completed the trial by total accident.

It was another mysticism spell, this time relating to the absorption of magical energy. A newly dead person still held their magical reserve in their body. For someone without any innate magical ability, like Mr. Red, Daniel wouldn’t be able to absorb much, but if he killed a wizard or a supernatural entity, after using this new absorption spell, he’d be able to cast his spells from their essence, increasing his capacity dramatically.

My capacity for what? For death?

Daniel looked at the dead body at his feet, and then at the gun in his hand. His stomach turned, and he had to clamp the inside of his elbow over his mouth to keep from throwing up.


CHAPTER 96

For a long time, Daniel crouched next to Mr. Red’s body, staring at what he’d done, running over the situation in his head. The chain of events leading up to the killing had been such a logical and easy progression. They’d fought, Mr. Red had taken out his gun, Daniel had gotten his, and then he’d shot the other man in the neck.

Is this how every killing happens? It was so easy, and it made so much sense.

Though Daniel knew he’d acted in self-defense, it wasn’t as though it had happened in the heat of the moment. It hadn’t been a bar fight where he’d accidentally knocked someone else’s head against the concrete the wrong way. Daniel hadn’t been crazy or enraged, or affected by any mitigating factors other than his own survival instinct.

He found himself thinking of his sister, Melina. She’d gone down her own dark path, and she’d tried to save Daniel from his by stealing the Book of Sins. He’d only realized that she’d been trying to protect him at the end of their last fight, and even then, he’d assumed that her actions had been those of a worried big sister, overreacting to her little brother playing with fire.

She’d been right, of course. Daniel wondered if Mr. Red would still be alive if he’d let Melina keep the book. She wouldn’t have been cruel to Kami, who was already used to switching from master to master on a somewhat regular basis. Or what if Daniel had never found the book to begin with? If he’d just ignored what he’d seen that night, and gone about his normal life. Mr. Red would still be alive, Shelly quite possibly never would have been kidnapped, and…

Daniel stood up, shaking himself out of the world of what ifs. He had to keep going, regardless of what he’d done or how he felt about it. He took a minute to examine his sweatshirt. There was some blood on it, but the dark fabric made it hard to see, though Daniel would never be able to forget that it was there.

He walked back to his backpack and stowed away his grappling hook and gun, zipping the bag up and throwing it over his shoulder. Daniel’s first instinct was to call the police, and do what he could to explain what had happened. Octavia and the rest of Bleak Outlook were conventional, non-magical criminals, and he could be honest about what he’d seen and what they’d done.

And then, Daniel remembered his conversation with Detective Reynolds. If he called the police, they would find him here with a dead man, a gun, equipment to break into a building, and no evidence to support the supposed kidnapping that had led him out to the warehouse to begin with. Daniel gritted his teeth in frustration.

It’s over. Someone will find this body eventually, and I’m sure I’ve left at least some evidence that can be traced back to me.

He tried his best not to think about it, instead considering what he could do in the near future to improve his chances of finding and saving Shelly. Daniel walked out into the nearby forest and found a couple of fallen branches with the leaves still on them. He brought them back out and covered the body, repeating the process until it looked like a pile of sticks and foliage.

The idea of getting on his bike and heading home as though nothing had happened made him feel extremely uncomfortable, but he didn’t have any other choice. Daniel thought of Shelly, and as he did, his thoughts shifted back to his sister and then to his best friend, PJ.

Melina had turned PJ into a vampire, and Daniel still blamed himself for it. But what he thought about now, as he pictured his friend, was the resolve PJ had mustered to keep living, even knowing that he’d never be able to go back to his old life.

He wouldn’t give up. Not yet. Not until Shelly was safe, and he’d managed to clean up at least one of the messes he’d made since finding the Book of Sins. Daniel walked back to his bike, climbed onto it, and began pedaling back toward Icarus Point.

It didn’t even feel like it was him on the bike. Daniel watched himself do it, removed from his body, still thinking about the murder and how it had happened. It seemed as though every time he tried to make a situation better, he ended up fucking so much up in the process.

Several hours passed by in a fog of guilt, shame, and self-doubt. He was back in Icarus Point before he was ready to be, and knew that there was no way he could head home and face Kami and his mother, who’d both be settling in for the early evening. He headed to his office instead.

Daniel shut the door behind him as soon as he was inside and immediately walked into the tiny bathroom. He ran the sink and began scrubbing at his hands, getting as much of the blood off as he could. He’d barely been at it for a minute or two when a knock came at the door.

How the hell did Kami know that I was back so soon?

“I’ll be heading home soon, Kami,” he called. “Please, just… give me a minute.”

The door opened, and Daniel looked over his shoulder to see Nyx walking into his office. He felt a sudden flash of pointless anger.

“Jesus Christ, what, are you following me again?” he snapped. “Or are you stalking around outside, waiting for me to show up?”

Nyx hesitated, Daniel’s words apparently affecting her more than either of them had expected them to. Her face was hidden by the cloak, but somehow Daniel could tell that she was staring at his clothing, seeing the blood even as faint as it was against his dark sweatshirt.

“What happened?” asked Nyx.

“It’s none of your business.” Daniel turned off the sink and walked back out into the office, glaring at her.

“Daniel,” said Nyx, her voice cold. “Tell me what happened. Now.”

“Or what?” He held his arms out. “What will you do, Nyx?”

She took a step forward, her body tensed and ready for anything.

“I’m still a Dreamwalker,” she said. “Mind who you’re dealing with.”

“Right, right,” he said. “You know, you should be happy. You were right.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Daniel laughed and felt his exhaustion finally catch up with him.

“I don’t feel like talking,” he said. “Get out of my office.”

“I’m not leaving until you’re honest about why there is blood on your shirt.”

Daniel glared at her.

“Get the fuck out of my office.” He took another step toward her, though he knew that she wouldn’t give into physical intimidation.

“Don’t play games,” said Nyx.

“What are you going to do? Attack me?”

Nyx attacked him, slamming her fist solidly into his stomach and catching Daniel completely off guard. He staggered back for a moment before charging forward, tackling her to the ground.

She landed underneath him, and Daniel felt her body shift as she tried to wrestle him from the disadvantageous position.

“You’re an arrogant fool!” shouted Nyx.

“And you want it both ways,” said Daniel. “But it doesn’t work like that.”

“Are you going to show me how it works then?” Nyx asked the question through gritted teeth. Her hips bucked against Daniel’s, and she made a noise halfway in between a grunt and a groan.

Daniel pressed himself against her, trying to pin her to the ground even as he felt the tone of their wrestling begin to shift. One of Nyx’s legs wrapped around him, and Daniel’s cock began hardening as he rubbed his crotch in between her thighs.

Nyx arched her back and tried to toss him off. Daniel gritted his teeth and held her down firmly, feeling a much more complicated mixture of emotions than he had when the fight had begun. She was still moving underneath him, writhing and rubbing just the right way. Daniel kissed her, his lips passing beyond the supernatural shroud of the hood, into darkness.

It didn’t surprise him that Nyx kissed back, her mouth full of hot passion. She bit his lower lip slightly as he pulled back, and then immediately flipped him underneath her. Nyx tried to hold him down even as she nuzzled his neck, jockeying for both a physical and sexual advantage.

Daniel growled and reached forward, hooking his thumbs into the waist of Nyx’s leggings. He pulled them down roughly as she continued wrestling him. They kissed again, and Daniel pulled her, now bottomless, against his chest and rolled.

Nyx slid further across the floor than he’d intended, but it gave him time to unzip his jeans and slide them down. He let her watch as his hard cock snapped out into view, as though he was trying to make a point with it.

Am I making a point, or just looking for a distraction?

They both approached each other on all fours, grabbing at each other’s arms and falling into a tangled, half naked pile. Daniel came out on top, kissing her neck, groping her breasts, and sliding his cock between her thighs.

“Oh!” Nyx let out a tiny moan as the head of his erection slid into her. She tried to roll, to reassert sexual dominance by getting herself on top of him, but the movement only let Daniel bury his tool deeper inside of her.

It was a power game in a literal sense. Daniel started thrusting, holding Nyx still underneath him as wiggled and writhed. The two of them had been arguing, so full of emotion and anger for each other, and it had built to a point where they were ready to explode in any way they could.

He kissed her like he’d never kissed anyone before, his hips driving down into her, slamming his cock as deep and as hard as he could make it go. Nyx was moaning, her legs open and vulnerable, enjoying it even as she continued to vie for her next advantage.

Daniel pulled back a little too far, his cock slipping out of her. As though the singular point of contact had been the only thing holding her where she was, Nyx rolled to the side. Daniel moved toward her clumsily, and she barreled into him, knocking him onto his back and winding him.

Before he could be angry about it, she was there, lowering herself onto his hard, thick cock, sending torrents of pleasure flooding through him. She was physical about holding him down, but a little hesitant about sheathing herself on his rod, as though it wasn’t something she had much experience in.

She let out a beautiful shiver as the first few inches went in, and Daniel almost wanted the game to stop. He realized that he wanted to see her face, too, more badly than he ever had before in the time that he’d known her.

Nyx began to move, setting her hands on his chest and bouncing herself up and down. The sensation of it was unbelievable, exploding through Daniel as though Nyx had found a way to reach into the pleasure centers in his brain directly.

Daniel held onto her hips, using the strength of his arms to try to take control back from below. Nyx fucked even harder to keep her hold, and the result was both of them trying to outdo each other, racing toward their orgasms in a horny hate fuck.

“Nyx!” Daniel roared and twisted, rolling her underneath him. Nyx moved with the momentum, twisting them a second time, all the while both kept bucking, thrusting, and fucking.

They ended up against the wall, and Daniel was on top not a second too soon. He drilled himself down into her, listening to Nyx’s tiny moans becoming more pleasured, until she was screaming out in ecstasy. He groaned, and let himself slip over the edge, plunging his cock as deep into her as it would go as he blew his load.


CHAPTER 97

“I killed somebody, Nyx.”

They’d been lying on the floor together, cuddling, both of them dealing with considerable confusing emotions, when he said it. Daniel couldn’t take the weight of what he’d done any longer. He wasn’t looking for absolution. He just needed to say it out loud.

“I figured as much,” said Nyx. She pulled away from him, then, walking over to her leggings and wiggling back into them. “Are you okay?”

Daniel frowned, thinking about it.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I’m alive. I’m uninjured, if that’s what you mean.”

“You know what I mean.” Nyx took a deep breath. “It messes with you, a little. I know. And it doesn’t really get any easier, the more you do it.”

Rather than comforting him, Nyx’s words had the opposite effect. It was obvious to Daniel that she’d killed before, and he felt the weight of her guilt filling the air, crowding the room along with his.

“It was already too easy the first time,” said Daniel. “Too simple. Too quick.”

Nyx didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds.

“Where’s the body?” she asked.

“Why?”

“Because I need to get rid of it,” she snapped.

Daniel sat up and frowned at her. He found his pants and pulled them on, unsure of what to say.

“You’re supposed to be the magical authority, aren’t you?” asked Daniel. “Why would you cover this up for me?”

“I’m supposed to be a loyal member of my religion that doesn’t break any of the tenets,” said Nyx, bitterly. “But obviously, that ship has long since sailed. I’m trapped in this now, whatever this is.”

Daniel stared at her, feeling a sudden guilt over everything that had happened between them.

Another example of me using my magic irresponsibly, and involving other people.

“I’m sorry, Nyx,” he said, softly. “I shouldn’t have used that spell on you. I didn’t realize it would affect you for this long.”

“It’s my failure, not yours,” said Nyx. “I could have resisted, if it was just the spell. After the first few times of giving in, I managed to, for a while. And then I came back…”

“What are you saying?”

Nyx went silent and turned away from him. Daniel felt a sudden distance between them, and wanted nothing more than to pull her in close.

“Nyx,” he said. “Who are you, under the hood?”

She spun to face him, and for a moment, Daniel thought she was going to answer his question. He stood up and took a few steps toward her.

“We’re not the same in that aspect, Daniel,” she said. “I have to live a dual life. I can’t be one person, not for the world and not for you.”

“There are already enough secrets between us, Nyx,” said Daniel. “You can trust me.”

He stopped within a pace of her and reached out his hands, letting them touch the edges of her hood. Nyx grabbed his wrists as though to stop him, or maybe just to be touching him when he did it. Slowly, Daniel began to slide it back.

Nyx whirled, spinning out of his range before he could expose her face. She moved toward the door in a blur.

“Nyx!” shouted Daniel.

“Where’s the body, Daniel?”

He sighed, and gave her the address.

“I’ll take care of it,” she said. “Go find the girl. Make it so you didn’t take a life in vain.”

She disappeared into the hallway, and Daniel stood alone in his office. He sat down on his desk, taking a minute to breathe, and think about his next move.

The bike road home went by in a blur. Daniel was past the point of exhaustion, but he knew that he needed to act. There wasn’t any time for him to wait around if he wanted to save Shelly. He would only get one more chance.

It was still early in the evening, and his mother’s car wasn’t back in the driveway, which he appreciated. Daniel left his bike on the lawn and headed inside. Kami was on the couch, watching TV, and looked over at him with a curious expression on her face, which reminded him of the argument they’d had the night before.

“Hey,” she said, simply.

Daniel walked over to her and pulled her to her feet, hugging her tightly. He needed her help, and he needed to tell her everything.

“Can we go upstairs for a minute?” he asked. “I’ve… got a lot on my mind.”

They went into his room, and Daniel gestured for Kami to sit down on the bed. He paced back and forth in front of her a couple of times, watching as her expression shifted from confusion into concern.

I need to start with what just happened, before anything else.

“Kami,” he said. “I was at my office just now. Nyx stopped by. We got in a fight, and then… we had sex.”

Kami frowned at him and shook her head.

“Are you… in love with her?” Her voice came out a little soft, and a little small.

Daniel took a slow breath, thinking about her question. Did he feel anything for Nyx? He felt something. Was it love?

The way Nyx spoke about her feelings made it sound like she was just as confused. No… I don’t think I love her.

Daniel shook his head.

“It’s weird between us,” he said. “But no. I don’t love her, Kami. I want to be with you.”

Kami flashed a smile at him, radiant and, at least to Daniel, totally unexpected.

“Okay,” she said. “Thanks for telling me.”

Daniel scratched his head and tried not to look as bemused as he felt.

“You aren’t upset?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “I’m glad that you were honest about it.”

“So you aren’t jealous?” he asked. Part of him wanted to let it drop, given how easily she was accepting it, but Kami’s feelings mattered to them. Daniel wanted to understand where she was coming from.

Kami shrugged.

“Maybe a little,” she said. “But do I feel like I have anything to worry about from her, as religious and volatile as she is? Not really.”

Daniel started chuckling. Listening to Kami’s voice, hearing her talk, was such a sweet sound. He stared into her eyes, seeing the swirls of purple and the golden flakes as though for the first time. She was beautiful, intelligent, and a truly good person. The memory of Mr. Red, the gaping crimson wound in his throat, pushed its way into the forefront of Daniel’s awareness, and he felt a deep shame wash over him.

“There’s something else,” said Kami. “Isn’t there?”

Daniel looked down at the floor. Somehow, it felt even harder for him to come clean about the killing than it did to admit to sleeping with another woman. He ran a hand through his hair and closed his eyes, fearing that she’d see a reflection of the blood he’d spilled in them if given the chance.

“Daniel.” Kami stood up, walked over to him, and pulled him into a soft embrace. “You can tell me when you’re ready. I trust you.”

Daniel put his arm around her, holding her head against his chest.

“Thank you,” he said.

Kami let out a small laugh and looked up at him.

“God, you’re so weird sometimes,” she said. “But I care about you, regardless of it.”

Daniel grinned at her stupidly, and then remembered the urgency of the night.

“Look, I don’t have time to relax,” he said. “I have to go after Shelly, and I need your help.”

Kami’s smile broadened, and she beamed at him.

“It would be my pleasure,” she said.


CHAPTER 98

Daniel moved through the house in a blur, making sure he had everything he needed and stopping to grab a snack from the kitchen to sustain his empty stomach. Kami followed at his heels, listening and prompting him with questions as they fleshed out their plan.

“So, you think she’s somewhere out on the lake?” she asked.

“Yeah,” said Daniel. “I don’t think I’ll get another chance to go after her if I don’t do it tonight.”

“Do you have a boat?” asked Kami.

“I don’t,” said Daniel. “But I know someone who does.”

He took a huge bite out of the granola bar in his hand. Kami was pulling on sweatpants and one of Melina’s sweatshirts, and Daniel let his eyes wander across the flawless, pale skin of her naked legs.

“Okay,” said Kami. “And what’s my part in this going to be?”

“I need you to stay with the boat,” said Daniel. “I’ll have to swim the last stretch, so that they don’t hear me coming. I want you to listen in, and pull in close once I have Shelly and whichever other girls I can save.”

“How am I going to know when it’s time?” asked Kami.

Daniel smiled. He took out his phone and handed it to her, and then wiggled one of the small, waterproof baby monitors his mom had been using to police their household with.

“You’ll be able to hear, I already have the app installed, and this one paired with it,” he said.

“Your mom is going to flip when she notices it missing,” said Kami.

“It’s for a good cause.” Daniel zipped up his backpack and grinned at her. “Ready?”

The two of them headed out on their bikes, Kami slowing to stay even with Daniel’s exhausted pace. They took the last bus of the night north through town and to the docks, Daniel finding his second wind somewhere along the way.

He led her into a small boathouse on the far edge of the pier. It was a clear night, and they were the only ones out and about. Daniel tried to remember everything he knew about safely operating a boat as he unlocked the boathouse door and led Kami inside.

“Whose boat is this?” she asked. A large yacht sat in the water, covered in several additional tarps for long term storage.

“It’s my dad’s,” said Daniel. “We’re not taking it, though. We’re taking that.”

He pointed to the smaller dinghy next to it, with a tiny onboard motor hanging off the back. Kami frowned.

“There’s no sail,” she said. “And it would take an awfully long time for us to get anywhere if you tried to row us all the way.”

“Man, sometimes I forget how different things were back in your time period.” Daniel flashed a smile at her, and then sobered as he thought about what he had to do next. “We still have to find out where this ship is on the lake, though.”

“You can use your astrology spell for that, can’t you?” asked Kami.

Daniel chewed his lip and shrugged.

“I tried it before, and it wouldn’t track Shelly,” he said.

“Try tracking one of the people who kidnapped her,” said Kami.

That’s… a really good idea.

Daniel took a deep breath, relaxing as much as he could and clearing his mind. He focused on Octavia, stepping outside the boathouse so that he could see the sky, and then cast his Astrology spell.

As always, it took a lot out of him, but he could immediately tell that it had worked exactly as he needed it to. Patterns stood out in the stars above as though a celestial deity had traced out a path forward for him, creating a new constellation that would shift as he traveled, and lead him to the destination of his target.

“Perfect.” He grinned at Kami as he walked back inside the boathouse. She was already sitting in the dingy, one leg crossed over the other, looking impatient.

“Ready?” she asked.

Daniel nodded slowly.

“Let’s do this,” he said.

He started up the dinghy’s engine, drawing upon what he remembered about its operation from one of the few fishing trips he’d been on with his dad almost a decade earlier. The tiny boat sped forward across the lake. It was dark enough to make navigation a challenge, if not for the magical constellation above them, leading Daniel in the right direction.

Kami’s reaction to the speed of the small vessel was cute and entertaining to watch. She tried to hold her hair in place as the wind whipped it behind her, keeping her fingers gripped on the bench underneath her as though worried that she’d be blown away if she didn’t.

“Why would your dad keep the big boat on the water if he’s never around?” Kami had to yell to be heard over the sound of the motor, but the question was a good one. Daniel shook his head.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Come to think of it, there are a lot of things that I don’t know about my dad.”

The gun that I found and borrowed, in my mom’s locked box. She didn’t really give me a good explanation as to why, exactly, dad would need it.

He pushed the thought out of his head and focused on the task at hand, taking a quick look up at the magical constellation guiding him. They were only a few miles away, meaning that the kidnappers hadn’t bothered to move their vessel all that far out into the lake.

Daniel steered the small boat forward with the rudder. Kami was watching him intently, and he used the time to explain to her exactly what she’d need to do to get it started once it was time for the final stage of the rescue to happen.

“What if I can’t get the… er, what did you call it again?” She frowned. “The motor? What if it won’t start working?”

“Then you keep trying,” said Daniel. “I believe in you. I know you’ll manage it.”

He slowed the dinghy down as he saw their target in the distance. It was a large ship, larger than anything Daniel had seen on the lake before, currently anchored and stationary. He frowned as he looked at it, realizing that he didn’t have a solid plan as to how he would get up on deck.

The grappling hook… It’s going to be a bitch, but I don’t have any other options, really.

The distance between the surface of the water and the railing around the ship’s deck was twenty five, maybe thirty feet. It was less than how far he’d climbed up at the warehouse, but Daniel was trying to attempt it from swimming, meaning the aim and force of his initial throw would be abysmal.

“I believe in you too, Daniel,” said Kami. She hugged him from behind, leaning her head against her shoulder.

“Thanks.”

He reached into his bag, pulling out a couple of things. Daniel wrapped the grappling hook into a lasso shaped loop and tied it around his chest. He stuck one of the waterproof baby monitors in his pocket, hoping that it would live up to its promise. Then, he pulled out his father’s gun.

“Kami,” he said. “I can’t take this with me. I’m not positive that it will still fire effectively after getting wet.”

She nodded slowly, and Daniel leaned in close, showing her how to use it.

“This is the safety. You’ll want to keep it on until you know that you’re going to need to use it. Here’s the trigger, and I didn’t bring extra bullets, so I won’t bother explaining reloading.”

“Daniel,” she said, her voice somewhere between brave and scared. “Be careful.”

“I will,” he said. “This will work, Kami. Trust me.”

He checked the grappling hook around him one last time and then slipped off the boat and into the water.
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Daniel could not believe how cold the water was. The initial shock of his face making contact with the freezing cold of its surface was almost enough to kill the entire plan. He had to focus on taking shivering, pathetic breaths as he swam forward, his hands and feet going numb ahead of the rest of his body.

It wasn’t a long swim to the freighter, maybe a little over two hundred feet. It felt like an eternity. Daniel was already tired from the events leading up to the rescue, and his exhaustion gave him a sudden sense of clarity and insight into the way people drowned in the middle of normal swimming.

Focus, Daniel. You’ll be out of the water soon enough.

He forced himself not to think about how cold it would feel to leave the water, now that he was in it. It was November now, and the odds of him getting hypothermia were pretty good. Daniel gritted his teeth and swam a little faster for the last few feet.

He swallowed a little bit of the disgusting tasting water in the process of getting the grappling hook free from around him. He couldn’t feel his fingers or his hand anymore, and had to take his time measuring out the rope and making sure enough of it was slack and ready to follow the hook upward.

With just his legs and one arm, Daniel tread water with all the strength he had, trying to keep his right arm high enough out of the water to get a good throw in. His first throw was short by nearly half, the hook clanking against the ship’s hull and making a noise that he was sure would give him away.

He waited for a good half minute before making another attempt, and this time, the hook made it over the railing. Daniel pulled carefully on the rope, coaxing the hook into a solid hold. He tested the strength of his set up a couple of times, and then started climbing.

It was harder than he ever could have imagined. He had struggled with lifting his own weight during the climb up the warehouse, back when he’d had twice as much energy left and dry hands.

Now, he had to deal with effect of the water, both on his grip and on his clothes. Daniel felt as though he was wearing a weighted vest and a lead pair of pants, the water adding pounds to the amount he needed to pull up the rope.

He didn’t let himself stop climbing, however. He knew that if he tried to take a break, or god forbid, slipped back down into the water, he wouldn’t have enough strength to try again. Daniel pulled himself along the rope, walking his feet along the side of the ship’s hull for extra leverage, and slowly made it up to the guardrail.

The grappling hook had caught a storage box behind the guardrail, large enough to give Daniel a bit of cover as he pulled himself onto the ship. He tried to move as quietly as he possibly could, but that would only get him so far. He was dripping wet, and anyone who paid attention would see a trail of water that led straight to him once he started moving.

Daniel heard footsteps in front of him, on the other side of the storage box. He froze and listened, carefully pulling the grappling hook in and coiling it safely away to remove as much evidence of his presence as he could.

“He still isn’t back yet?” Octavia’s voice was easy for him to recognize, feminine and accented as it was.

“No,” said another voice, probably Scepter if Daniel had to guess. “He isn’t coming, Octavia. The boy killed him, I think.”

Octavia let out a displeased huff.

“I don’t believe it,” she said. “Red wouldn’t die so easily, and I don’t think Daniel has it in him.”

The way Octavia said his name left no doubt in Daniel’s mind as to whether she was still under the effect of the whisper. She was clearly smitten, and he tucked that piece of information away for later use.

“I’m more worried about our employer, anyway,” said Scepter. “He’s usually here when we get here. I don’t like having to go below deck… it doesn’t smell right.”

“We’ve already done it,” said Octavia. “The girls are stored in the cells. All we have to do now is wait to get paid.”

“This guy is a sick fuck, Octavia,” said Scepter. “Between this and Mr. Red… it’s time for us to move on. Not to mention that detective that showed up to ask questions the other day.”

“Perhaps…”

Daniel heard footsteps again, and chanced a glance around the corner of the box. Octavia and Scepter were walking away from him, toward the ship’s stern. Daniel was close to the door leading below deck. He waited until he could see exactly where Octavia were heading before quickly sneaking around the corner to the door and trying the knob. It was unlocked, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he slipped through and silently closed the door behind him.

There’s no turning back now. I have to find her.

A flight of stairs lay ahead of him, only illuminated by a sliver of light coming from somewhere at the bottom. Daniel moved down them quickly, not bothering to hide the sound of his movements anymore. He doubted that Octavia and Scepter had anybody else with them, and they’d made it clear enough that whoever they worked for wasn’t around.

The stairs led down to a long hallway, with LED lights installed in the ceiling that gave off faint light with a subtle blue hue that Daniel found a little unnerving. He hurried along, checking doors on either side of the hallway as he went, most of them leading to empty bedrooms, or storage.

“Help…” A cry came from down the hall ahead of him. “Please… somebody, help.”

“Shelly!” Daniel recognized the sound of her voice instantly. “It’s okay, I’m here!”

He sprinted the last few feet, finding that the rooms at the very end of the hallway had been converted into containment cells, the doors reinforced with iron, each with a small window. Daniel saw Shelly standing inside of one, the mousey girl that he’d seen at the audition in the one next to her.

“Please, help us…” said the mousey girl.

“I’m going to get you out of here,” said Daniel. “Don’t worry.”

He cast Flame Touch, feeling as though it was probably the last bit of magic he’d be able to work after such a long day, and set about melting the handles off the doors. Both of the girls were thanking him and begging him to hurry the entire time, and the five minutes or so it took to get the doors open seemed to stretch on for an eternity.

“I was so scared!” Shelly threw herself onto Daniel as soon as the door was open. “Daniel, I was so scared. I thought I was going to die! I was-”

“It’s okay, it’s okay.” Daniel ran a hand through her soft blonde hair, trying to calm her down and focusing on what came next. “Shelly, we have to keep moving for now. Can you focus?”

She nodded her head and took a step back. She looked a little disheveled, but not much worse for wear than the last time Daniel had seen her. The mousey girl moved in close, and Daniel realized that there was one other door that he hadn’t checked it.

“Was it just the two of you?” he asked, as he moved to peer through the last window.

A woman stood in the center of the cell, completely naked, with unnaturally stiff posture. Daniel knocked on the window, frowning.

“Don’t!” snapped Shelly. “She was already here when we were brought in. Something… happened to her.”

The woman in the cell snapped around to face Daniel. Her eyes glowed deep crimson red, and she flew forward at the door of the cell, slapping and clawing with her hands. Daniel stepped back, surprised and horrified.

“Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “What the fuck was going on here?”

“He’s going to know that we’re escaping!” hissed Shelly. “He can see through their eyes!”

“Who can?” asked Daniel.

“He never told us his name,” said the mousey girl.

A cold chill ran down Daniel’s spine. He had a sinking suspicion that the man in question might be somebody that he knew, somebody he wouldn’t hold it past him to do something like this.

We need to get out of here. Now.

“Alright, stay close,” said Daniel. He pulled out the baby monitor, shaking a little bit of water out of the speaker and tapping it with his fingers. “Kami, if you can hear me, get ready. We’re on our way.”

“How did you do the thing with the fire?” asked Shelly. “And how did you find us?”

“It’s hard to explain,” said Daniel. “I’ll tell you after.”

“Daniel…” She took his hand into hers and gave it a tight squeeze. “I don’t know how I’m ever going to be able to repay you for this.”

Daniel grinned.

“Just come into my office tomorrow and we’ll draft up an invoice,” he said.
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Daniel led them down the hallway, holding Shelly’s hand along with the mousy girl, who had told him in a voice barely louder than a whisper that her name was Carissa. He made it to the stairs and felt relief wash over him. They were within sight of the finish line.

“Stay quiet,” he whispered. “I’ll give you my signal once we reach the top. When I do, just run for the railing and throw yourself over. The water is cold, but we’ll be safe once we’re off the ship.”

Both of the girls nodded. Daniel took a deep breath and started walking. He paused when he reached the door at the top, turning the handle slowly and opening it far enough to get a peek out through the crack.

Octavia, Scepter, and the nameless dark sorcerer were waiting for them, standing fifty feet away, facing the door. Daniel’s hopes evaporated, and with a sigh, he pushed the door open the rest of the way and stepped out on deck.

I was really hoping I wouldn’t have to do this the hard way…

“Octavia,” he said. “Good to see you again. And Scepter, glad you could make it as well.”

Surprisingly, Octavia smiled a little at that, though Daniel could tell she was putting effort into trying to keep her face emotionless and intimidating. The dark sorcerer stood in the center, clad in a black, flowing robe that completely shrouded his face and trailed behind him on the ground.

“And I still haven’t gotten your name,” said Daniel. “It would be nice if I had something to call you, given how often you seem to be trying to kill me.”

“You may call me Vlad,” he said. “It’s only fair that you hear the name of the man that will be taking your life.”

His voice was deep and resonant with magic. Daniel felt his heart begin to pound as he thought about the situation he was in. It was three against one, and even if he might have stood a chance on his own, he had Shelly and Carissa to protect.

“Vlad,” said Daniel. “Vlad the Impaler? Dracula? Or can I just assume that’s only a coincidence?”

Vlad didn’t say anything for several seconds, only standing there unmoving, letting Daniel sweat.

“Release the girls and give me the Book of Sins,” said Vlad. “Do that, and you get to leave with your life.”

“Right…” said Daniel. “So you can turn them into zombies, or whatever the hell you did to the other one down there? Not a chance.”

“Octavia, Scepter, bring me the girls.” Vlad’s voice was authoritative, commanding, and wavered with magical energy as he spoke. Daniel held up a finger and locked eyes with Octavia.

“Did he pay you yet?” asked Daniel.

“He… did,” she said, with a small nod.

“Octavia, if you stick around for this next part, you and your remaining bandmate are going to end up dead,” said Daniel. “It’s just a fact. And it’s not me you should be worried about, this guy is an unhinged lunatic, and I know you can see it.”

“Daniel… I can’t just-”

“You can, and you should, and you need to,” said Daniel, cutting her off. “Run! Now!”

He cut his arm through the air, triggering Flame Touch for effect and letting a small trail of fire follow behind it. Octavia was hearing everything he was saying, the effect of the magic Daniel had already used on her amplifying the effectiveness of his appeal. She slowly nodded.

“Scepter,” she said. “We’re leaving.”

Scepter looked like he was about to object, and then seemed to think better of it as he looked at Vlad’s menacing figure. He took a couple of steps backward, joining up with Octavia and practically sprinting off to where they’d attached their boat to the freighter.

Vlad barely even seemed to notice that he’d lost his backup. He lifted one hand slowly, staring at Daniel and the girls. Daniel took a hesitant step forward, shooting a quick look over his shoulder at Shelly.

“Stay in the stairwell, and keep the door closed,” he whispered. “If you get a chance… try to escape overboard. My friend will be waiting for you. Tell her to get you out of here, and don’t let her wait for me.”

Shelly nodded and closed the door. Daniel turned back to face Vlad in time to see a burst of purple lightning headed straight for him, conjured from the tips of the dark sorcerer’s fingers. He dove to the side, but too late, the magical energy striking his leg, shooting pain through him, and leaving half his body numb.

Daniel hit the ground hard and rolled across the deck. He scrambled to his feet, casting Flame Touch out of reflex and trying to close the distance between him and Vlad. The dark sorcerer waited for him to come within ten paces before launching another salvo of purple lightning, knocking Daniel back into one of the shipping containers on deck. He fell limply to the ground, winded and tingling with pain.

I can’t even get in close enough to attack him… How am I supposed to win?

“You’re pathetic,” said Vlad.

Daniel pulled himself to a sitting position.

“Pathetic? The last time we fought… you got your ass kicked.”

He figured that if he couldn’t beat Vlad outright, at least he could stall for a time, maybe create an opportunity for Shelly and Carissa to escape.

“I held back against you,” said Vlad. “It’s so rare that I get into fights anymore that I wanted to… savor the encounter.”

Vlad waved his hand, and the shipping container directly behind Daniel lifted into the air. Daniel gawked at it, only rolling out of the way in time for it to miss crushing him to death by a couple of inches.

He staggered to his feet and moved toward Vlad, taking slow, cautious steps instead of charging like he had before. Daniel saw it as a way of testing him, seeing if maybe some of what he was saying about holding back also applied to their current encounter.

“Those girls,” said Daniel. “You have them kidnapped, and brought to you… for what? What’s your plan, Vlad?”

The dark sorcerer let out a low laugh.

“I have no intention of telling you,” he said. “Even if you’ll be dead in a couple of minutes.”

He swung his hand forward in an arc, electricity launching forward in his arm’s wake. This time, Daniel was ready, throwing himself into a dive roll to the side. His hair shot up in a comical, static electric fashion, but he otherwise managed to avoid getting hit.

“We aren’t so different,” said Vlad. “I spoke to Octavia about her missing companion. Mr. Red, I believe she called him.”

Daniel rose to one knee, glaring at him.

“You killed him, Daniel,” said Vlad. “There’s no doubt about it in my mind. You probably used one of your new spells from the Book of Sins to do it, am I right?”

“I used a gun,” said Daniel.

“Oh, well, no matter,” said Vlad. “You did it for good reasons. Not because you enjoyed it, but for a greater purpose, maybe even something selfless.”

He held his hands out, as though he were standing on stage and presenting himself to the audience.

“We’re nothing alike,” said Daniel. “You’re an evil bastard. You won’t even show your face.”

“Do you think I’m doing all of these things for fun, or because of some strange perversion to inflict pain upon others?” asked Vlad. “No… you’re smarter than that. My motivations align with the world at large, with the people.”

“You’ve lost it,” said Daniel. “You’re out of your mind.”

Vlad pulled his hand back toward him, as though beckoning Daniel closer. Daniel frowned, and felt a hard piece of a broken metal shipping container slam into his back and knock him spread eagle onto the ground. He managed to cushion his fall a little, but his entire body ached. He wasn’t sure if he could get up.

“Oh, Molly was so determined to recruit you,” said Vlad. “It almost feels like a waste to kill you. But you’re too idealistic. You can’t be trusted.”

Vlad suddenly frowned and looked to the side. Daniel heard footsteps, and looked up in time to see Octavia walking across the ship’s deck, back toward Vlad.

“I wasn’t sure if you’d be able to handle him on your own or not,” she said.

Vlad’s frown deepened.

“Well, I appreciate the thought.” He turned back. “But truly, there’s no-”

A gunshot cracked through the air, loud enough to hurt Daniel’s ears. He looked up and saw that Octavia had drawn out a revolver, one that looked a lot like his father’s revolver. Daniel grinned.

She is definitely a keeper.

“Kami!” he shouted. “Get the girls out of here! I’ll hold him off for now!”

She nodded, letting her face return to normal. Her hands were shaking as she pointed the barrel of the revolver at Vlad, who she had shot in the leg. She was nervous about killing, and for some reason, that fact weighed down on Daniel, as if it made the reality of the murder he’d committed that much darker.

“You bitch!” Vlad lumbered toward Kami, but Daniel was faster. He threw himself across the distance between him, slamming into the dark sorcerer in time to take most of a blast of purple lightning in the chest.

“Grah!” cried Daniel. He landed on top of Vlad and tried to throw a punch at the sorcerer’s head. Vlad caught his hand, and then something strange happened.

Daniel could feel the sorcerer’s magical reserve, as though the direct physical contact had created a pipeline for the other man’s magic. He grabbed onto Vlad’s wrist with his other hand, and brought his newest spell into focus, casting it with the last of his own energy.

Magic pulsed into Daniel at a rate that made him feel sick to his stomach. It was as though he’d gone to take a drink from a water fountain and ended up putting his mouth in front of a firehose instead. Vlad was screaming, but his voice was getting quieter by the instant, like Daniel was taking the air out of his lungs, on top of the magical energy out of his reserves.

“You!” croaked Vlad. “What… is this…?”

Daniel pushed himself back from the dark sorcerer, throwing a kick into the man’s injured leg as he did. Kami had Shelly and Carissa on either side of her, all three of them preparing to jump over the freighter’s railing. He stared at Vlad, and felt an urge to have the last word.

“Vlad,” he said. “For your sake, you’d better hope we never see each other again.”

Daniel’s entire body was humming as he jumped the railing, landing in the water next to the dinghy. Kami and Shelly pulled him aboard, but both of them stepped back in fear as the tiny boat flopped about.

“Daniel…” said Kami. “You’re… glowing?”

“I have too much magic to hold,” he said. “It feels really weird. I’m going to try to burn some of it off.”

He turned back toward the freighter and extended his arm, casting Flame Touch the way he usually did, with a small focus of will. All of the magic he’d absorbed from Vlad spilled out, forming into a burst of explosive fire the size of a jet engine’s exhaust. It was blindingly bright and deafeningly loud, striking out in a massive destructive pillar and blasting through a section of the freighter’s hull the width of a subway tunnel.

Nobody in the dinghy said anything. The force of the spell had knocked Daniel into the girls, and all of them lay in a tangled pile of arms, legs, and breasts for several silent seconds. And then, the freighter began to sink.

“Wow…” said Daniel. He started to shake a little, not from what he’d just done, but from how he’d done it.

Vlad had all of that in his magical reserve. And now, if he’s still alive, he’ll be coming after me harder than ever.
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Kami took charge of the dinghy’s rudder and motor, seeming particularly proud of her ability to get it started and steer their course. Carissa sat down and hugged her knees, not saying much. Daniel sat in the front of the boat with Shelly, feeling the return of the initial guilt that had begun his quest to save her in the first place.

“Shelly…” he said. “I’m so sorry.”

She stared at him blankly, and slowly shook her head. Her makeup was smudged passed the point of chaos from days of crying and wiping at it. Shelly reached her hand out and set it on his knee, rubbing it gently and intimately.

“For what?” she asked. “Not coming sooner? I didn’t think that anybody was coming at all!”

Daniel frowned.

“I just feel like all of this is somehow my fault,” he said. “I messed things up between you and Brent, and that’s when all of this craziness started.”

“Daniel, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She moved so that she was on his side of the boat, pulling him into a side hug that left her breasts pushed up against his abdomen. “Things were already messed up between me and Brent. What happened between me and you happened because, well… I wanted it to happen.”

She isn’t going to remember any of this after Nyx wipes her memories. She deserves to know the truth, even if only for a little while.

“Shelly, I used a spell on you,” he said. “That’s why you fell in love with me. That’s why we had sex on campus that day.”

“Daniel, I’ve had a crush on you since before you even knew I existed,” said Shelly. “Back in high school.”

“Uhh…” Daniel frowned and scratched his head. “We went to high school together?”

Shelly gave him a look that felt like it should have been paired with an actual slap in the face.

“And this is what happens when you lose fifty pounds over the summer and dye your hair.” She shook her head, keeping her eyes on his. “See? You had no idea that I existed, and then I got hot, and you suddenly started acting like I was an alien from another planet, saying weird things and being awkward.”

“I… didn’t know,” said Daniel.

“Well, you should have,” she said. “Yes, I liked you, Daniel. And whatever you meant by that thing about the spell, it doesn’t change the fact that I am my own woman with my own thoughts and feelings.”

Daniel nodded slowly, still not sure if he agreed entirely with her assessment. Regardless, it gave him something to think about.

“Anyway, I’m sorry,” he said. “For not noticing you back in high school, I guess. And for anything I’ve done to you since.”

“Just shut up and kiss me,” said Shelly.

Daniel frowned and shot a glance over at Kami. She was close enough that there was no way she’d missed what Shelly had said, but still pretended that she was oblivious, looking off in the distance toward the approaching coast and keeping her expression neutral.

“Sorry,” said Daniel. “The girl back there is actually my, uh, girlfriend. And I don’t want to do anything that-”

“Daniel, you just saved her from the depths of a floating prison in the middle of a lake,” said Kami. “I won’t get upset over one kiss, given the context. Besides, she’s been through a lot. She deserves a bit of passion to round out her horrible week.”

Daniel felt his mouth drop open. Before he could agree or object, Shelly was against him, kissing him deeply and pushing her tongue into his mouth. Daniel fell backward on his bench, and Shelly followed, sliding on top of him, breasts against his chest, hands pawing at his crotch.

Well, apparently the spell still hasn’t worn off yet.

He let himself enjoy it, kissing her back and having a make out session that made him feel hot against the cold of the late autumn night.
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Detective Anthony Reynolds pulled the photos up on his computer and began flipping through them for what must have been the fiftieth time. Bloodstains, a few shoe prints, and an abandoned warehouse. The only thing linking them together was his intuition, but Reynolds was used to his leading him to the right conclusion.

The Icarus Police Department had refused to let him follow up on it, claiming that the evidence wasn’t solid enough to support anything having happened beyond someone getting a bad cut behind the warehouse. He’d found the original location while following up on the case of a missing girl, after hearing that she’d gone to an audition there after a rock concert. Reynolds couldn’t imagine any reasonable audition taking place in such a drab and remote building, and thus, his suspicions sparked to life.

And then, just like that, the girl, Shelly, reappeared, along with another missing local girl. Both of them had confusing and vague stories as to where they’d been, and both of them accredited their rescue to the services of Worth Investigation. As soon as Reynolds had heard, it felt as though he’d been handed a half-finished jigsaw puzzle, the last pieces obvious and easy to fit in.

He went back out to the warehouse, this time dusting for fingerprints on all of the door knobs and windows he could find. On a hunch, he climbed up to the roof and got a print off the sky window someone had mistakenly left open.

Daniel’s fingerprints had been all over the place. Reynolds wasn’t sure how to feel about it, after the story the girls had related back to him. Regardless, he needed an explanation for the blood stain behind the building. It was too much blood for one person to lose without dying, and Daniel Worth was very much still alive.

Reynolds sighed and put his examination of on hold, walking into the tiny kitchen of his small, studio apartment and rummaging through the fridge for another beer. It was late, and he’d had a strange, nagging feeling for several days that he was digging into something that went deep.

Footsteps sounded in the hallway outside of Reynold’s apartment, soft and wary. Had it not been for the sense of paranoia years of detective work had put into him, he doubted he would have even been able to hear them.

He waited, his suspicions sharpening as the steps stopped directly outside the door. Reynolds had locked it, as he did every night, and relaxed a little as he opened his beer and walked back into his living room.

The deadbolt snapped out of its catch, as though an invisible hand had unlocked it from the inside. Reynolds stared at the door, unable to believe it, and then realized the danger he was about to be in.

He dropped flat on his stomach behind the couch, sliding his gun from his holster and listening as the door opened, and someone walked inside. Reynolds wracked his brain over who it could have been.

The band, Bleak Outlook, had given him and his questions about the missing girl a rough reception. Could this be an attempt to silence him, and keep him from the truth? But why now, after Shelly and Carissa were back in their homes? And the girls hadn’t given any testimony that linked back to the band. Or could it be Daniel, trying to stop Reynolds from investigating further before he got to the truth?

He leaned his head out from behind the couch just far enough to see a figure in a grey robe standing his apartment, slowly turning away from him to head toward his bedroom door. Reynolds took a slow breath, waiting until the home invader had taken a step in that direction before leaping up and leveling the barrel of his pistol at them.

“Freeze!” he shouted.

The figure spun, the cloak whipping back slightly from the movement, revealing a rather curvaceous feminine physique underneath. Reynolds saw a strange, purple light coalesce into some kind of weapon in her hand. He fired, aiming for the shoulder and hopefully leaving the intruder in a position to give him answers.

The woman let out a scream and stumbled backward. Reynolds took a slow step forward, keeping his gun aimed at her chest.

“Who are you?” he asked. “What do you want?”

The woman’s face was shrouded by her hood, but Reynolds saw her body language stiffen.

“You… can see me?”

“Answer my questions, or I’ll-”

The woman’s purple whip snapped outward, striking Reynolds across his chest and tearing open his t-shirt. It numbed his flesh on the point of impact, and Reynolds gasped as he felt blood spilling forth from the wound. He fired again, almost hitting in the exact same spot as he had before, right in the woman’s shoulder. Her scream was so pained that he almost felt bad about it, but not so much to disregard his own safety.

“Get down on the ground!” shouted Reynolds. “I’ll kill you if I have to!”

The woman glanced toward the door. Reynolds moved immediately, getting between her and the only escape. He moved too soon, and realized too late that there was, indeed, another way out the apartment.

The cloaked woman staggered over to the sixth story window of Anthony Reynold’s apartment, and after a moment of hesitation, smashed herself through it.

THE END


PART FIVE

CHAPTER 103

Daniel ran a hand through his hair and tried to keep his frustration in check. The woman sitting across from him was repeating herself, saying the same thing she’d already said three times, in that same shrill, sharp voice.

“Tim is clever,” she said. “You must realize that? It’s why I hired you!”

“Mrs. Anders, of course I realize that.” Daniel rubbed his temples. “What I’m telling you is that it doesn’t appear as though he is-”

“He goes to the carwash at the end of every week!” snapped Mrs. Anders. “There might be a chance that they’re meeting up while the car is inside. Nobody would suspect a thing.”

Daniel kept a broad, fake smile on his face and nodded appreciatively, as though what the woman had just said was sage wisdom instead of a paranoid delusion.

I didn’t stop to think about how much of investigation work would involve crazy people…

“I think it’s time that we take a look at the conclusion that maybe, just maybe, your husband isn’t cheating on you,” said Daniel. “And it’s also past time that we talk about the matter of your bill.”

Mrs. Anders flinched back as though he’d splashed cold water onto her face. She was an unfortunate looking woman: blonde, large breasts, perhaps once attractive, but now overweight and over tanned.

“You’re just interested in getting your money!” snapped Mrs. Anders.

It was true, through Daniel didn’t say as much. He was a week into the month and penniless, and understood enough about how paying rent worked to know that it would take a small miracle for him to come up with what he needed in time. He also felt like he had better things to do than to help a middle-aged woman placate her insecurities.

“I’d be willing to continue with your case,” said Daniel. “But I’m going to need at least a partial payment, Mrs. Anders.”

“Partial payment?” she shouted.

Daniel wanted to collapse forward onto his desk. He kept smiling, and nodded a little.

“I don’t mean to offend,” he said. “I’m just doing my job.”

“Hmph!” snapped Mrs. Anders. “You’ll get your payment when you get me what I’ve been paying you for! Proof of Tim’s unfaithfulness!”

“And what if he’s not unfaithful?” asked Daniel. He already knew the answer to the question, and felt annoyed that he hadn’t realized it earlier. She was never going to pay him.

Mrs. Anders rose to her feet, which was no small feat, and waddled to the door. She stood with the doorknob in hand for a moment, leveling a severe look at Daniel.

“He is unfaithful,” said Mrs. Anders. “I will give you one more chance!”

She stormed out of his office before Daniel could get another word in. He found himself hoping that the husband really was cheating. Beyond making his own life easier, Daniel felt a pang of sympathy for anyone having to be married to a woman like that.

He set his hands across his desk. The office of Worth Investigation was still relatively bare, but cleaner and more presentable than it had been when he’d first opened up shop. Kami was to thank for that. She’d been acting as his assistant off and on throughout the week, which, given that she was technically his familiar, only made sense.

Daniel listened for any sound out in the hallway for a moment, reached into his desk, and pulled out the second of the two books he’d been gifted over the course of the last month.

The Third Gospel of Dreams…

He’d been keeping it in his desk, in the place of the Book of Sins, which he’d brought home and hidden in his family’s shed. It had been a week since he’d last fulfilled one of the artifact’s spell trials, and the memory of it was as fresh in his head as if it had only happened minutes earlier. Which was, of course, why he’d been reading the Third Gospel of Dreams.

Daniel thumbed through the book, finding one of the parables that had caught his attention the first time through. It was about a man opening his farm up to the downtrodden and the homeless after accidentally killing a child in the night, in defense of his crops. It had resonated with Daniel, made it a little easier for him to accept that he, too, had taken a life before.

It had been in self-defense. The man he’d killed would surely have killed him if he hadn’t. And he hadn’t been an innocent man, either, involved in human trafficking, at the least. Immediately after Daniel had done it, part of him had expected to move on without troubling himself over it, steel up his resolve like a hero from an action movie, as though inflicting death was all in a day’s work.

Daniel hadn’t let it go. He was having trouble sleeping at night, and when he did, he’d always wake up and feel a compulsive need to wash his hands. He hadn’t cast a spell in almost four days, though that was also due in part to the nature of his current case.

He flipped to the next page of the Third Gospel. It had another story on it, clearly intended to contrast with the one he’d just read. It was about a man who killed and the various reasons why he let himself enjoy it. Surviving was better than dying. The man he’d killed had been evil. It brought power and prestige to his family. Daniel knew how the story would end without needing to make it all the way through it. He closed the book.

The door to his office opened, and Kami stepped inside. She wore no disguise, and Daniel admired her pretty face, purple and gold eyes, and jet black hair. She had on some of the clothing she’d bought shopping with Daniel’s mother: jeans and a tight, white fleece jacket. She was smiling, but it faded as she saw Daniel’s face, and the book he had out on his desk.

“Hey…” said Kami. “You’re reading the gospel, again…”

Daniel shrugged and put the book away. He set his expression into a smile, and it felt a lot like the one he’d had on for Mrs. Anders.

“Just flipping through it,” he said. “I get bored during the day, in between clients.”

Kami ran a hand down her side. She walked around to the other side of his desk, massaging his shoulders and pushing her breasts against the back of Daniel’s head.

“I’m worried about you,” she said. “Daniel, I know you haven’t been getting enough sleep lately.”

“I’m fine.” He leaned his head back and forced his smile to look more genuine. “Really. I’ve just… had a cold.”

“You’re such a liar,” said Kami. She sighed and pulled away from him. “It’s okay, you know.”

“What’s okay?”

Kami met his gaze, and Daniel saw so much sadness staring back at him that he almost had to look away.

“You don’t have to keep doing this, Daniel,” she said, softly. “You can give it up. The Book of Sins.”

Daniel slowly shook his head, holding eye contact even as his heart ached.

“I can’t,” he said. “Or rather, I won’t. I’d miss you too much, Kami.”

It was the truth, and it was also an understatement of Daniel’s feelings. He’d fallen for her hard. The idea of giving the book up to give himself peace of mind was akin to chopping off his hand to deal with a broken finger.

She smiled at him again, blinked a couple of times fast, and looked up at the ceiling.

“Is there anything that I can do?” she asked. “To help you through this?”

Daniel flashed a genuine grin.

“I can think of a few things,” he said.

“You pervert!” Kami playfully slapped his shoulder. Daniel caught her hand on the backswing and pulled her into his lap. Kami let out a delighted squeal that was music to his ears, and he kissed her, holding her against him.

“I’ll be okay,” he said. “I’m just… processing what I’ve been through. Really.”

Daniel tried to sound confident, like he believed what he was saying. Part of him was sure that he would be okay, but also sure that he’d never be able to go back to the naïve, headstrong kid that had found the Book of Sins and dove headfirst into the world of the supernatural.

He knew too much about magic, about what he was capable of, and where it could all lead.
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Kami hung out in Daniel’s office for a few minutes more, the two of them having a pleasant, if somewhat sexually frustrating, make out session. She kissed Daniel on the head when she left, in the same way a person might kiss a small child. He hoped that he didn’t look that bad, to her and to anyone else.

It was midafternoon, and Daniel wasn’t expecting any walk-ins. Kami had gotten him a little worked up in the way that beautiful women always seemed to. He pulled out his phone, and without really meaning to, found his thoughts and browsing trajectory veering off into less than pure territory.


At least there’s one part of me that can’t be kept down,
 he thought.

He was in the middle of grinning and acting like the hormonal teenager he was when the door swung open, again, without preamble. It slammed into the wall on the other side hard enough to let him know that it definitely wasn’t Kami dropping back in for something that she forgot.

A figure in a dark grey hooded robe stood in the hallway, face completely shrouded by the garment’s hood. They stepped forward into Daniel’s office slowly, turning their head to scan over the small room.

“Nyx?” said Daniel. She was Icarus Point’s local Dreamwalker, and at times, one of his friends. But he frowned as he examined the figure more closely, not seeing the curves in the chest and butt that he’d gotten to know pretty well over the weeks.

And Nyx never travels during the day. This… isn’t her. So who is it?

Daniel stood up abruptly, and the figure lunged forward. Another cloaked figure stormed into his office through the door, short and squat compared to the first, but no less mysterious. Daniel fumbled for the bottom drawer of his desk, where he kept his pistol. A fist slammed into the side of his head, knocking him against the back wall of his office.

“What the… fuck?” Daniel spun around, preparing to use Flame Touch, his offensive fire spell. He hesitated for a single, critical second. The first Dreamwalker slammed a fist into his stomach, winding him and breaking his concentration.

“Drain him,” said the tall Dreamwalker. Daniel stumbled to his feet as the fat Dreamwalker closed on him, holding a small, white crystal in his hand.

Before Daniel could cast a spell or react physically, the crystal touched his forehead. He felt every drop of magical essence leach out of him in a sudden wave, the sensation reminding him of vomiting up the contents of his stomach in a single, powerful heave.

Daniel staggered to the side, suddenly fatigued. The tall Dreamwalker caught him by the arms and pinned him on top of his own desk. Daniel glared, only slowly regaining his focus.

“What the hell are you doing?” he mumbled.

“Strip his clothes off,” said the tall one. “We can’t bring him in with places to hide weapons.”

“What? No!” Daniel kicked his legs out and tried to push himself up. The fat Dreamwalker pushed him down forcefully, and then pulled Daniel’s sweatshirt up and over his head, holding it there, halfway off, so that he couldn’t see and could barely breathe.

The other Dreamwalker unceremoniously unzipped his jeans and yanked them down. If Daniel hadn’t been so sure that he was dealing with two male Dreamwalkers, it might have been a little exciting.

“This is all a misunderstanding,” he said, speaking through the cloth of his shirt. “I’m on good terms with your order. I’m even… friends… with the Dreamwalker here in town.”

That’s putting it mildly. I’ve kind of been sleeping with her, on occasion.

“Be quiet,” said the tall Dreamwalker. He turned to his companion. “He’s clear down here.”

The fat one shifted, pinning Daniel by the stomach, abdomen, and a bit of his groin. He cringed as the other one pulled his t-shirt off, leaving him totally naked, lying flat on his back on his office desk. He half expected his mom to walk in, or one of his old friends from college, with the luck he’d been having lately.

“Alright, cuff him,” said the tall one.

The fat one shifted backward, pulling out a short rope in the shape of a figure 8. Daniel fumbled with his arms and legs, feeling like a cornered animal as he tried to fend off two men that were stronger, larger, and fully dressed. The tall Dreamwalker grabbed him by the hair and knocked his head back on his desk, dazing him for long enough for his friend to slide the rope cuffs over his wrists. They tightened instantly, and felt vaguely magical against his skin, tingly and cold.

“Can’t we talk about this?” asked Daniel. “I’m innocent. Don’t you have to read me my rights?”

The Dreamwalkers didn’t say anything. Each of them took him by one arm and hauled him to his feet. There was nothing Daniel could do to escape from that position, with the cuffs holding his hands and both of the men stronger than he was.

They led him to the door of his office and out into the hallway. It was only as they started down the stairs that Daniel regained enough of his focus to realize what was about to happen, and why it was going to suck for him.

The Dreamwalkers pulled him out onto the street, completely naked and exposed on a weekday afternoon, in a part of town that got its fair share of foot traffic. Daniel felt a half dozen eyes lock onto him.

This just isn’t fair…

If the people watching had started laughing, Daniel probably would have been able to brush it off. Instead, people started whispering, a few pointing, and gesturing. One of them had their phone out, and from the way they were holding it, it was clear enough that they were filming him.

“Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Seriously? I’m not allowed clothes?”

The fat Dreamwalker chuckled.

“Somebody will be by to doctor their memories,” he said. “They won’t remember any of this.”

“Yeah, but I will.” Daniel tried to duck his head forward as they passed by the flower shop underneath his office, which was staffed by two fun, flirty, attractive women. He heard laughter from inside and wanted to cringe his way out of existence.

The Dreamwalkers dragged him over to black BMW parked half on the sidewalk. Daniel tried to break out of their grip as they opened the door, and the taller one slammed his head down into the edge of the car, stunning him.

“Bastard,” he muttered. “Really? That’s all you’ve got?”

The Dreamwalker pulled his head back by the hair, and Daniel had a split second to wish that he hadn’t said anything before his forehead hit a second time, knocking him unconscious.
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He came to in the backseat of the BMW with a pounding headache and blood in one of his eyes. His hands were bound in front of him, enabling him to lift a finger up to his forehead to trace over a painfully swollen cut just underneath his hairline.

“Come on, man,” he muttered. “This is getting a little ridiculous. Can you at least tell me what I did?”

Daniel had been operating under the assumption that the Dreamwalkers had given up on pushing for the Book of Sins. He’d done other things, beyond possessing the book, but from talking with Nyx, he was fairly certain that she wasn’t reporting all of his exploits back to her superiors.

“Quiet,” said the tall Dreamwalker.

Is he telling me that I should be, or stating a fact about himself?

Daniel exhaled through gritted teeth and looked out the BMW’s tinted back window. They were outside of Icarus Point, driving down a highway through a stretch of rural emptiness. It was still sometime in the afternoon, which was comforting, but not so much to push out his concerns about his probable concussion.

“Where are we going?” he asked. He figured that even if it irritated his captors, it was better than staying silent. Daniel could take advantage of them if they got angry, and stupid.

Neither of the Dreamwalkers answered his question, and Daniel had to give them credit for sticking to their roles. He leaned back in the seat and sighed, watching the road ahead for anything out of the ordinary.

The BMW pulled onto a dirt road, and then onto a small, logging trail that was even less maintained. They drove through a stretch of forest and then into a large clearing. It was empty, and Daniel frowned, more out of confusion than fear. It wasn’t a bad place to dispose of a body, if they were planning on killing him, but he suspected that they had other things in mind.

He was staring at the empty field when one of the Dreamwalkers lifted up a small, purple colored crystal about the size of soda can. The field was empty, and then, without warning, without Daniel so much as blinking, it had something in it that defied his both his expectations and reality as he knew it.

In the center of the field, shimmering with the same magical fuzziness that was the hallmark of an object under the effect of a cloaking spell, was a stone castle the size of a skyscraper and thicker around at the base. Gigantic crystals spanning the entire color spectrum were inset into the design at various points, with red crystals taking predominance around the bottom.

Even more impressive was the fact that the castle was floating above ground, at least ten or twenty feet off the surface of the Earth. The red crystals at the bottom pulsed with rhythmic regularity, but gave off no sound, which was incredibly unnerving.

It made perfect sense, as he took a closer look and began to think it through. The castle looked like a concept sketch of a rocket ship from the middle ages, powered by crystalline magic and larger than life. Small sets of stone stairs were inset into the base, along with rope ladders in places. It was a militarized fort, a magical, flying interpretation of an aircraft carrier. And it was here, in Icarus Point… for him?

I must be a really big deal.

Daniel glanced down at his naked body and felt a resurgence of embarrassment. The Dreamwalker behind the BMW’s wheel brought the car to a stop alongside several other parked, mostly identical vehicles.

“Any chance either of you have an extra cloak that I could throw on?” asked Daniel.

They didn’t answer him. Both of them got out, exchanged a few words once the doors were closed that Daniel couldn’t overhear, and then pulled him out of the BMW between them.

He was dragged forward, toward the Dreamwalker’s flying castle. Looking at it gave him a sense of vertigo strong enough to make his palms feel sweaty. The castle seemed to have been waiting for their arrival, and slowly descended the last few feet to the ground. Even though it had a relatively soft and stable landing, the impact had enough force to create a miniature earthquake that threatened to knock Daniel off his feet.

“If your goal is to intimidate me, and get me off guard, you’re doing a damn good job of it,” he said, with a hint of honest admiration in his voice. The fat Dreamwalker let out a small chuckle.

“We’ll be taking you to Lady Travista,” said the tall one. “She’ll decide what will be done with you.”

“And Lady Travista is…”

That was apparently classified information, or at least something that wasn’t for either of his captors to share with him. They pulled Daniel forward, up a narrow stone staircase, and through a circular shaped wooden door at the top.

Judging from the size of the castle, Daniel estimated that there were probably at least a couple of thousand people inside of it, but the hallway the two Dreamwalkers led him into was completely empty. It was made entirely of stone bricks, each one perfectly smooth from years of contact with feet and hands. Metal torch sconces were set into the wall at regular intervals, but had been modernized with tiny lamp lights in the place of live flame.

It was cold, and Daniel scowled, keeping his hands over his nude crotch as the two Dreamwalkers pulled him forward. They passed by several thick wooden doors with ancient looking iron handles, and moved into a circular staircase.

Daniel struggled a bit as they started leading him up, but more in a bid to test the awareness of his captors than to actually escape. His magical reserve was still completely drained, and he suspected that even if he managed to make it away from both of them, he’d have a hard time escaping home unless one of the cars outside had been left unlocked, with keys in the ignition.


I don’t have much choice here,
 he thought. Best to bide my time for now.


The Dreamwalkers holding Daniel led him up, down another hallway, past a group of robed figures with swords hanging from their belts, up another staircase, and down another hallway after that. They stopped in front of a set of massive wooden double doors, with two hooded guards standing outside, holding halberds at the ready with vicious, serrated blade heads.

“Lady Travista is expecting this one,” said the tall Dreamwalker on Daniel’s left. One of the guards lifted a fist and knocked on the heavy door. A few seconds went by, and then it opened on its own, through some type of magic that Daniel could only assume was as ancient as the castle.

He tried to look dignified as the Dreamwalkers led him into a large chamber reminiscent of a Medieval throne room, with a few clear differences. The ceiling was high, with at least fifty or sixty feet of clearance, and a massive hourglass the size of a person hung on chains overhead. Daniel watched the last few grains fall from the top to the bottom, and then the chains shifted, flipping it upside down and starting the process over.

In the back of a chamber was a short set of stone steps leading up to a throne on a red carpeted platform. It wasn’t as regal as what Daniel would have expected for a king or a queen, but the woman sitting on it had an air of authority about her that more than made up for it.

She was beautiful, tall and thin, with elegant but sharp facial features. Her hair was dark brown with a few streaks of grey that made her seem distinguished, rather than aged. She wore a robe of the same style as the rest of the Dreamwalkers, but with the hood down, and the front open, revealing a simple grey blouse underneath, which clung tight against her modestly sized breasts.

“Leave us,” said the woman. “I will speak to him alone.”

The two Dreamwalkers glanced at each other, and though Daniel couldn’t see their faces, he could sense their thought process easily enough. He was weaponless, drained of magic, and harmless. But he was still naked, and the woman on the throne was clearly of such high status to make such a thing a little scandalous.
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The two other Dreamwalkers obeyed, walking back to the door and through it. The woman waved a hand and it shut behind Daniel solidly. She ran her eyes over him, flashing a tiny smile and letting her finger curl through a few strands of her hair. Daniel wanted to make a wisecrack, but knew that it would be to his advantage to make her put her cards on the table first.

“Would you like to tell me your name?” asked the woman.

Daniel tried to read the expression on her face, a mixture of boredom and dull amusement.

“You already know it, I’m assuming,” said Daniel. “How about you tell me yours instead?”

The woman smiled a little and shifted, crossing and uncrossing her legs.

“My name is Lady Travista, eleventh wife to the almighty Dreamer.”

Daniel only recognized the bit at the end from reading the book Nyx had given them. The ‘Dreamer’ was the central figure of their religion, supposedly a living god, capable of working miracles if he so chose. Plagues too, of course.

“Eleven wives?” Daniel whistled. “That’s pretty impressive. Scheduling must get a little tricky, though, I mean, there are only so many days in each week.”

Lady Travista still looked amused, and Daniel was pretty sure that fact was the only thing keeping him alive. He shifted, letting his hands slide away from his crotch and standing before her completely bare. It was a bold move, and he knew it had paid off as her eyes slid downward, and then lingered.

“Where are my manners?” said Lady Travista. “Annalise!”

A young and pretty servant girl ran around the corner from behind the stone platform that held the throne. She did a double take when she saw Daniel. He’d been able to handle Lady Travista’s gaze and judgement easily enough, but something about having a girl his age looking at him naked, attractive and bubbly and innocent, was more challenging to brush off.

“Get some clothes for our guest,” said Lady Travista. “Something simple.”

The girl nodded, took one last obvious glance at Daniel’s package, and then took off. He shifted from foot to foot and crossed his arms, aware of the fact that Lady Travista hadn’t needed to do that.

It’s probably for the best if I wait until I have the clothes on before saying anything else stupid.

“Daniel,” said Lady Travista. “Your name is Daniel Worth.”

Daniel nodded.

“Guilty as charged,” he said, instantly regretting his use of the expression. Lady Travista didn’t seem to notice. She beckoned him forward with one hand. Daniel walked up the stairs leading to the platform slowly, taking each step with a bit of hesitance, in case she decided that he’d come close enough.

“Tell me about yourself, Daniel,” said Lady Travista. There was an unmistakable tone of flirtation in her voice, and that, combined with the fact that Daniel was still completely naked, made a certain part of his body react in a situationally inappropriate way. He thought safe thoughts as he formed his reply.

“There’s not really much to tell,” said Daniel. “I’m 18. I live at home with my mother. Just trying to find a place for myself in life.”

Lady Travista smirked and rolled her eyes.

“And none of this surprises you?” asked Lady Travista. “If you were intending to play at being a normal teenager, confused and outside of your element, you would have needed to start earlier.”

Annalise arrived with the clothes. She was blushing bright red as she handed them to Daniel. He thought it was just because of his nakedness, but a quick glance down at his crotch revealed something even more embarrassing on display.

Hey, not my fault. She has a very sexy voice.

He pulled on the clothes, underwear, socks, and a matching grey shirt and trousers. The servant left, and Lady Travista slid a little closer to the edge of her throne, her eyes lacking a bit of the fire they’d had when he’d been naked.

“Daniel,” she said. “We know that you’re a wizard.”

Daniel shrugged and scratched his head.

“Really? Because I don’t know that I’m a wizard,” he said. “I really just dabble, here and there.”

“Please,” said Lady Travista. “Don’t waste my time, and I won’t waste yours. I want you to tell me about how you found the Book of Sins.”

It wasn’t a surprise to Daniel that she knew about it. He was pretty sure it was the main reason the Dreamwalkers had captured him. Still, he felt a certain hesitance in talking openly about it, knowing that any information he gave them was out of his hands, off the table for bargaining.

“An old wizard gave it to me,” said Daniel. It was the truth, though only a small portion of it. Lady Travista smiled as though she’d been expecting an answer of such a kind.

“Are you willing to tell me the old wizard’s name?” she asked.

Daniel said nothing. Lady Travista waited, and he felt his attention being pulled back toward her body, the soft heave of her breasts with each breath she took.

“Fine,” said Lady Travista. “It’s not important. I have other questions, but I’d like to know that you’re at least attempting to answer them in good faith.”

Daniel nodded.

“I won’t answer if I consider it to be information that would put someone or something at risk,” he said.

Lady Travista’s eyes gleamed, and he knew that he’d made another mistake, given her something else that she could draw conclusions from. She waved a dismissive hand through the air as though it shouldn’t matter to either of them, and then continued.

“We’ve received a few reports of your usage of the magic within the Book of Sins,” said Lady Travista. “Most of it is… surprisingly positive. You’ve fought against sorcerers, against human traffickers… a vampire, even.”

Daniel nodded.

“There are also a couple of reports of you using charm magic to… seduce women.” Lady Travista’s smile was surprisingly flirtatious, rather than judgmental. “I suppose I remember what it was like to be your age. Full of hormones without a proper outlet.”

“It was always for good reason,” said Daniel. “Well, mostly.”

Lady Travista nodded, and he started to wonder just how much she knew.

“Again, that is not why I’ve brought you here today,” said Lady Travista. “Please. I’d like you to tell me about Icarus Point.”

Daniel frowned at her.

“What do you mean?” he asked. “Tell you what?”

“The town has not been at peace lately, has it?” said Lady Travista.

Something clicked in Daniel’s head, and he slowly nodded.

“That’s why you came, isn’t it?” he said. “You’re not here for me, you’re here for the dark sorcerer. For Vlad.”

Vlad had been present on the very first day Daniel had found the Book of Sins. He’d fought him in the park, and then again, the next day, at his mother’s house. He’d battled the sorcerer again after that, while saving Shelly from the arms of a group of kidnappers.

Lady Travista’s smile shifted in tone, and something deadly and unexpected flashed across her eyes. Daniel hesitated, cutting back the next thing he’d been about to say.

“You are smart,” said Lady Travista. “But not nearly as smart as you think you are. We are here for you as well, Daniel Worth.”

“I’m not giving up the Book of Sins,” he said, immediately. “Forget it. I’ve been through this before with Nyx.”

Lady Travista shook her head slowly.

“Playing dumb won’t get you anywhere,” she said. “We’ve already apprehended the others in your company.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Daniel.

Lady Travista stood up from her throne, rising to her full height and staring at Daniel with the intensity of a tiger, about to strike.

“Your attempted assassination of Nyx,” she said. “We’ve brought you here to be executed for your role in it.”
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Daniel stood there, unable to keep his shock from spilling out into his expression. Lady Travista was waiting for something, and he was too shaken by what she’d said to discern what.

“Nyx…” he said, feeling out of breath. “Is she… okay?”

“Our healers are tending to her,” said Lady Travista. “I have not checked in myself to see the current condition of her injury.”

Daniel bit the inside of his lip hard, feeling a strange mixture of confusion, worry, and anger. Someone had tried to assassinate her, and they thought he was involved with it. He was more insulted by it than anything, and felt a sudden, desperate need to see her.

“Please…” said Daniel. “Let me see her. Let me talk to her.”

“Guards,” said Lady Travista. “Put him in the holding cell, with the others.”

The door in the back of the chamber opened, and the two Dreamwalkers from before stomped their way up onto the stone platform. They seized Daniel roughly by the arms, sliding the magical rope bindings back over his wrists.

“Wait!” shouted Daniel. “I can help you find whoever did this! I have spells that-”

“We’ve already found who did it,” said Lady Travista. Her expression left no doubt in Daniel’s mind as to what she really thought of him.

The Dreamwalkers were to the magical world what the police were to normal civilization. Her reaction was no different from how someone in authority might react to a cop killing, a cold deference to vengeance over justice. Daniel doubted that he’d get a fair trial, or any trial, but that wasn’t what concerned him the most.

I need to see her. Nyx… I can’t believe it. That’s why she hasn’t been around these past few days.

Daniel’s guards dragged him out of Lady Travista’s chambers and down the hall. He walked alongside them, scanning the walls and doors and trying to get a sense of the castle’s layout. It was close to impossible, all of the stone hallways nearly identical, only differentiated by complicated curves and intersections.

He walked between the guards for close to ten minutes, up several spiral staircases and a few odd, sloping hallways, before finally coming to a stop in front of a particular door. It was thicker than any of the other ones he’d seen, reinforced with metal, barred shut by a thick iron slab with a keyhole in it.

One of the Dreamwalkers unlocked the door and swung it open, while the other unceremoniously pushed Daniel forward. He fell a couple of feet before hitting a sunken stone floor, the door slamming shut behind him.

He wasn’t the only one in the cell. Two men were arguing on the other side of the room, standing across from a large, white crystal set into the floor that looked suspiciously similar to the magical device the Dreamwalkers had used to drain his magical essence with.

Daniel blinked, rubbed his eyes, and then slowly shook his head. He recognized both of the men in the cell with him.

“PJ…” he said, shaking his head. “And… Detective Reynolds?”

He could only stare, held in place by his shock and disbelief. PJ was wearing the same style of grey clothing that he was, though in a larger size, given how tall and broad he was. He was still arguing with the other man, Detective Anthony Reynolds, who Daniel had met the week before while tracking down the kidnappers that had taken Shelly.

“PJ!” Daniel said, louder this time. PJ turned away from Reynolds, saw Daniel, and practically jumped in surprise.

“Daniel!”

He rushed across the cell and Daniel pulled him into a tight hug, laughing as he patted his friend on the back. It hadn’t even been a month since he’d last seen him, but the two of them had once been best friends, so close that even a couple of days without seeing each other felt like an eternity.

“Jesus Christ, buddy,” said Daniel. “How? Why?”

PJ shook his head, grinning a little. He clapped Daniel on the shoulder and let out a satisfied exhalation through his nose.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” he said. “They said that I should know why I was being detained. I assumed that they meant, well… you know. The other thing.”

Daniel nodded, meeting his friend’s eyes. They were darkened, the pupils blacker and bigger than they should have been. PJ was a vampire, and had been turned into one by Daniel’s sister, Melina.

“It’s not that,” said Daniel. “There’s a Dreamwalker that’s been hanging around Icarus Point. They say that somebody tried to assassinate her.”

“Whoops,” said Detective Reynolds. Both Daniel and PJ turned to look at him. PJ scowled and took a step in the man’s direction.

“You got something that you want to say?” snapped PJ.

“Would you relax, already?” asked Reynolds. “The thing I said about the eyes before was just a joke. Seriously.”

“And likewise, for my fist hitting your face, if you don’t shut the fuck up,” said PJ.

“Whoa, easy.” Daniel stepped in between the two of them, frowning.

Since when has PJ been the type to make threats?

“I should come clean with this now, rather than later,” said Reynolds. “I shot the hooded chick.”

“You… what?” Daniel stared at the detective, feeling his mouth fall open in surprise.

“She broke into my apartment,” said Reynolds. “I don’t take the time to ask questions during an active home invasion. You have to understand, I-”

Daniel felt rage flare in his chest, and couldn’t stop it from pulling him forward. He slammed his fist into Reynold’s jaw, furious not for himself, but for Nyx.

“She was doing her job, you fucking idiot!” Daniel snarled and pulled back his fist a second time. He aimed at Reynolds’ head again, and was surprised by the other man’s movements, sweeping his blow away and countering with an elbow to Daniel’s neck.

He fell backward and coughed. Reynolds moved forward to finish it, but PJ was there before he could, knocking the detective back with superhuman strength.

“Don’t touch him!” snapped PJ.

Daniel staggered to his feet and made to attack Detective Reynolds again. PJ got in his face before he could, flipping him down on the hard stone as though he weighed as much as a stuffed animal.

“And you need to chill out, too!” shouted PJ.

“That’s what I was saying before to you,” shouted Reynolds.

“You don’t have a fucking place to tell anyone anything,” yelled Daniel. “You fucking murderer.”

“I shot her in the shoulder,” said Reynolds. “Trust me, she’s-”

The door slammed open. A tall Dreamwalker in a thick, black robe hopped down into the cell, carrying a yellow crystal in his hand. He fiddled with it for a moment, and a thin, yellow haze was released into the air.

“Hold on, what did he just…” Daniel trailed off as he took a breath and felt a strange, sleepy relaxation overtake him. “Do…?”
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Daniel slowly stirred, sitting up and rubbing his head. It wasn’t like waking up from sleep, but rather coming to after a period of unconsciousness. PJ in Reynolds were in similar states on either side of him.

“I guess they don’t want us fighting,” muttered PJ.

“Yeah, I guess not,” said Daniel. He folded his arms and glared at Reynolds.

“Be mad if you want,” muttered Reynolds. “I thought she was going to do me harm. And none of this… makes any sense to me.”

Reynolds was a clean cut cop, blond hair, handsome features, and not all that much older than Daniel was. He was also, as far as Daniel knew, totally supernaturally unaware, or at least he had been until the Dreamwalkers had captured him.

“She wasn’t going to do you harm,” said Daniel. “She’s a Dreamwalker, like the people holding us. They’re essentially the magical police… which must seem a bit ironic to you, huh?”

Reynolds shrugged.

“A bit,” he said. “So… You’re telling me that magic really exists.”

PJ had risen to his feet, and was standing along the cell’s back wall, looking out a small, iron barred window that gave them a view of the outside world. He chuckled and gestured for Reynolds to come over.

“Why don’t you take a look and see the proof for yourself?” he said.

Reynolds slowly moved to the window, and Daniel also moved to get a look. He’d been expecting to see trees, forest, and the surrounding rural countryside. Instead, he saw clouds, along with a view of the ground below that looked as though it had been pulled out of google maps.

“That’s… not possible,” muttered Reynolds. “What… how?”

“The crystals worked into the design of the castle,” said Daniel. “It’s a mobile fortress, probably at least a couple of centuries old, judging by the décor.”

He made a slow pass of the room, running his hands across stone and examining it as much as he could for a way out. There was a small, metal grate set into the floor in one of the corners of the room, obviously for their physical needs. There was the door, which was locked and secured so snuggly into its frame that Daniel doubted he’d ever get it open, even if he tried for months. There was the window, which Reynolds was still staring out in disbelief. And that was it.

“I’ve already been here for a couple of days,” said PJ. “The cop arrived this morning, though I think they’d apprehended him earlier.”

“They had me in a dark room,” said Reynolds. “I don’t know for how long.”

Daniel frowned and leaned his head back against the wall. All he’d been expecting to do when he’d woken up that morning was investigate a potentially unfaithful husband, and maybe make out with Kami if he had the free time in the afternoon.


They don’t have a reason to hold me,
 he thought. Surely they’ll figure it out, sooner or later?


“I think we’ll be good to go, as soon as Nyx tells them the full story,” said Daniel, looking at PJ. “Not you, Reynolds. I think you might end up being charged for murder.”

“I’ll be damned if I let that happen!” he said, all but shouting. “I’m getting the hell out of here!”

Daniel and PJ watched as the detective’s energy built, spurring him into a nervous appraisal of the strength of the windows bars, and the integrity of the walls. He slowly calmed down, taking a few minutes to sink into a sitting position against one of the walls.

“Yeah,” said Daniel. “I came to the same conclusion. We’re stuck in here, at least for now.”

“Daniel, you might be able to work something out with them, but I sure as hell can’t,” said PJ. “I’m… well, you know.”

He didn’t say it, and probably for good reason. PJ’s vampiric condition would probably be enough for the Dreamwalkers to hold him indefinitely, potentially even execute him.

“Do they know?” asked Daniel.

“They know.”

Daniel swore underneath his breath and crossed his arms.

“I’m sure Nyx will come to check in on me eventually,” he said. “I’ll explain it to her. I’m sure-”

“Daniel,” said PJ. “Just… leave it. We both know that this isn’t going to end well for me.”

“I’m not going to leave it!” Daniel gritted his teeth and walked back over to the cell’s door. It took all of his willpower to keep from throwing himself at the wood and trying to break through, as futile as he knew it would be.

Minutes passed, and then a couple of hours. The three prisoners were mostly silent, each of them dealing with the mounting claustrophobia in different ways. The sun slowly set through the window, and Daniel noticed PJ gaining a bit of vitality, vampire that he was.

“What have you been doing for the past month, PJ?” he asked. “How have you been, after… the switch?”

Daniel frowned, wishing he had a better way of bridging the topic. PJ’s entire life had fallen apart overnight. He couldn’t go back to his family as a vampire. He had to give up his job, minimum wage as it was, and his education. And beyond that, there were still more hurdles for him…

How has he been getting the blood he needs to survive?

PJ smiled a little at him, clearly reading into his deeper meaning.

“I’ve been holding up,” he said. “Spending most of my time in Danville.”

“The town full of hicks?” asked Daniel. “The one our football team always used to smash every time we played?”

“That one,” said PJ. “Handled a couple of demons there. Kept myself busy, kind of like you do, with your magic.”

Daniel nodded.

“And what about… feeding?” He dropped his voice low enough to not be overheard by Reynolds.

“Are you asking if I’ve turned evil, Daniel?” asked PJ. “Started killing innocents in the street?”

Daniel stared at him blankly.

“Of course I haven’t,” continued PJ. “I’ve been surviving on… animals, mostly. Squirrels, chipmunks. Sometimes rats. It’s not very pretty, but better than indulging in the blood of people.”

Daniel let out a slow sigh of relief, keeping his facial expression even.

“I should have figured,” he said. “I trust you, PJ.”

PJ looked away from him and scratched the back of his head.

“I haven’t changed,” said PJ. “I’m still the same old Paul Jacob you remember. Asthma isn’t as much of an issue now that I don’t have to breathe, and I think I’ve gotten a tad paler, but otherwise the same.”

Daniel nodded. PJ’s tone of voice was cold, almost emotionless, and he knew his friend well enough to know that it was forced, rather than sincere.

“Your mom and sisters are hanging in there,” said Daniel. “They’re strong. They’re getting by.”

PJ smiled a little and covered his mouth with his hand, taking a deep breath.

“Anyway,” said Daniel. “We should keep our eyes open. If it comes down to it, and the Dreamwalkers aren’t willing to hear our side of things, we’ll have to find another way to get out.”

“That white crystal in the center of the room keeps me from using my abilities,” said PJ. “Does your magic still-”

“No,” said Daniel. “It’s the same deal.”

He looked at the crystal, and shook his head.

“Well,” said PJ. “We’ll just have to get creative, then.”
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Daniel turned and looked at Reynolds, feeling a bit of his anger from before bubbling back to the surface.

It won’t do me any good to be mad at him. He’s trapped, just like we are.

He slowly walked around the edge of the room, coming to a stop next to the detective, who was sitting with his back against one of the stone walls. He looked up at Daniel, wearing his suspicion on his face openly.

“I’m not here to fight with you,” said Daniel. “Just to talk.”

Reynolds nodded. He patted the front of his shirt and then frowned.

“I was going to offer you a cigarette,” he said. “”Keep forgetting that I don’t have my jacket.”

“I don’t smoke.” Daniel took a seat next to him. Reynolds watched him for a couple of seconds, trying to get a read on something.

“The girl in the robe,” he said. “She your girlfriend?”

“Just a friend,” said Daniel. “Well… it’s complicated.”

Reynolds chuckled.

“Yeah, for you and me both,” he said. “They’re going to kill me over this, I can already tell.”

“Look, we’re going to figure this out,” said Daniel, shaking his head. “All three of us, together. If I can talk them out of killing you, I will.”

“What makes you think they’ll listen to you?”

Right now? Absolutely nothing…

“I can be pretty persuasive,” he said. “And Nyx will listen to me.”

“Nyx?”

“The girl you shot,” said Daniel, a bit of cold fury re-entering his voice.

“And what if that doesn’t work?” asked Reynolds. “What the fuck do we do then?”

Daniel leaned his head to the side and shrugged.

“We figure something out,” he said. “I just want to make sure you’re on the same page as me and PJ, and that we all can work together through this.”

“He’s… a vampire, isn’t he?” asked Reynolds.

Daniel blinked, a little surprised by the fact that he’d figured it out.

“Yeah,” he said. “So you’re open to the idea of the supernatural, now?”

“Hard not to be.” Reynolds coughed into his hand. “The last time I talked to you, I had a bunch of clues pointed in your direction, none of them adding up in a sensible way. You’re some type of… mage, or something, aren’t you?”

Daniel nodded.

“It’s a little more complicated than that, but yeah,” he said.

“You got a spell that can teleport us out of here?” asked Reynolds.

“What do you think?” snapped Daniel.

He was half expecting the other man to answer when the door to their cell opened. A short Dreamwalker with a feminine figure and a familiar robe stood in the hallway. Daniel did a double take, almost not believing it at first.

“…Nyx?”

She nodded, and though her face was shrouded, he could feel the warmth of her smile regardless. She stiffened a little when she saw Reynolds, who was also staring at her.

“Sorry,” said Reynolds. “About the whole shooting you thing. My bad.”

“Daniel,” said Nyx. “I just came to speak with you. I have permission to take you out of your cell.”

PJ and Reynolds shot Daniel a look, both of them with hints of jealousy and disappointment in their expressions.

“Of course,” said Daniel. “Let’s have a talk.”

He walked over to the door, stepped out into the hallway, and saw two more Dreamwalkers waiting to secure the cell. Nyx nodded to them and started walking down the hallway, Daniel following behind her, curious at the lack of security or other guards.

“Nyx…” said Daniel. “Are you okay? I was honestly terrified when I heard.”

It was the truth. Daniel felt something for Nyx, different in some ways from what he felt for Kami, but just as real. He cared about her, worried about her, and had been on the verge of beating Reynolds into a pulp over the shooting.

“I’m alright,” she said. “The bullet didn’t do much damage. The blood loss was what put me out. But… it’s already started healing, and I still have full use of my arm.”

“Good,” said Daniel. “I’m glad.”

Nyx led them around another stone corridor, and then up a spiral staircase that went on for what must have been at least ten minutes. Daniel was winded by the time they made it to the top, and was surprised to see a group of children, escorted by an older woman, in the hallway the two of them stepped out into.

Children? Inside of a flying castle?

He glanced over at Nyx, wearing his confusion openly.

“They are young apostles,” said Nyx. “Training starts at an early age. Most of the children the Dreamwalkers take on are orphans, or homeless.”

“Didn’t you say that you entered the Dreamwalkers at a young age?” asked Daniel.

Nyx seemed to flinch slightly, and then nodded.

“That’s not important right now,” she said. “Come on, we’re almost there.”

She led him around another corner, doing a thorough, yet inadvertent job of destroying Daniel’s sense of direction. Finally, she stopped in front of a door and led Daniel into what looked like a 12th
 century conference room. There was a rough cut wooden table, along with simple chairs. Along the back wall of the room was a large mirror, with a crystal adorning each corner.

“You’re acting a little strange, Nyx,” said Daniel. “Do you want to tell me why I’m here?”

“Do you mean why you’ve been imprisoned, or why I brought you up here?”

“Both.”

Nyx sat down in one of the chairs, crossing her legs and setting her hands into her lap in a very feminine way.

“I’m really happy to see you,” she said. “Even if it is under… these circumstances.”

Daniel took a seat in the chair across from her, waiting for her to continue.

“Daniel, I explained to my superiors that you had nothing to do with the shooting,” said Nyx. “They know that, at least on the charge of attempted murder of a Dreamwalker, you are innocent.”

“Then why am I still in a cell?” asked Daniel.

“It’s complicated,” said Nyx. Daniel glared at her, and he saw her body language take on a defensive quality. “Look, I don’t agree with this decision either,” she said. “But it’s not up to me.”

“This is about the Book of Sins, isn’t it?” asked Daniel.

“It’s about more than just that,” said Nyx. “I’ve told them about your abilities, and everything you’ve done to protect the people of Icarus Point. Lady Travista wants to give you a chance at becoming a Dreamwalker.”

Daniel stared at her in disbelief.
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“Your order is holding me prisoner until I convert to your religion?” asked Daniel. “Is that an accurate appraisal of what you just said?”

“It’s not as bad as you’re making it out to sound,” said Nyx. “Daniel, you’ve seen what I do before. It’s all about helping people, and protecting the world.”

“I’m not being offered this choice in good faith!” snapped Daniel. “I don’t give a damn what I’d be doing. It’s the idea that I have to choose between this and prison that I have a problem with.”

“I…” Nyx hesitated, and swore under her breath. “Daniel, would you think about what else it would mean, for a second?”

She stared expectantly at him. Daniel was still in the mood to give her a piece of his mind, but something about her body language seemed vulnerable, and almost open, given that she still had her face covered by her hooded shroud.

Wait, that’s it. If I was a Dreamwalker… I would be allowed to know who Nyx really was, outside of the robe.

“I care about you Daniel,” said Nyx. “It’s… hard for me to admit that I do, after everything that’s happened between us. But I do.”

“Nyx…”

“Even if you found a way to go back to your old life, to running your dinky detective office, and living in your mom’s house, how do you think it would end?” Nyx took one of Daniel’s hands into her own. “I didn’t want any of this to blow up like it did. But now, I’m kind of glad that it did. Because it gives you a way out that doesn’t involve someone dying.”

Daniel could hear the depth of emotion in her voice, and it made his heart ache. He felt a wave of desire pass over him, a sudden urge to have Nyx closer than she was. He pulled her toward him by the hand, and she let him.

“A way out?” he asked. “Nyx, I have family. I have friends.”

She slid her robe open, revealing the tight t-shirt and leggings underneath, and then sat down in Daniel’s lap. He kissed her, pushing his lips into the darkness of her magically shrouded hood to do it. Nyx made a small noise and ran a hand over his chest.

“I only have a few more minutes with you, Daniel,” she whispered. “I have to get you back to your cell.”

Daniel wasn’t sure if it was his concern for Nyx, or his frustration over being imprisoned, but he wanted her badly. He felt his cock hardening against her ass and kissed her again, more passionately, his hands groping at her breasts.

“We can be quick,” he whispered, as she pulled back.

Nyx seemed to think about it for a moment. Daniel ground himself into her, delighting in the breathless noise she made as he let his fingers slide across her nipples. She leaned back against him, squeezing her buttocks together against his erection and sending a surge of soft pleasure through Daniel’s crotch.

“No,” she said. “…We can’t. Oh…”

Daniel tweaked one of her nipples again, and she turned to face him. The two of them kissed and touched each other, passionately embracing, their hormones wild and out of control.

“No!” said Nyx. She stood up and stepped back, clearing her throat. Daniel exhaled slowly and tried to shift his erection to make it a little less obvious.

“Sorry,” he said. “I think all the time in a cell has gotten me a little worked up.”

“Clearly.” Nyx’s voice still sounded flirtatious and amused, and Daniel could tell from the way her chest was heaving up and down that it was taking an immense amount of willpower on her behalf to keep away from him.

She wouldn’t have been able to do this back when she was under the effect of my spell. I guess it really has worn off. And yet, she’s still attracted to me…

“I brought you here to show you something,” said Nyx. “I know that the idea of you joining the Dreamwalkers is a little outlandish for you, so I thought it might help if you saw a couple of examples of what we do.”

Daniel shrugged.

“Are you going to show me some kind of promotional pitch?” he asked. “Because I don’t think that would do much for my uncertainty.”

Nyx shook her head.

“We deal in memory, Daniel,” she said. “When a Dreamwalker on assignment comes in from the field, oftentimes we’ll index some of their memories through dream magic, so we have a record of what they encountered.”

“Have they done that to you since you’ve been back?” asked Daniel.

His implication was clear enough. If they had, the Dreamwalkers might well know about the illicit affair between the two of them. The Temple of Dreams forbid sexual forays into the non-magical world, and with Daniel, there were even more issues and complications than there would have been normally.

“I don’t think so,” said Nyx. “I was unconscious for a time, during my treatment, but not for long enough for them to copy any of my memories. At least I don’t think…”

Daniel nodded. Nyx walked over to the mirror along the back wall and began working a spell on it. Seeing her use her magic reminded Daniel of his own spells, but as he sent his awareness into his magical reservoir, he could tell that it was still drained beyond what he’d need to cast anything.

“Here,” said Nyx. “Watch.”

Images appeared on the mirror, almost exactly like they would have on a TV screen, but in higher fidelity. The memory was, of course, happening from a first person perspective. Daniel saw the streets of a European city during the day. Pedestrians bustled by on the sidewalk, and it was clear that the Dreamwalker whose eyes he was seeing through was following somebody.

“Several people went missing in Luxemburg,” said Nyx. “The Dreamwalker we have in the area did essentially what you do, what you’re good at. He tracked down a potential suspect and followed him.”

Daniel noticed that there was someone that held the center of the Dreamwalker’s attention, a man holding a dark parasol over his head and wearing a scarf out of season. He walked down the street quickly, glancing from side to side here and there, before turning into a dark alley.

The Dreamwalker broke into a dead sprint, making it around the corner of the alley just in time to see a small cellar door leading down into the basement of a building, swing shut. He threw himself forward, pulling the cellar hatch open and leaping down the stairs behind it, already preparing a spell.

The cellar had been converted into a dungeon. Several people were bound and gagged, lying on the floor, some conscious, some not. The man the Dreamwalker had been following was in the middle of drinking a woman’s blood. He turned around with a surprised look on his face, just in time to be on the receiving end of the energy the Dreamwalker had been gathering. The image on the mirror faded.

“He killed the vampire,” said Nyx. “Saved the lives of eleven people.”

“Impressive,” said Daniel.

“Here, let me show you one more,” said Nyx. “This is a memory pulled from one of our newest Dreamwalkers. It’s an example of how dangerous things are on the outskirts of the world, where it’s harder for us to operate.”

The mirror shimmered into a new scene. Daniel was seeing through the eyes of a woman, judging from what he could glimpse of the Dreamwalker’s ample bust during a downward glance.

She was outside, somewhere snowy. A large building, maybe ten or so stories high, stood in the distance, and appeared to be the only thing for miles in any direction.

The Dreamwalker took off running, heading into a heated battle taking place between a large group of giant wolves and what looked like several hundred frozen corpses. Daniel frowned, staring at the scene in disbelief as it played out.

“We don’t have time to watch all of it, but she and the wolves won the battle, if only barely,” said Nyx. “The woman who joined us was a longtime hold out, but in the end, she saw the sense in what we do. She’s up in Alaska right now, and hundreds of people depend on her for protection.”

Nyx turned the mirror monitor off and faced Daniel. He had his arms folded, and felt tired from more than just his imprisonment.

“I don’t know,” he said. “This is… a big decision. It’s not something I can agree to on the spot.”

“Of course,” said Nyx. She fidgeted slightly, as though she still had more to say.

“What is it?”

“I just want you to… think about what it would mean.” She stepped in close, letting her breasts push against his chest. “For us, and the future.”

Daniel stepped back. He cared for Nyx, and he could feel the emotion coming into direct conflict with his distaste for how she was trying to convince him.

“And the Book of Sins?” he asked. “It’s pretty clear that this isn’t just about me. I’d have to bring the book to you, turn it over. Right?”

Nyx gave a very slight nod.

“Right,” she whispered.

Kami would never forgive me if I gave the book, and her, to the Dreamwalkers. Never.

Daniel thought furiously, aware that whatever he said next would have a major effect on his outcome, regardless of what he decided.

“I’m… open to the idea, of becoming a Dreamwalker,” he said. “But you have to let me bring the Book of Sins in.”

“What do you mean?”

“Kami would never turn the book over to anyone else,” said Daniel. “You have to release me, and let me go get it.”

“Daniel, Lady Travista would never-”

“Tell her that it’s my one and only condition,” he said. “It’s non-negotiable. I’m sure you can figure out some way or another of keeping a leash on me, and ensuring that there’s no way I can run.”

“Daniel…”

He moved in close and kissed her again, letting his passion flare as he pressed his lips against hers. He felt a little manipulative, but it didn’t matter.

“I care about you, Nyx,” he said. “You know I do. Give me this, and I’m yours.”

He slid a hand up along her thigh, and felt her shiver like she used to when she was deep under the effect of the spell.

“I’ll… see what I can do,” said Nyx.

He kissed her again, deeper this time, letting his palm press into the crotch of her leggings. Nyx moaned and started leaning back on the table. Footsteps sounded from the hallway and she pushed him back, fixing her robe and clearing her throat.

“I should get you back to your cell,” she said.


CHAPTER 111

Nyx was silent as the two of them walked back through the corridors, the stone hallways and regular intersections reminded Daniel a bit of an underground catacomb network. He recognized the two Dreamwalkers standing guard outside his cell. They saluted Nyx and opened the door. Daniel turned to face her before heading through.

“I’ll think about everything we talked about,” he said. “Can you please do what you can about my request?”

Nyx nodded slowly.

“I’ll push it up the ladder,” she said. “But don’t get your hopes up.”

Daniel nodded, and then hopped down to the sunken floor of the cell. There were three small, plastic dinner trays waiting on the floor of the room, the food on two of them already eaten. Daniel assumed the one that still had bread and a bowl of soup on it was his, and made his way over to it as the door shut firmly behind him.

“It looks like somebody is getting into our captors’ good graces,” said Reynolds. “Congratulations.”

“You would have jumped at a chance to get out of this cell too, and you know it,” said Daniel. He turned to look at the cell’s other prisoner.

“What did you guys talk about?” asked PJ.

Daniel scowled and started spooning soup into his mouth.

This isn’t going to be easy to explain…

“They want the Book of Sins,” he said. “Nyx is trying to cut me a deal if I hand it over to him.”

Reynolds let out a very amused sounding scoff, though Daniel couldn’t tell if it was out of disbelief or frustration. PJ just looked at him, slowly walking closer over to where Daniel was sitting, each step light and clearly reflective of his vampiric nature.

“And you’re going to do it?” asked PJ. “You’re just gonna… take your chance to get out of here?”

“PJ…” whispered Daniel.

“No!” PJ slammed his fist into the stone wall of the cell. “Fuck you, Daniel!”

“PJ, let me explain,” he said. “There’s more to it than-”

“I never held it against you, just so you know,” said PJ.

“What?”

“Your sister… turning me into a vampire. I never would have been there for her to capture, if not for you. Hell, if you had managed to get to that shack sooner, I probably would still be living my normal life.”

“You blame me for that?” asked Daniel. “I tried to get you to stay behind! You can go fuck yourself if you’re still holding feelings over that, because it wasn’t my fault.”

PJ stared at him for a moment. Daniel pushed his food tray aside and slowly stood up. For a moment, he thought that the situation would defuse on its own. Then, PJ lunged for him.

Even back before PJ had become a vampire, he’d been bigger than Daniel, and stronger than him by most metrics. Now with superhuman speed and muscles that could lift two or three times as much as a normal man’s, he was formidable.

However, Daniel had been in fights like this before, overwhelmed by his opponent. PJ grabbed at his shoulders, and instead of pushing or twisting, Daniel simply leaned back. PJ’s momentum carried forward, and Daniel directed it over him, into the corner of the wall and the floor.

He fell hard, too, but it was a small price to pay for winning the first clash. Daniel scrambled back to his knees as PJ recovered. He grabbed PJ by the shoulders and twisted, trying to get his friend pinned underneath him.

PJ lashed out, striking Daniel with both open arms and knocking him straight up into the air. Daniel impacted off the stone ceiling, instantly having the wind knocked out of him, and fell the ten or so feet back to the ground, a stab of pain shooting through one of his ankles as he landed on his feet.

Before he could regain his balance, PJ was there. He threw a punch into Daniel’s stomach that Daniel managed to block slightly. Daniel countered with an elbow to PJ’s face, but it didn’t do much more than stun him.

“You’re just going to abandon me?” shouted PJ. “Again? You were never really my friend, were you, Daniel?”

Daniel lunged forward, but he didn’t attack PJ. Instead, he grabbed him by the shoulders and just held him, staring into the black pupils of his friend’s eyes.

“I’m you best friend, you moron,” said Daniel. “And I’m not going to abandon you. Not now, not ever. I have plan.”

PJ’s face flashed through several different emotions, anger, doubt, and then finally, trust. He was more than just Daniel’s best friend. He’d been like a brother to him, always having his back, serving as someone he could count on. Daniel pulled PJ forward and the two of them shared a quick, tight hug.

“Aw, how bromantic,” said Reynolds, from the corner. “This plan of yours that you mention, does it include the entire cell, or…?”

The plan is still a work in progress.

“We’ll just have to see how things play out,” said Daniel. He didn’t want to lie to the man. Part of him still harbored anger over Nyx’s shooting. Another part of him knew that leaving him behind might jeopardize their ability to escape, if Reynolds decided to be vindictive and call more guards.

“I think you’ll want my advice in the end,” said Reynolds.

“And why is that?” asked PJ.

Reynolds flashed a big smile at them.

“I used to work at the prison before I became a cop,” he said. “I’ve seen how people try to escape before, what works and what doesn’t.”

“How much do you really think this place has in common with a prison?” asked Daniel.

“More than you would think.”

The three of them settled down after that, PJ and Daniel resting their aching bodies, Reynolds being the first to turn in and try to sleep. Daniel ate what was left of the food on his tray in silence. This would be his first night spent in captivity.

He wondered what his mom and Kami would think when he didn’t come home. His mother would surely be worried, but Kami was the one who’d be fully aware of the potential dangers he could be facing. Both would probably be scared out of their minds once it started to get late, and he still wasn’t back.

Kami… If I don’t get back within a week or so, she’ll fade out of existence.

His familiar was tied to him magically. Daniel’s magic was the fuel that kept her manifested in reality, bound to the Book of Sins as she was. If he didn’t manage to get back to her and give her an infusion, it would mean the end of her freedom as well as his.

Daniel let out a slow sigh and settled down in one of the cell’s corners. He was tired, and knew that there would be work to do in the morning.


CHAPTER 112

The night was cold and dreary, with all three of the prisoners sleeping on the stone without blankets, pillows, or anything comfortable to make it easier. Daniel woke up the next morning feeling tired and full of aches, but he also felt something else.

I have a little bit of magic back in my reserves.

He frowned, looking at the white crystal in the center of the room. It didn’t seem typical of the Dreamwalkers to use faulty equipment. Surely they had imprisoned people in this same cell before, and if the spell casting of a prisoner had been noticed, they would have immediately checked out the crystal’s integrity.

More likely it had something to do with the Book of Sins. Daniel knew from what Kami had told him that the spells and magic within it worked differently than normal wizardry. Could it be that there was some link between him in the book, slowly contributing enough to his magical reservoir to keep the crystal from being effective?

Whatever it was, it gave him far better odds at successfully getting himself and PJ out of the castle than he’d had before. Daniel stood at the window for a minute, looking down at the ground hundreds of feet below before coming to the obvious conclusion that it would be impossible to escape that way, for several reasons. Even if he managed to get the metal bars off the window with his magical flames, the window was too small for them to squeeze out of, and the fall was too extreme.

Daniel made small talk with PJ and Reynolds about sports for a while, which Reynolds seemed particularly enthusiastic about. About an hour went by, and then the door swung open. A Dreamwalker came in to switch their empty food trays out for new ones laden with breakfast foods. Another walked over to Daniel and stood over him.

“Lady Travista requests your presence,” said the man.

He nodded slowly, mind already racing to form a plan. PJ and Reynolds were eating their food, and neither of them looked up as Daniel left the room, but he could sense their anticipation on top of his own.

Two Dreamwalkers led Daniel down stone corridors and up spiral staircases. He wasn’t sure if they were taking a different route, or if he was just too confused by the layout of the castle to be able to tell. They finally stopped in front of a large wooden door at the end of a sloping hallway, definitely one that Daniel hadn’t been through before.

The Dreamwalkers pulled it open carefully, trying not to make much noise as it scraped along the stone. Daniel immediately saw why. The room on the other side was a large auditorium, dimly lit by a couple of chandeliers with real, flickering candles hanging from the high roof above.

Lady Travista stood behind a podium on stage. The seats of the auditorium were mostly filled with children, none of them having yet entered their teenage years, and all of them wearing simple grey clothing.

“We trust our dreams to carry us forward,” said Lady Travista, her voice full and radiant. “Through what we discover of the world and ourselves, we divine the truth.”

“We trust our dreams to carry us forward,” repeated the children.

The Dreamwalkers led Daniel over to the back corner of the auditorium as the lecture, or possibly sermon, continued. Lady Travista didn’t miss a beat, and neither did the children, picking up on their cues to repeat what she was saying and speaking with a single voice.

Daniel had read a bit of what Lady Travista was talking about in the Gospel of Dreams Nyx had given him. Dreams were a thing of reverence to them. All of the children kept dream journals, writing down what they could remember each morning and working through the lessons their dreams had to teach them.

It makes more sense than most religions, to be honest.

“That will be all for today,” said Lady Travista, after a couple more minutes of giving the sermon. “Thank you for your presence.”

“Thank you for your instruction,” responded the children.

They stood and headed out through the central aisle, a number of them shooting confused glances at Daniel as they went by. With his Dreamwalker escorts, he stood out quite prominently, and Daniel was sure that rumors of the prisoners had probably spread through the entire castle.

“Daniel Worth,” said Lady Travista, once the children were gone. “Please, join me up here.”

Daniel nodded and started walking down one of the aisles. His Dreamwalker escorts moved to follow him, but Lady Travista waved them away.

“There’s only one way in or out of the auditorium,” she said. “Wait outside the door, and I will deliver him back to you once I’m finished.”

The Dreamwalker’s nodded without hesitation and followed her orders. It spoke volumes about the extent of Lady Travista’s authority that she was able to command them so completely. It also gave Daniel an idea, a prospect for escape that was simple and yet totally audacious.

She was wearing a formal grey robe, with strips of white and gold embroidery worked into the design. Her hair was pulled back into a bun, with wooden sticks gleaming with crystals holding it tightly in place. She had on a bit of makeup, with a dusting of glitter on her cheeks, which Daniel had never seen on anyone over the age of fifteen outside of costume.

I would make a joke about it if not for the fact that she holds my life in her hands.

“We have matters to speak of, Daniel,” said Lady Travista. “Please, don’t waste my time.”

She had a slight, flirtatious smile on her lips, and Daniel realized that he’d just been staring at her instead of walking down the aisle. He nodded and hurried to join her on stage.

“That was an interesting, uh, speech? Sermon?” He shrugged. “I’m not sure of the proper nomenclature.”

“Lecture,” said Lady Travista. “This is part of their official training. Most of them will go on to live normal lives, reporting back to the Temple on occasion. A few will become Dreamwalkers, but only the best.”

Daniel nodded slowly. He waited instead of saying anything else, knowing that she was ultimately the one in control of the conversation, and him.

“I’ve spoken with Nyx,” said Lady Travista. “She’s told me… many things about you.”

“All of them flattering, I hope,” said Daniel.

Lady Travista winked at him, the gesture strangely arousing to him. She was confident in the way that few women ever managed to be, incredibly comfortable in her own skin.

“She’s assured me that you had no part in the attack,” said Lady Travista. “She’s also told me that the vampire didn’t either, though for obvious reasons, he will remain in our custody. As will you.”

“What about the other thing, though?” said Daniel. “Nyx seemed to think that I might be a good candidate to join your order.”

This was what it all came down to. If he couldn’t sell Lady Travista on the idea of allowing him more freedom of movement, escape would be impossible. He would never get himself out of the castle, let alone PJ and Reynolds.

Lady Travista had piercing blue eyes, and turned them on Daniel as though they let her see into his very soul. She set her hands on her hips, the front of her robe slipping open slightly and revealing a bit of cleavage underneath. Daniel realized that she was naked underneath, or very near it.

“Why would you want to give up the Book of Sins?” asked Lady Travista. “From the reports we’ve received, you’ve been using the spells within quite regularly, and even had… relations with the familiar bound to it. Why would you give all of that up?”

Daniel took a deep breath.

“The worn path is led by desire, while the chosen path reaches higher,” he said. It was a quote from the Gospel of Dreams, from the last page he’d read before he’d been captured, in fact. Lady Travista’s eyes glimmered as she heard the words. She nodded.

“You are either sincere, or a very convincing liar, or perhaps a bit of both.”

“I’ve read your gospel,” said Daniel. “I’ve also seen the evil in the Book of Sins. I’m not lying when I say that I’m afraid of where I’ll end up if I continue down the path I’m on.”

Lady Travista was quiet for a moment, considering his words.

“Nyx told me that you insisted on being the one to retrieve the Book of Sins,” said Lady Travista. “That’s a huge caveat. I don’t have any reason to trust you that much, Daniel, or even enough to give you a chance as a member of our most sacred order.”

“You don’t have to trust me to recognize that I’m capable,” he said. “I’m the only one who knows where the book is, and the only one who can get Kami, the book’s familiar, to stand down without bloodshed.”

He was making a damn good case, and he knew it. Lady Travista was watching carefully. She nodded, as though recognizing his points.

“If I wanted to, I could torture you, right here and right now, until you told me everything I needed to know to get the book for myself,” said Lady Travista. “What’s to stop me from doing that?”

The entire conversation had been building to this moment. Daniel knew that he was taking a risk that would probably get him killed, but regardless of whether it was a good idea or not, he couldn’t back down from Lady Travista’s threat and hold the respect he’d need to get her to go along with his plan.

Daniel said something in a voice too quiet for her to hear. She frowned at him, and Daniel gestured for her to come in closer. She did, without hesitation. He leaned in close, letting his breath tickle the nape of her neck, as he cast Whisper of Desire.


CHAPTER 113

Lady Travista let out a low moan. She looked at Daniel, her face a mixture of surprise, admiration, and hot desire. She slowly licked her lips, and then shook her head.

“What you just did is more than enough reason for me to execute you,” she said.


Not the reaction I was hoping for, but I’ll take it,
 he thought.

“I’m not fond of people threatening to torture me,” said Daniel. “I figured I might as well show you how I torture people, in return.”

He took a step closer to Lady Travista, putting them within inches of each other. She shivered slightly, clearly overwhelmed by the erotic urges the spell had brought to fruition.

“I won’t release you, Daniel,” she said. “Regardless of… this power play, of yours.”

“I’m not asking you to release me,” said Daniel. “This is just a demonstration of my capabilities. I thought it might help me convince you, and given that you haven’t called for the guards, or destroyed me with a spell…”

He trailed off, thinking furiously about how to push things forward. Lady Travista had slid a hand down to her crotch, and was taking slow, deep breaths.

“A demonstration of your capabilities?” said Lady Travista, a wicked smile playing across her lips. “You realize that I am still in full control here?”

“Of course,” said Daniel.

“Then I think, at that moment, I’m going to require a… fuller demonstration.” She turned, grabbing Daniel by the shirt and pulling him along behind her toward the back of the stage.

He had a thought about what she’d told him before. She was one of the wives of the Dreamer, the Temple’s living god. Daniel couldn’t imagine that a living god would take kindly to infidelity on behalf of one of his trusted wives.

Lady Travista pulled him into a small changing room, barely larger than a closet, lit by a single dim lightbulb. She crossed her arms and looked at him expectantly.

“I’ve already seen you naked, Daniel,” she said. “There’s no need to be shy.”

“It’s not that,” he said, scratching his head. He felt a little ridiculous. He was the one who had engineered this moment, and now he was having second thoughts.

“I don’t think you understand,” said Lady Travista. “This is my castle. You are my prisoner. You may have excited me with your spell, but I’m not giving you a choice in this, now.”

“You’re awfully pushy for a married woman,” said Daniel.

“I’ve been celibate for years,” said Lady Travista. “You’ve awoken something in me. And now, you will take responsibility for it.”

She ran her hands over her body, slowly undoing the ties on her robe and pulling it open. She was very naked underneath. Her body was flawless, and looked like that of a woman in her twenties, with soft curves in all of the right places.

There was also something sexually magnetic about her. Her body and the way she carried herself had an intangible, erotic greatness to it, as though she was used to being lusted after and shooting down all of her suitors.

Daniel took a step forward. Even though he’d been the one to cast the spell on her, he suddenly felt a little awkward. Lady Travista was smiling at him, clearly pleased with herself. She reached out a hand and palmed Daniel’s bulge.

“Attraction isn’t always a sword you can use to cut one way, young man,” she whispered. “It’s more of a demon that you summon, and unleash between two people. If you’re not careful, it will sweep through you.”

She squeezed her hand. Daniel pulled his shirt off, suddenly feeling a powerful urge to push himself against her. Lady Travista ran a finger through the waistband of his pants and then pulled them down, dropping to the floor in front of him alongside them.

“Oh,” she whispered. “Very nice. Mmm.”

She stroked his hard cock with both hands, pushing cheek and face against it. Her mouth opened for a glorious second and she sucked it inside, but only for a single, quick back and forth, as though she just wanted a taste. Daniel had to work to remain standing.

Lady Travista let her body rub against his as she stood. She kissed Daniel deeply, holding herself right against him and slowly caressing his cock. Daniel cupped her breasts in his hands. His heart pounded in his chest. There was something about her that intimidated him to the core.

This could all just be a trick. Maybe the spell didn’t affect her, and she is just working me up for her own amusement?

Logically, he knew it wasn’t the case, but the control Lady Travista had over herself and over him was unnerving. It seemed as though she had the willpower to resist it if she wanted to, and the fact that she didn’t want to resist it scared Daniel a little.

“You’re so young,” whispered Lady Travista. “I wonder if you even know how to use this?”

She gave his cock an affectionate squeeze. Daniel felt his cheeks blossom with embarrassment.

“I… know how to use it,” he said.

Lady Travista let out a small, mewling noise and pushed her butt against his crotch. The angle wasn’t right for penetration, but she slid up and down, grinding herself against him. Daniel reached around and groped at her soft breasts.

“Show me,” she whispered.

Daniel felt a flash of anger, and pushed her forward onto the small table running across one of the walls of the room. Lady Travista bent forward over it. Daniel slid his cock into her easily, gasping at the pleasure of it.

“Oh…” moaned Lady Travista. “By the Dreamer.”

‘By my husband’, she means.

Daniel took her roughly by the hips and started thrusting. Lady Travista’s cunt was hot and ready for him. The pleasure of it was deep and heady, made illicit by Daniel’s circumstances. He went as deep into her as her could, grunting and using each thrust as a small domination of the woman who held his life in her hands.

Lady Travista let out small, appreciative cries after each thrust. She didn’t seem to know, or understand, why she should be quiet. Any Dreamwalkers that stumbled into the auditorium would doubtless hear the noise. Daniel hoped that they did, hoped that he could give one of them a show and shame the woman like she’d shamed him on the first day of his capture.

“Oh!” cried Lady Travista. “Oh, Daniel!”

Daniel reached forward, grabbing her hair in his hand and pulling back. He tweaked one of her nipples and kissed her neck as he thrust forward deep. Lady Travista let out a squeal of pleasure and quivered against him as she reached her climax.

He kept thrusting, intent on getting his own release. Lady Travista was limp for a moment, and then seemed, of all things, bored by the encounter. She pulled away from him.

“No, I think that will do for now,” she said, slipping back into her robe.

Daniel stared at her, his cock so hard that it felt like it was pulsing with sexual energy and virulence.

“…What?” He shook his head, dumbfounded. “But I didn’t-”

“You’re the prisoner,” she said, simply. “You may have contrived this encounter, but I let it happen.”

She walked over to him with slow steps, coming close enough to make Daniel fight against the erotic magnetism of her nakedness.

“I enjoyed it thoroughly,” she said. “I am quite satisfied with your performance. What more could you ask for?”

Daniel didn’t say anything. His cock was painfully hard, and he figured that its presence spoke more about his state of mind than any words could have.

“What you just did would earn you certain death, if my husband ever found out,” said Lady Travista. “Do not push your luck by thinking that you can take me by force.”

“I wasn’t thinking that,” said Daniel, through gritted teeth. “I was thinking that you’re a cruel woman, for this and probably many other reasons.”

“That’s very much true.” Lady Travista reached her hand out and gave his cock a tiny squeeze. “But what are you going to do about it?”

It took all of Daniel’s willpower to keep from pushing his luck, but he managed it. He took a deep, calming breath and started pulling on his clothes, the familiar ache of an unrealized orgasm already blossoming to life in his loins.

“Be on your best behavior, Daniel,” said Lady Travista. “You have pleased me with your efforts and boldness. It is possible that some leniency might be allowed with you, if you prove yourself capable.”

“I guess that’s better than nothing,” he said, pulling on his shirt.

“There are conditions that you would still have to meet before we could consider you trustworthy,” she said. “You will have to go through the confession.”

Daniel nodded.

“Fair enough,” he said. “What does it involve?”

Lady Travista smiled, and Daniel couldn’t help but remember how nice her mouth had felt.

“Oh, you will see soon enough,” she said.


CHAPTER 114

Daniel’s Dreamwalker escort brought him back to the cell and pushed him inside. He tripped, forgetting that the floor of the cell was lower than the floor outside, and landed hard on his knees against the stone.

“You okay?” asked Reynolds. He was sitting upright against one of the walls. PJ was resting in the corner of the room, his body leaning away from the bright light of the setting sun that streamed in through the window.

“I’m okay,” said Daniel. He exhaled slowly and closed his eyes as the Dreamwalkers shut the door behind him and locked it.

I’m just really sick of being trapped here. Jail sucks.

“Making any progress on your master plan?” asked Reynolds.

Daniel glared at him. The last thing he wanted to do was risk being overheard by the Dreamwalkers, though he suspected that they had better things to do than to eavesdrop on the prisoners.

“I think your choices have been solid, overall,” said Reynolds. “Just wanted to let you know, in case you’re having doubts.”

Daniel shrugged.

“Not doubts,” he said. “Just… some concerns. I’m not sure how all of this is going to play out.”

Reynolds nodded. Daniel walked over and took a seat next to him, feeling an odd, somewhat unwanted sense of comradery for the man. They’d both been dealt similar hands, stuck in the same cell, enduring imprisonment.

“You know,” said Reynolds. “I used to hate cops, before I became a cop.”

“That’s a little strange,” said Daniel.

“Well, I worked at a prison fresh out of high school,” said Reynolds. “I got a real sense of the kinds of people that ended up on the receiving end of the criminal justice system.”

“And?”

“Most of them were just desperate,” said Reynolds. “They weren’t evil. They weren’t criminal masterminds. They were just desperate; economically desperate, emotionally desperate. Desperate for their drug fix. It was all the same.”

Daniel nodded, though he wasn’t sure he fully understood what the other man’s point was.

“I became a cop, well, because it paid more,” he said. “But also because I figured I’d have a chance to push for change, even if it was just with my own actions.”

“How could you change what other people do?” asked Daniel. “If people commit crimes, what choice do you have in whether to punish them or not?”

“That was the real rub,” said Reynolds. “And that’s why I worked my ass off to become a detective. Figured if I was operating on the next rung up, I could affect things a little more.”

Daniel let out a tired, bored breath.

“Did it work?” he asked.

Reynolds leaned his head from side to side.

“In some ways it did, in others, it did not.” Reynolds smiled. “But I don’t regret it, not for a second. The system might be mostly broken, but it exists for a reason. And there were times when I was able to make use of it to help the people that needed helping.”

Daniel nodded slowly.

“So you’re telling me all of this because…?”

“Because I think you should take the opportunity to join up with these folks if they present it to you,” said Reynolds. “I’ll admit, I have ulterior motives, wanting whatever lenience you can send my way once they start listening to you. But I think it would be good for you, too.”

Daniel looked from side to side, though given that they were still in the cell, it was a relatively pointless gesture. He lowered his voice to a whisper.

“What about the escape?” he asked. “It almost sounds like you’ve given up on it.”

Reynolds grinned.

“Of course I haven’t given up on that,” he said. “I just get the sense that if that’s your only reason for throwing your cards in with our captors, they’ll be able to smell it on you.”

“You’re a crafty old man, you know that?” said Daniel.

“I’m not even 30 yet, jackass,” said Reynolds.

Daniel chuckled. An hour or so passed by. Food arrived, and he ate with Reynolds. PJ only stirred as the sun began to set, making his way over to the other two prisoners, but not touching his own dinner.

“You holding up okay?” asked Daniel.

“I’m managing,” said PJ. His voice was raspy, and a little deeper than usual. Daniel frowned.

“How long can you manage for?” asked Daniel. “You know, without having to…”

He trailed off, not wanting to say it out loud. The idea of his best friend of almost a decade now being a vampire, chained to his bloodlust, was hard for Daniel to put into words.

“Two more days?” said PJ. “Maybe three.”

Daniel and Reynolds went totally silent. PJ shrugged.

“Part of me thinks that it’s the reason why they picked me up to begin with, and the reason why we’re all in the same cell,” he said. “It puts pressure on you, Daniel, to give them what they want. And it’s an easy way for them to dispose of you and Reynolds, without any of them having to get blood on their robes.”

“That’s pretty cynical,” said Reynolds. “And probably true.”

The heavy wooden door slid open as Daniel finished eating. Nyx stood on the other side of it, flanked by two Dreamwalkers. She motioned for him to join her, and after nodding to PJ and Reynolds, Daniel walked out into the hallway.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“Lady Travista has ordered that you go through the confession,” said Nyx. “I’m taking you down to the confession chambers.”

Daniel nodded. Nyx started walking down the hallway, and he followed after her. The other two Dreamwalkers stayed at the door to the cell, declining to join them.

“So what is this going to entail, exactly?” asked Daniel. “Am I going to be telling all of my sins to some kind of priest, or something?”

Nyx glanced over at him. She seemed tense, more on edge than Daniel had ever seen her before.

Is she worried about me? Or is this something else?

“The Temple of Dreams goes about the process of confession differently than what you’re probably used to,” she said.

They took a few more turns down the maze of stone corridors before stopping in front of a door at the end of a hallway. Nyx pulled it open and led him into a large chamber, with doors lining the walls on each side. Nyx brought him over to one of the doors and folded her arms.

“Just go inside and sleep on the bed,” she said. “Lady Travista has also ordered me to undergo the confession, so I will be in the next room over, though you probably won’t see me until late into the night, or early tomorrow morning.”

“Wait, hold on.” Daniel frowned. “How is this going to work?”

“A Dream Priest will enter the room once you’re asleep,” said Nyx. “They will probe your dreams to discover your sins, and then wake you up to discuss the appropriate penance.”

“I… really don’t like the sound of that,” said Daniel.

“This isn’t like other religions,” said Nyx. “The Dreamer teaches that while it’s admirable to take people on their word, examining their dreams can lead to a greater realization of truth.”

Daniel frowned and glanced over his shoulder at the entrance, making sure that it was still just the two of them. Then, he leaned in closer, dropping his voice down to a barely audible level.

“Nyx, what about our little affair?” asked Daniel. “What about the thing that you helped me with? You know, at the warehouse?”

The man I killed. What happens if the Dream Priest discovers that?

“Try to have good dreams,” said Nyx, softly. “It’s not a perfect system, Daniel. The Dream Priests only tap into your dreams for a couple of minutes at a time, maybe adding up to a half hour in total.”

“I can’t control what I dream, Nyx!” Daniel hissed. “This could end very, very badly.”

“You’re just going to have to hope it doesn’t,” said Nyx. “That’s the first lesson of the faith.”

She took Daniel’s hands and pulled him into a soft hug. Daniel felt his body reacting to her, still primed from his earlier, unfulfilling encounter with Lady Travista.

“I’ll come into your chamber once we’re both finished,” said Nyx. “Don’t try to leave before then or the Dreamwalkers will attack you on sight.”

“Of course they will,” he said, with a sigh.

Nyx disappeared through one of the doors. Daniel hesitated for a moment, and then headed into his own confession chamber. It was a small room, with a bed made with soft sheets and a pillow at the center of it. He kicked off his shoes and climbed in, appreciating the fact that it gave him a chance to sleep on something other than stone floor.

He was half expecting it to be challenging for him to fall asleep, but he was out almost as soon as his head hit the pillow.


CHAPTER 115

Daniel was shaken awake, a firm grip on his shoulders continuing until he flicked open his eyes. He groaned, wanting nothing more than to bury his head into the pillow and forget about everything.

Focus. Remember where you are.

He sat up, yawning slightly, and tried to remember his dreams. There was a short robed figure in the room, hood up over their face, sitting in a chair next to the bed.

“Good evening, my child,” said the figure, a woman by the voice. “Are you ready to begin your confession?”

“Uh…” Daniel hesitated, feeling as though he really wasn’t ready, and might not ever be. “…I guess.”

The woman nodded her robed head. She had put something on the nightstand next to the bed. Daniel squinted at it through the darkness, realizing that it was a small hourglass. A part of him celebrated the idea that the confession would be time limited, until his eyes made out how slowly the sand was flowing from one half to the other.

“I have seen much in your dreams already,” said the woman. “All I ask is that you answer my questions honestly.”

“I can do that,” said Daniel. And he hoped that he could.

“To begin…” The woman took a slow, calming breath. “I would like to know more of you before you came into the magic within the Book of Sins.”

“There really isn’t much to know,” said Daniel. He was about to continue when he saw the woman’s body language, and realized that she hadn’t actually asked a question yet. He was interrupting.

“You were an outcast in high school,” said the woman. “Ignored by the girls that you fancied. Bullied by the boys who could have been friends. Did it make you angry?”

Daniel started to answer, and then stopped himself.

She wants the truth. I should give her it, when I can.

“Of course it made me angry,” he said. “I didn’t feel like I deserved any of it. It all just seemed pointless to me, like none of them cared about what I had to offer.”

“And that made you feel as though you didn’t have anything to offer?” asked the woman.

Daniel gave a tiny nod, feeling a few old, unwanted feelings heating themselves up in his chest.

“Did you ever feel as though they deserved punishment for the way they treated you?” she asked.

Daniel let out a tiny groan.

“Of course I did,” he said. “But it was only ever a fleeting thought. I was young, and I did a lot of growing up when I got to college. I’ve let it go.”

The woman nodded.

“You did have one friend back then, and he suffered much the same torments as you did,” said the woman. “And now he is a vampire, and imprisoned. Would it affect your judgment to know that you’d be joining an order that would never be able to accept him, as he is now?”

Daniel opened his mouth and hoped for a miracle.

“Perhaps,” he said, stalling. “But… I don’t believe his condition is a permanent thing. There are ways through which it could be undone, one that I know about, and probably many more that I’m still unaware of.”

The woman didn’t react for a second or two, and then nodded, his answer apparently sufficing.

“I’ve seen the nature of your magic in your dreams,” said the woman. “Along with the temptation that it presents. Do you believe that in every case, when you used your seduction magic, it was necessary?”

Daniel cringed. The woman’s voice made her sound as though she was easily in her fifties or sixties. He wasn’t looking forward to having a sex talk with her.

“To be completely honest, I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve always given thought to using the spell, before casting it, outside of the very first time I used it. It isn’t something I take lightly.”

“Do you enjoy having sex with the women you use it on?”

Okay, now she’s just being mean.

“Yes, I do,” he said, reluctantly.

“Have you ever thought about using the spell to punish somebody for how they’ve treated you?” asked the woman.

Daniel was quiet for several long, telling seconds.

“Yes,” he said. “But I’ve always resisted the temptation. I don’t see that as a good path to head down.”

The woman nodded. Daniel glanced over at the hourglass. As far as he could tell, barely half of the sand had run down into the bottom end.

“I saw something in your dreams that worries me deeply,” said the woman. “I’m going to require an explanation from you on this, as it doesn’t match with the answers you’ve given.”

Daniel tried to keep his expression neutral, even as he felt his palms clamming up. He’d done his best. He should have spent more time thinking safe thoughts while he was falling asleep.

“You have been in a sexual relationship with your sister, or at least have a number of compelling thoughts related to such a coupling,” said the woman. “Did you use your seduction magic on her?”

Daniel blinked. He felt his mouth drop open. He almost wanted to laugh, until he thought about her question a bit more.

She’d seen Kami, in disguise, in his dreams. To Daniel, the disguise didn’t mean anything anymore. He didn’t see his sister when he saw Kami, but anyone viewing his dreams out of context wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.

And on top of that, he actually used the whisper on Melina, in an attempt to overwhelm her the first time she’d been back home as a vampire. It hadn’t worked, of course, and he’d never so much as kissed her once he’d figured out that it was really her, but he’d still used it on her. He was completely trapped by the question, unless he could manage to get really, really creative.

“My sister has been out on her own for months now,” he said. “The girl you saw was a shapeshifter, at least I’m assuming, given that I can’t remember the dreams myself.”

The truth is pretty creative, I guess.

The woman flinched backward, seeming shocked by one of his answers for the first time. She recovered after a second or two and cleared her throat.

“Is there any way that you can prove this to me?” she asked.

Daniel sighed and shook his head.

“It’s the truth,” he said. “I don’t know how I’d be able to prove it to you, but I assure you, it’s not a lie.”

He smiled slightly. The woman nodded.

“I believe you,” she said.

A silent moment passed. Daniel took a slow breath, glancing over at the hourglass as he waited. It was almost empty, and he expected her judgement to come soon.

“I do not sense any evil in you, Daniel Worth,” said the woman. “But there is great potential, for good and for bad.”

Daniel nodded, though he hadn’t expected her to go so easy on him.

“I will report my findings to Lady Travista,” said the woman. “I will leave you with one piece of parting advice.”

Daniel waited for her to continue.

“You can’t save everyone,” she said. “Eventually, you may have to decide between sacrificing your soul and losing someone love. Know that it might not be possible to save them, even if you draw upon the darkness to do it.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Daniel. “Really. I will.”

She nodded to him, and then stood up and left the room.


CHAPTER 116

Daniel spent a couple of minutes thinking about what had just happened before approaching the door of the confession chamber. It opened just as he was reaching for the handle, and Nyx stood on the other side.

“Perfect timing,” he said. “I just finished.”

Nyx nodded slowly. She was holding her arms across her chest, as though trying to give herself a hug. Daniel frowned.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“I… nothing.” She shook her hooded head. “We need to make a stop before I bring you back to your cell.”

“Is Lady Travista going to be alright with that?” he asked.

“I have her respect,” said Nyx. “As long as you’re back before morning, she isn’t going to care.”

Daniel grinned.

“Ooh, I like the sound of that,” he said. He took a step closer to Nyx. She moved away from him and started walking.

Daniel followed her down the hall and up a long spiral staircase, into a section of the castle that felt vaguely residential. She stopped in front of a room midway down the hall, unlocked the door with a key, and led him inside.

He was standing in what felt like a studio apartment from another era. The walls and floor were cold, hard stone, but a number of modern conveniences had been added over the years, including a small bathroom built into one corner of the large space, walled off wooden additions that stood out from the rest of the architecture.

“Nice place,” said Daniel, as he walked inside. “So why’d you bring me here?”

Nyx didn’t say anything. She just waited, as though what she wanted was for him to see as much as he could. There was something vulnerable and open about it, almost perverse. She’d taken him into her personal space, relinquished a bit of the privacy that she normally held so dear.

Daniel frowned. There was a couch, and a small coffee table. He recognized one of the books on it. It was a textbook that he’d used in Ms. Magdalene’s class, back in Icarus Community College. He froze.

“No… fucking… way…”

When he looked up, Nyx was already sliding out of her robe. She wore yoga tights and a plain blue t-shirt underneath. She wasn’t wearing a mask, or a disguise, or anything to keep him from seeing her face, and her identity. Nyx was Leah, had been Leah since the start.

“I’m sorry,” said Leah. “I wanted to tell you, but… It isn’t how our order operates.”

“What the fuck?” Daniel pointed a finger at her, feeling a strange anger flood through him. “All this time, you were just… pretending?”

“I wasn’t pretending, Daniel!” said Leah. “I was-”

“I thought you were my friend!” he snapped. “And you were just… spying on me? Collecting information?”

“It wasn’t like that!” shouted Leah. “I mean… there was more to it than just that.”

“Was there?” asked Daniel. “Because I’m not seeing it…”

“Daniel, please…” Leah walked over to him, her hands clasped in front of her chest, as though she was actively pleading with him. “Just listen to me. Try to understand.”

“What is there to understand about this?” he asked. “This was all just for show.”

“Not all of it.” Leah reached her hand out and cupped his cheek. She slid herself against him and kissed his lips. Hot desire flooded through Daniel. He pushed it aside, and then pushed her aside.

“No,” he said. “No more. Bring me back to my cell.”

“Daniel, please!” said Leah. “You can stay here tonight. We can talk about this!”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” he said.

For a moment, I’d almost thought that maybe there was a way for me to work with these people. But it’s all built on lies…

Leah looked away from him, her hand coming up to rub at her eyes as her body shook with silent, stifled sobs. She walked over to her robe and pulled it back on, and then led him back to his cell, neither of them saying a word.


CHAPTER 117

It was hard to sleep on the stone floor after being in a bed, and Daniel didn’t manage to drift off again before morning. He thought about Nyx, or Leah, or whoever she was. He thought about his situation, the reality of being trapped and at the mercy of the Dreamwalkers suddenly much more serious than it had seemed before.

And, more than anything else, he found himself thinking of Kami. It had been more than a day since he’d last seen her. He couldn’t help but wonder about how she was doing, whether or not she’d connected the dots together about his sudden disappearance.

And then there’s my mom, too. She’s probably hysterical over all of this.

It was early in the morning, before the sun had even risen over the horizon, when the door to the cell opened. Two faceless Dreamwalkers stood in the hallway. They pointed to Daniel and wordlessly beckoned them to follow.

This time, he was able to remember enough of the corridors and intersections to know that they were taking him to see Lady Travista. He used the time he had to try to prepare himself for whatever she was going to say, but it was hard to guess how her mind worked.

The Dreamwalkers guarding the door to her audience chamber allowed him to enter, but only him. His escort waited in the hallway. Daniel walked up to the base of the steps leading to the stone platform where the throne and Lady Travista both sat.

“Welcome, Daniel,” she said. “I was given the results of your confession last night, and have come to a decision.”

He said nothing, knowing that nothing he could say would sway her mind either way.

“You will be allowed to leave the castle and enter Icarus Point to recover the Book of Sins,” said Lady Travista. “The Dreamwalkers will bring you into town, but once there, you will be allowed the freedom to go about getting it however you wish. They will wait for you and make no move to interfere.”

Daniel blinked at her in disbelief.

“You’re telling me that they aren’t going to be watching my every move?” he asked. “You’re just going to let me… out on my own?”

Lady Travista let out a small laugh and nodded.

“Yes,” she said. “The results of your confession were most assuring. And if there is betrayal inside of you, I would like to know of it now, rather than later. This will be your test.”

“It seems a little freeform to be much of a test,” said Daniel.

“Of course, we still have your friends here, and if you do not come back, we aren’t opposed to moving against your family as well,” said Lady Travista. “Just because I’m allowing you freedom does not mean that we can’t control you.”

Daniel nodded slowly.

“Of course,” he said. “When do I leave?”

“As soon as you’re ready.”

“I’m ready.”

Daniel was ushered out of the audience chamber and followed two Dreamwalkers, the same ones who’d brought him to the castle originally as far as he could tell, down the hallway. Several minutes later, they left through one of the castle’s exits. It was back on the ground, in almost the same spot it had been originally. The sun was rising on the horizon in the distance, lending a dreamlike quality to the experience of stepping out onto the grass.

“Alright,” said Daniel. “Wow. These last few days have certainly been wild.”

The Dreamwalkers didn’t say anything. They led him forward to one of the cars parked on the grass. Daniel got into the backseat on his own, and they started off.

He’d been mostly unconscious for the trip out, and was able to get a better sense of where, exactly, the castle was in relation to Icarus Point. It was out to the west, hidden in the rural farmland, but not so far out to completely disconnect it from the town.

It took about an hour for them to cross into the town proper. Daniel felt like he’d been gone for much longer than he actually had, time inside the cell feeling elongated and eternal compared to normal living.

The Dreamwalkers parked the car on the street not far from his house. Daniel almost couldn’t believe it. He opened the door, half expecting them to try something, or for it to all have been an elaborate ruse.

“You have three hours,” said the Dreamwalker behind the wheel. “We’ll be here to pick you up, then.”

“Actually, it will probably be easier if you meet me at my office,” said Daniel.

The Dreamwalker nodded. Daniel closed the door, the car drove off, and he stood there, feeling halfway paralyzed by his temporary freedom.

He walked down the street slowly, hesitating as he made his way up the front steps to his house. It was the weekend, and he was pretty sure his mom would be home. He was also aware of the fact that he was still wearing the odd grey clothing the Dreamwalkers had given him.

She’ll be glad to see me, regardless.

Daniel opened the door and walked inside. Urgent footsteps came from the kitchen, and the next thing he knew, he was being pulled into a tight, loving hug.

“Daniel!” shouted his mother, Deborah. “You’re home, Daniel!”

“I’m home, mom,” he said. “It’s okay.”

He patted her on the back, enjoying the hug but also painfully aware of how quickly his three hours would pass by.

“I was so worried!” said his mom. “We had no idea where you’d gone! Melina said that you were probably visiting a girlfriend, or something, but you didn’t answer any of my calls, and, and…”

“Mom, it’s okay,” he said. “I can explain everything.”

She squeezed him tighter, pulled back far enough to give him a kiss on each cheek, and then squeezed him again. Finally, she let him go, still standing close, as though ready to grab him and hold him down if he tried to take off again. She seemed to notice his clothing, then.

“What are you wearing?” she asked, frowning.

“Mom,” he said. “I’m totally fine. I joined up with a new religious order. I know it sounds weird, but I get the feeling that they’re going to need my help.”

Deborah stared at him as though he’d just told her that he’d joined a cult.

Hold on… I think I did just tell her that I joined a cult.

“No,” said Deborah, in an authoritative, motherly voice. “Daniel, there have been reports on the news. People have been going missing, mostly young women, but men, too. This could be part of it! You could be part of it!”

Daniel frowned at that. He didn’t hold it above the Dreamwalkers to start a recruiting drive in Icarus Point, but Nyx, or Leah, or even Lady Travista would probably have said something about it. A sinister suspicion waved over him, and he remembered what Lady Travista had said about what the Dreamwalkers main reason for being in town was.

Vlad was using human traffickers to kidnap women. This could just be an extension of that.

The clock on the wall of the Worth family’s living room chimed, announcing that it was nine o’clock in the morning. That meant that Daniel had already wasted close to fifteen minutes.

“Mom, I’m sorry, but I’m kind of in a rush,” he said. “Do you know where Melina is?”

“She’s been watching your office,” she said. “Daniel, you aren’t planning on going anywhere, are you?”

“I’ll be back very soon, mom,” he said. “You just have to trust me.”

“Daniel..” Deborah looked to be on the verge of tears. Daniel winced. He didn’t have time to stick around and comfort her.

He hurried upstairs into his room, changing out of his grey prisoner clothes into jeans and a t-shirt. His mom was waiting at the edge of the kitchen when he came back downstairs, holding a tuna fish sandwich that she’d made in record time out for him.

“Take this, at least,” she said, softly.

Daniel grabbed it from her and took a huge bite out of it.

“Delicious,” he said, with his mouth full. His mom flashed a sad smile and nodded, as though giving him her permission to go and do whatever he needed to do.

Daniel pulled his bike out of the shed and took, pedaling his ass off to make it to his office in the outskirts of town. His heart pounded in his chest. It used to seem like such a quick bike ride, back when it didn’t really matter how long it took him.

He weaved around joggers and groups of early morning pedestrians. He cut through alleyways. He made it to his office after about ten minutes, sweaty, tired, and hoping beyond hope that Kami would be inside waiting for him.

Daniel made his way up the staircase and threw the door open at the top. Kami was sitting in his desk, looking down at a pile of papers, wearing her Melina disguise. She looked up, and her mouth dropped open in surprise.

It’s insanely cute when she does it. I need to find ways to surprise her more often.

“Kami,” he said, closing the door behind him.

“Daniel!” Kami stood up fast enough to knock the chair she was in over backward. She walked around the desk and threw herself into his arms. Daniel laughed and hugged her close.

“The Dreamwalkers got me,” he said.

“I figured. There was no trace of you, other than a pile of clothing and a few signs of struggle.”

“I would have left a note, but they were in a rush,” he said.

Kami cupped his cheek in her hand, staring into his eyes.

“You’re joking about this,” she said. “Do you know how worried about you I was? Daniel, I could barely sleep. I could barely eat! I-”

Daniel kissed her, his lips pressing against hers with deep, desperate need. Kami let out a small moan, her body forming to his, ready and eager and willing. He kissed her again, and then hesitated.

“I don’t have much time,” he said. “They’re still watching me. And they have PJ, Kami. I’m going to have to go back.”

Kami licked her lips, letting the moment draw out, bodies still in contact.

“You don’t have much time, or you don’t have any time?” she asked.

She just stared at him, drawing him in with her seductive smile and flirtatious eyes. Daniel kissed her again, and the two of them were moving together, pushing against each other with rushed, horny movements.

Daniel pulled off Kami’s sweater as she leaned back onto his desk. He stripped off his t-shirt, sweatshirt, and pants, and then moved to kiss her, grinding his erection between her thighs. She put a hand on his chest, pushing him back far enough for her to pull off her jeans, and then they were against each other.

Neither of them said anything as they moved together, both taking passionate breaths. Daniel let his hands settle onto her breasts, which had grown so familiar to him after the weeks they’d spent together. He was rock hard, and pulled his boxers down far enough to let his hard erection slide into view.

Kami slipped her bra down, revealing perfect nipples and pale flesh. Daniel pulled her panties aside, feeling both the urgency from his time constraint, and desperate, lustful need to be inside of her.

“I missed you,” she said, softly.

“I missed you too.”

He pushed the head of his cock into her, finding her cunt hot, wet, and ready for him. Kami let out a pleasured gasp as he began to move. Daniel felt the world slide out focus, replaced instead by the nearly naked body on the desk underneath him.

I love her. I’ve never said it out loud. I wonder if she knows.

He kissed Kami deeply and then pulled her head against his shoulder, cradling her to him as he began to thrust faster and faster. Kami’s legs wrapped around him, holding tight enough to keep him from escaping without limiting his sexual mobility.

Daniel pumped into her with a slow, deliberate rhythm, even though his entire body pulsed with pleasure that practically screamed for him to go faster. He wanted to enjoy the moment for as long as he could. A sad, cynical part of him wondered if it would be the last time the two of them would ever get to enjoy each other.

“Daniel!” cried Kami, her hips bucking to meet a deep thrust. “I… I…”

He knew what she was going to say, and suddenly, Daniel was afraid that if the words left her lips, he’d never be able to leave her side again. He had to go back. He had to save PJ, and deal with the Dreamwalkers, and protect his mom and Kami and everything still at risk.

He kissed her before she could say the last word, pushing his tongue into her mouth and feeling a hot sexual symmetry between it and his rock hard member, thrusting into her. Kami pushed him back on the desk, and the two switched places, Daniel lying back while she slowly began to ride.

It was a thing of beauty. Kami’s movements started small and cute, gradually progressing into something intense and full of sexual need. Daniel ran his hands over her body as she moved, cupping her breasts almost as though in worship.

He took her by the hips and began to aid in her movements, bouncing her up and down, her breasts mirroring the movement in their own, supple glory. Kami’s cries grew louder and louder, to the extent that Daniel knew that the people in the office next door would be getting a bit of a tease from across the hall.

She let out a high pitched squeal and collapsed forward. Daniel cupped her buttocks and continued pushing into her, kissing her neck and feeling her soft, beautiful body against him. He couldn’t hold out.

“Kami!” he whispered. His cock blasted its load deep into her, hot and sticky and all for her. Kami shivered, deriving not just sexual pleasure, but also magical sustenance from the act. It was the entire reason they’d begun a sexual relationship, back before they’d truly begun to care about each other.

“Daniel,” she whispered. “I just want to stay like this for a minute. Is that okay?”

Daniel nodded.


CHAPTER 118

Minutes passed by in tender silence. Daniel was aware of his time limitation, but he gave Kami as much of his attention as he could. Finally, he kissed her on the head, using all of his willpower to pull back from her warm, wonderfully naked form.

“Kami, I still have to do a few things,” he said. “And I don’t have much time.”

Kami nodded, and Daniel saw something in her expression that he hadn’t seen before.

She knows why I’m here. And… she isn’t sure what I’m going to do.

“Are you going to give them the book, Daniel?” she asked in a quiet voice. “Because… I understand, if you are. I just… I never wanted you to join up with the Dreamwalkers, back when it was still a choice for you. I was a little selfish that way, I guess.”

Daniel cupped her cheek.

“I’m not joining up with them,” he said. “I have a plan.”

He reached into his desk, finding the hidden spot where, for a while, he’d been storing the Book of Sins. He pulled out a black, leather bound book with the words “Book of Sins” written across the front of it and passed it to Kami.

“Take a look,” he said.

She frowned at him, flipping it open.

“Hey, the first few pages are still empty,” she said. “You’ve already unlocked the spells, though… Oh.”

“I stopped by the book binders down the street and had them make a replica,” said Daniel. “It was tough finding pages that looked as old as the original, but beyond that, it’s perfect. The pages start out empty, I’m sure even the Dreamwalkers know that, so they won’t question why it’s empty right away.”

“But they will eventually,” said Kami.

“I’m not so sure,” said Daniel. “Their purpose for it might be to lock it away and throw away the key.”

Kami’s mouth slowly turned up into a smile. She let out a small, genuine laugh.

“You can be really clever sometimes,” she said.

Daniel grinned at her.

“You’re only realizing this now?”

The real Book of Sins was in a new hiding spot, hidden in the ceiling tiles above Daniel’s desk. He climbed on top of his desk and pulled it down, comparing the replica to the real thing. There were some small differences, but not enough to throw off anyone who hadn’t seen the original.

“Now,” he said. “I need to check and see if the latest spell trial is something I can use.”

He flipped through the first few pages of the Book of Sins. He’d unlocked five spells in total, though he could only utilize three at a time. The majority of the spells were useful enough to make picking the three he held within his memory somewhat of a challenge. Daniel had settled on keeping Flame Touch and Whisper of Desire as his constants, and rotating the third out.

He relinquished the third, letting it fade from his mind, knowing that it would be better to have room in his memory for a new spell, rather than having it push one of his current spells out at random. Daniel took a close look at the newest empty page of the Book of Sins, and saw words begin to spread across the understandably wizened page.

Take a leap of faith, gain the eagle’s strength.

On the same page, there was a crude illustration of a man falling backward off a cliff, toward the water below. Daniel ran his fingers across his chin and thought about it.

“Hmm…” He shrugged. “It could be flying.”

“It could be anything,” said Kami. “You’ve said before sometimes the trials are a bit misleading in their description.”

“Sometimes,” he said. “But maybe not this time.”

“Please, promise me you won’t jump off anything that might kill you to unlock this one?”

Daniel scratched his head.

“I promise that I’ll do my best,” he said.

Close enough?

Kami scowled at him.

Close enough.

Daniel glanced at the old clock his mom had given him to hang on the back wall of his office. He only had about ten minutes left. He looked over at Kami, who was still naked, and felt a surge of desire in his chest.

“I have ten minutes left,” he said.

She looked crestfallen.

“And, what I mean by that is… I still have ten minutes left.” He flashed a grin at her and moved in closer, kissing her deeply.

A harsh knock came at the door just as Daniel started sliding in between Kami’s thighs. Luckily, one of them had had the foresight to lock the handle, and whoever was on the other side tried and failed to get it open.

“Daniel Worth,” shouted the voice of one of the Dreamwalkers. “We’re bringing you back now. Something strange has begun within the city.”

Daniel frowned and looked Kami. She looked confused for a moment, and then seemed to remember something.

“The disappearances,” she whispered. “Young women have been disappearing, Daniel. It was the same for your last case, but this time… it’s been happening on a wider scale.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll put it on my to-do list.”

“You already have enough on your to-do list, you big jerk,” said Kami.

Daniel reached his hand out and gave hers a squeeze. He mouthed the words “I’ll be back”, and then started getting dressed, as did she.

“I love you.” Kami looked him right in the eyes as she said the words, emotion tinging each syllable. Daniel reached his hand out, cupped her cheek, and kissed her.

“I love you, too,” he whispered.

She looked away, but she was smiling.

She just doesn’t want me to see her crying.

Daniel left it at that, not wanting to make the goodbye any harder for either of them than it needed to be. He grabbed the fake Book of Sins and slipped out the door. The Dreamwalkers were waiting in the hallway outside, and the three of them headed out and climbed into the car.

“Did you guys have fun, too?” asked Daniel. “I know Icarus Point can be a little boring, but there are some interesting sights to see, if you take the time to look around.”

Neither of his guards said anything.

“Ah, you must have gone to the strip club, then,” said Daniel. “Nice place. I used to know the owner.”


CHAPTER 119

It was midafternoon when they arrived back at the Dreamwalker’s castle. Daniel felt an odd sense of dread as he climbed out of the car and walked toward the entrance, flanked by Dreamwalkers on either side.

They patted him down before letting him walk up the stone steps, though this time, they let him keep his clothes. It was a good omen, in Daniel’s opinion. He made to hand them the book, but both of them shook their heads, instead leading him inside and down the now familiar route to Lady Travista’s chamber.

She was pacing, walking a slow circle around the throne on the platform in the back of the room. Her eyes lit up when she saw Daniel with the book, and it wasn’t all just excitement over recovering the magical artifact.

The Whisper of Desire lasts for a good, long time. I’m positive that she’s still feeling it.

“Daniel Worth,” said Lady Travista. “You’ve returned. And with the book.”

“You sound surprised,” said Daniel. “Were you expecting me to run?”

“Honestly…” Lady Travista tapped a finger against her supple, pretty lips. “Yes. I was. But I’m glad that you didn’t. I like you, Daniel.”

“I bet you do.”

Her reaction was worth the risk of Daniel pushing his luck, her cheeks turning a bit red, her expression a mixture of flirtatious excitement and disbelief. Lady Travista cleared her throat before continuing, as though it was necessary to steady herself.

“With that said, I would like you to give me the book,” said Lady Travista. “Transfer it over.”

The magic in the Book of Sins only worked for the current owner of the artifact. It could be transferred from person to person either willingly, with the owner giving it away with consent, or unwillingly, through the owner’s untimely death. Daniel hesitated, a new thought suddenly taking root in his head.

If I give her the fake book, and she can’t get it to work, she’ll just assume that I didn’t transfer it over properly. And probably kill me.

“Uh, I have it,” said Daniel. “I’d like to know what you plan on doing with it, before I give it to you.”

“That’s none of your business, and it’s far too late for you to ask such a thing,” said Lady Travista.

Daniel exhaled slowly, and then started walking forward. He made his way up onto the stone platform, stopping a foot or so away from Lady Travista. The tension between them was almost palpable, creating a sexual magnetism born of her good looks and the magic he’d used on her.

“Here’s the book,” said Daniel, holding it out, but still keeping it close to him.

Lady Travista set a hand on it to take it from him, and Daniel pulled it back toward him, pulling her against him in the same movement. Lady Travista let out a tiny, almost inaudible moan. Daniel was still excited from his foray with Kami, his cock sprouting into an instant erection, which he ground against Lady Travista’s crotch for good effect.

“Of course, it would probably be more useful to you if we spoke about its nature… in private,” he said.

“I… see what you’re trying to do,” said Lady Travista. “You are… a very bold young man.”

“Maybe you’d like to get a better sense of just how bold,” said Daniel. He groped one of her buttocks with his free hand, pulled her tighter against his hard cock, and let his breath tickle her neck.

Lady Travista moaned and seemed to savor the moment before pushing him back.

“No,” she said, faintly. “If you serve me well in a practical fashion, I will give you many, many chances to serve me well in… other fashions.”

Daniel furrowed his brow.

“I didn’t just suggest that for the fun of it,” he said. “Once I hand the book over to you, all of the spells I’ve unlocked inside of it will reset. You’ll have to start from page one, and each page takes time to unlock.”

“That’s not a problem,” said Lady Travista.

The longer I can keep her from examining this book closely, the better chance I have at staying alive.

“Something is going on in Icarus Point,” said Daniel. “The Dreamwalkers mentioned it. And both my mother and my, uh, friend, mentioned it. You might need me at full strength to help out with-”

“Daniel,” said Lady Travista. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that you were stalling.”

Daniel sighed. He pushed the book toward her and let go of it, holding his hands up as though he’d been caught.

“I’ve grown attached to it,” he said. “What can I say? But here, it’s yours now.”

Lady Travista frowned.

“Just like that?” she asked.

Daniel shrugged.

“Yeah,” he said. “The pages should be empty now. I can’t remember any of my spells.”

Lady Travista opened the book, glanced at the numerous empty pages, and then looked back up at him. Her frown deepened.

“You’re a very intelligent young man,” she said. “I’m going to examine this book very closely, for the rest of today.”

“As you should,” said Daniel.

“And if I can’t divine the secrets of unlocking the spells within it, I will call for you,” she said.

Daniel grinned, and then saw the look on her face, the cold, furious suspicion in her eyes.

“Uh, what do you mean by that, exactly?” he asked.

“Guards!” shouted Lady Travista. “Take him back to his cell.”

Daniel didn’t object. Part of him wanted to try to say something to save the situation, but Lady Travista’s tone of voice left no room for debate. The Dreamwalkers took him  by the shoulders and roughly led him out of her audience chamber, down the hall, and back into the communal cell.

His fellow prisoners were sitting on opposite walls, PJ hiding from the last of the day’s sunlight while Reynolds basked in it. Daniel waited for a few seconds after the door closed behind him before sitting down and letting out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

She’ll kill me when she realizes the book is a fake. And I doubt it’s going to take her very long.


CHAPTER 120

“You look like you just saw a ghost,” said Reynolds.

“More of a harpy, actually,” said Daniel. He rubbed his fingers against his temples and tried to focus. All of his thoughts kept leading back to the same conclusion. He needed to get out of the cell as soon as he could. Any chance he had of joining the Dreamwalkers would go up in smoke as soon as his deceit was uncovered.

“Daniel…” PJ spoke from where he sat in the darkest corner of the room. “I’m not… doing so well.”

“I’m not either, PJ,” he said. “And I’m sure Reynolds won’t be for too much longer, as soon as they come to a decision about what to do about him. We have to get out of here.”

Daniel moved closer toward where PJ sat and gestured for Reynolds to join them. The three of them huddled in a small triangle, despair over their dimming prospects pooling in the center.

“They aren’t going to let me out of here,” whispered Daniel. “I tried something that’s going to backfire before too long, and when it does, we’re all dead.”

“That’s not good,” said Reynolds. “That’s… really not good.”

“Yeah, I fucking know,” hissed Daniel. “So if either of you have any genius ideas about how we could potentially escape, I’m listening.”

Daniel looked to PJ first. His friend just shook his head. PJ looked pale, or at least as pale as someone with skin as dark as his could look. He didn’t meet Daniel’s eye.

“I mentioned already that I used to work at a jail, right?” Reynolds grinned. “I have a plan. It’s simple enough, but almost guaranteed to give us at least a chance.”

Daniel furrowed his brow at him.

“And you’re only bringing up this plan now?”

Reynolds nodded.

“It’s more likely to gets us killed than get us out, given the nature of our captors,” he said. “But it will at least get the door open.”

“We’re listening,” said Daniel.

Reynolds glanced over each shoulder conspiratorial, and then explained what he had in mind. It took them about ten minutes to get everything set. Reynolds held the pin of Daniel’s belt buckle, the only remotely sharp object they had between them, in one hand. PJ stood next to him, watching the last rays of light fade as the sun sank over the horizon.

“We only get one shot at this,” whispered Daniel. “Make it convincing.”

“Oh, that won’t be a problem,” said PJ.

Reynolds scowled, and then dug the belt buckle pin into the back of his hand, grimacing as blood began to flow. Daniel moved to the door and banged his fist on it, loudly.

“They’re fighting!” he shouted. “Hey! They’re going to kill each other!”

Reynolds and PJ made convincing enough sounding noises mimicking combat and cries. Reynolds worked the blood out of the back of his hand and onto his neck and face, sitting down and leaning back on the stone floor to make it looked as though he’d been violently knocked down.

“Hey!” shouted Daniel. “Listen to me! You can’t just let him die!”

He heard a few quiet murmurs from the other side of the door.

“Handle it yourselves,” came a gruff voice.

Daniel gritted his teeth and knocked harder on the door.

“Daniel…” said PJ, his voice raspy. “I… I didn’t realize… how it would feel to see blood… to smell it…”

Daniel glanced over his shoulder at his friend. PJ’s eyes were wide, and he was clenching and unclenching his fists. Reynolds was sliding away from him on the floor, looking too genuinely terrified to be acting.

Fuck. We aren’t going to be pretending for much longer.

“Jesus Christ, open the door!” he shouted. “We’re all going to end up dead if you don’t-”

The door swung open as Daniel went to knock on it again, throwing him backward to the floor. PJ let out a feral howl and moved toward escape faster than Daniel’s eyes could track. The Dreamwalkers were smart enough to be prepared for an attack, but not from a blood crazed, half-starved vampire.

Daniel heard a shrill scream as PJ landed on top of one of the guards. He shot a glance at Reynolds, who was already up and moving. The two of them rushed the second guard as he struggled to pull PJ off his friend. Daniel pinned him down, while Reynolds grabbed his head and slammed it down hard on the stone floor. They both looked over at PJ, who was on top of the other, now silent, Dreamwalker.

“PJ…” muttered Daniel. “We did it. We can continue with the escape, now.”

PJ stood up slowly and turned to face them. His mouth was coated in a thick layer of dark blood, teeth bared underneath, eyes wide and wild. Daniel resisted the urge to take a step back, knowing that PJ would probably interpret in the same way a predator would in evaluating whether he was potential prey.

“Daniel…” said PJ, his voice deep and resonant. “Ah… fuck.”

He shook his head and looked down at the Dreamwalker underneath him, who was either dead or in the process of dying. PJ licked blood from his lips and shivered.

“I’ll find my own way out,” said PJ. “I can’t go with you. Not now.”

“PJ, hold on!” Daniel reached his hand out toward his friend. “Don’t do anything stupid!”

PJ moved with superhuman speed, disappearing down the hall and around a corner. Daniel swore underneath his breath, feeling like he’d failed his friend, while also not knowing what else they could have done.

“We don’t have time for you to be sentimental,” said Reynolds. “Somebody is going to walk down this hallway any minute!”

He’s right. We have to move.

“Let’s get them into the cell,” said Daniel. “At the very least, nobody will be able to know for sure that we’ve escaped at a glance.”

They dragged both of the guards into the cell. Reynolds pulled off one of their cloaks, and Daniel followed his example, throwing the garment on over his own clothes and ignoring the smell of blood on it. The cloak was a dark enough shade of grey to not show blood, and the hood covered Daniel’s head and face.

“Alright,” said Reynolds. “Which way from here?”

Daniel frowned. He was sure that it was down the leftmost hallway, but after the first intersection or two, he knew that the confusing layout of the castle would throw him off.

“I’m not exactly sure of the route,” he said. “Just stick close to me, and try to act normal.”

“What the fuck is normal to these people, though?”

“That’s a good question,” said Daniel. “I’ll let you know if I figure it out.”


CHAPTER 121

Daniel and Reynolds walked down the hallway slowly, but with sure steps, as though they knew where they were going. Looking confused would be a dead giveaway to anyone paying attention, and once they’d made it out past the first few intersections, they began to pass other Dreamwalkers.

Nobody seemed to pay them much notice. A tall, lanky man nodded in Daniel’s direction as he passed by, and Daniel nodded back without saying anything. They reached the end of a hallway that led into a spiral staircase. He couldn’t remember if he’d gone up it on the way in, but turning around would have been too suspicious, so he led Reynolds down the stairs.

They continued like that for what felt like an eternity. Daniel’s heart rattled in his chest. He knew that every minute that passed by was another opportunity for them to get caught, either by someone who knew the people whose cloaks they were wearing, or someone discovering that they’d escaped their cells.

And then, Daniel saw someone who he recognized. Nyx was walking down the corridor toward them. It was just Daniel, Reynolds, and her. Daniel took slow breaths, trying to keep calm, but he couldn’t help his gaze from running across her, watching to see if she’d figure it out or not. She was still ten feet away when she set her hands on her hips and glowered at him.

Oh, come on!

“I can’t believe this,” said Nyx, shaking her head. “Did you… kill the guards?”

“They’re still alive,” whispered Daniel. “How did you know that it was me?”

“Your charm spell,” she said. “It doesn’t matter if you’re in a disguise or not. I can still feel what’s left of it when you’re around.”

Daniel didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds. He was still a little mad at her over the secrets she’d kept, the deceit she’d forced onto him. But he knew it wasn’t the time for him to hold a grudge.

“Nyx,” he said. “Leah. They will kill me if they recapture me, alright? Please, if you’ve ever felt anything for me, anything at all, tell me how to get out of here.”

Nyx pulled her hood down, revealing her blonde hair, blue eyes, and attractive features. She looked at Daniel for a couple of seconds, her expression sad and a little reserved.

“I should hate you,” she whispered. “You’ve taken advantage of me at every step of the way, Daniel. And then you get mad at me for keeping a secret?”

“Nyx… can we talk about this later?”

“I don’t think there will be a later, Daniel,” said Nyx. She nodded behind her. “There’s an exit at the end of this hallway, if you keep going straight. But it won’t do you any-”

“Thanks!” Daniel pulled Reynolds along with him, running now. “We’re even, now!”

Nyx watched them go, but only for a couple of seconds. She pulled her hood back on and immediately shouted something. There were other Dreamwalkers coming after them, heavy footsteps pounding against the stone floor as they closed the distance.

Daniel heard Nyx yell for the other Dreamwalkers to hold position, but the footsteps didn’t stop. He glanced over his shoulder to make sure that Reynolds was keeping even pace with him, and saw a massive fireball flying down the hallway in their direction.

“Down!” screamed Daniel.

Reynolds dropped to the hallway’s stone floor alongside him, not a moment too soon. The fireball missed them by mere inches and continued down the hallway, ironically aiding in their escape as it struck the wooden door that led outside and reduced it to a flaming heap of smoldering shards.

“Stop right there!” Lady Travista’s voice was clear and confident, bellowing down the hallway at them. “Surrender, or die!”

“Keep going!” Daniel shouted. He and Reynolds were only feet away from the door. They sprinted the last stretch, and then slid to a stop as a powerful gust of wind pushed them back from the hallway’s edge, and probably saved their life.

The castle was airborne again, and Daniel and Reynolds were staring out into clouds at eye level. The ground was barely visible, hundreds if not thousands of feet below them.

“There’s no escape!” shouted Lady Travista. The other Dreamwalkers were drawing closer to them. They had only seconds before being re-apprehended.

I cannot believe I’m about to do this. If I die, I totally deserve it.

“Shit,” muttered Reynolds. “Well, at least we tried.”

“Do you trust me, Reynolds?” asked Daniel.

“Honestly, not really,” he said. “We’ve only been friends for a couple of days and-”

Daniel grabbed him by the wrist and yanked him forward hard as he stepped through the door and into open sky. He was screaming, some might say like a little girl, and it took every ounce of willpower he had to keep from turning back toward the hallway and clawing at the edge of the floor.

The castle shot upward, or rather, Daniel and Reynolds shot downward. The wind blew against Daniel’s clothing, knocking his shirt up against his face. Reynolds was screaming something, Daniel couldn’t tell if it was just a wordless cry or if he actually had something to say. He flailed his arms and legs, panicking as he began regret the impulsive decision, and…

The spell hit him like a sudden epiphany. Gravity was still a force that applied to him, but magic was also force, and Daniel could use his own magical energy to counteract his fall. It was simple, so elegant, even compared to the other spells he’d already learned. It was like walking, except through air, buoyed by his casting instead of his legs.

A second realization dawned on him, far less entertaining and beautiful than the first. He was going to have to time it just right, given that his magical reserves were mostly empty from the constant drain of the white crystal that had been in their cell. And then, there was Reynolds to think about.

Oh, hell. Where is Reynolds?

Daniel rolled through the air, trying to get his shirt down and out of his face. He’d only been falling for a couple of seconds, but in that time, Reynolds had moved almost twenty feet away from him on the air currents. He was spinning, screaming, and struggling for his life. It would have been a little humorous if it wasn’t so appropriate.

Daniel shifted his falling position, trying to angle his body into a shape that moved him forward. It sort of worked, though it also caused him to tumble forward into a somersault, his stomach instantly lurching and letting him know that it didn’t approve.

“Reynolds!” Daniel screamed, as he grabbed the other man. “Hang onto me!”

Reynolds screamed incoherently at him in reply, but did manage to get a decent grip on Daniel, looping his legs and arms around his midriff and shoulders not unlike a child might ride on the back of a grown adult. Daniel took a deep breath and glanced down at the ground.

They’d fallen further than he’d assumed. The ground was coming up on them fast, but still, Daniel got the sense that he’d probably only have a couple of seconds of flight, maybe half a minute at most. If he tried to cast the spell now, it might doom them as surely as if he didn’t cast it all.

So Daniel waited. And waited. And Reynolds screamed in his ear like a lunatic facing off against his worst fear. The details began to pop out in the landscape below, illuminated by the moon and stars. He could see trees, and the clearing that the castle had settled down in. Everything underneath him suddenly seemed to be getting exponentially larger.

And… now!

Daniel cast the spell. He expected to instantly turn into Superman, and to have the power to zoom around anyway he pleased, like a bird, like a plane. Instead, he just kind of slowed down, dropping at the speed of the average parachute, with Reynolds’ screaming in his ear no longer drowned out by the sound of rushing wind.

“Hey, hey!” shouted Daniel. “Take it easy!”

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” Reynolds kept swearing over and over again, like a short, looping video clip.

They were still at least two or three hundred feet above the ground, high enough up to die from the fall. Daniel wasn’t sure if he’d have enough magic to hold the spell the entire way down. He could already feel his magical reserves draining. He shifted, getting into position so that he was staring directly down at the ground, with Reynolds on top, where it would be easiest for him to keep his grip.

“Reynolds,” he said. “I have to let go of the spell for a few seconds so that we can time this right.”

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”

“Hey, relax,” said Daniel. “It’s going to be okay…”

He swallowed hard, unconvinced by his own words. Several muscles that he didn’t think about much clenched up as he let go of the spell. He and Reynolds fell like two rocks tied together, the ground suddenly rushing up toward them. It would only take a second or two for them to…

He cast the spell again, a second later than he probably should have. The two of them slowed to a reasonable fall with only five or six feet left to go, but they were still falling. Daniel impacted against the ground hard enough to completely wind him and bruise rubs, along with getting a mouthful of grass and dirt.

He spat it out and shook from side to side. Reynolds didn’t seem to take the hint.

“We’re safe,” said Daniel. “Hey. Get off me. What’s your problem?”

“Oh… sorry,” muttered Reynolds. “I don’t really… like heights.”

He stood up and shivered. Daniel slowly rolled to his feet, feeling like he’d just done a belly flop onto concrete. He looked over Reynolds, and followed the man’s gaze back up into the sky.

“They’re coming after us,” said Daniel, as he looked at the castle, slowly descending. “It would be better if we weren’t here when they arrived.”

Reynolds nodded. The two of them looked at each other, and then over to the line of cars parked at the edge of the clearing.
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Daniel fully expected the Dreamwalkers to be, on average, paranoid enough to know better than to leave the keys of a car in its ignition. Indeed, most of the twenty or so black, nondescript vehicles were locked. Four of them were unlocked, and of those four, none had the keys left in a visible place.

“Check above the visor,” said Reynolds.

“Really?” Daniel frowned and shook his head. “That’s the most obvious hiding place anyone could-”

“Found them.” Reynolds grinned and pulled the keys loosed from the overhead visor of the SUV they’d been searching. “That means I’m driving.”

“Whatever,” said Daniel.

He climbed into the front passenger seat and chanced a glance up at the Dreamwalkers’ castle, which looked to be no more than ten or fifteen minutes from touching down. The idea that they’d been held captive inside of it felt surreal to him, as did their escape, and now being the object of a magical manhunt.

“Drive fast, Reynolds,” said Daniel.

“Relax,” he said. “I’ve done stuff like this before.”

He sped down the dirt path leading out of the clearing, taking a sharp turn onto the properly paved road at the end of it and causing the left half of the vehicle to lift off the ground slightly. Daniel scowled, but said nothing. He was already thinking about what would come next, what he’d have to do when he got home.

Mom and Kami will be in danger. Can I go on the run with them? Is there a better way?

The first few minutes passed in silence, both men processing the experience of their imprisonment and escape. There weren’t many cars on the road and they made good time. Daniel assumed that Reynolds would probably have sway over any traffic cops that tried to pull them over, as a detective.

“I think we’ll be fine,” said Reynolds. “Once we’re back in town, we can hole up at the police station if we need to, wait until this thing blows over.”

“I don’t think that’s going to be an option,” said Daniel. “You’ve seen what the Dreamwalkers are capable of, Reynolds. It’s not like all the guns of an entire police department are going to do much against their magic.”

“I guess we’ll just have to wait and see then,” said Reynolds. “But honestly, I’m not worried about a thing.”

Daniel frowned at him. Another half hour or so passed by. There were still suspiciously few cars on the road, and the ones they did see were practically speeding out of town.

Reynolds slowed to normal speeds as they pulled off the highway. He brought the car into the outskirts of Icarus Point, and Daniel frowned. There were people, pedestrians, out in numbers. That wasn’t all that unusual, but all of them were running around, like they had somewhere to be, or rather, somewhere to get away from.

“Something isn’t right here,” said Daniel. “Be on guard.”

“You’re just being paranoid,” said Reynolds. “We made it away from the Dreamwalkers. What are you expecting-”

Something moved down an alleyway to the left of the SUV. Reynolds slowed to a stop for an intersection, and both of them tried to get a look at whatever they’d just seen.

“Probably just some kids playing around,” said Reynolds. He rolled down his window, and in the distance, they could hear screams. It was a distinct sound, undeniable and eerie. And it was more than one scream, too, enough that it almost sounded like constant, ambient noise.

“This isn’t kids playing around,” said Daniel. “We just drove into something, Reynolds.”

“Alright, I’m going downtown.” Reynolds put on the SUV’s blinker and took a right. “Once we get to the police station we can get to the bottom of this.”

He went around the corner and then immediately slammed on the breaks. Ahead of them, a man was sprinting across the street. A dozen or more naked women were chasing him, running barefoot over concrete, heedless of anything other than their target. Daniel felt his jaw drop open as he watched the woman slam into the man, knocking him to the ground, and then begin to bludgeon him with their fists.

“What… the fuck?” Reynolds opened the door of the SUV and moved to do something about it. The women had pulverized the man’s skull after only a few seconds, and they stood, bodies naked, eyes vacant, hands bloody, and charged toward Reynolds.

“Fuck!” Daniel slid over to the driver’s side. The car was still on, and Reynolds had only gone ten feet or so. He pulled it around and threw the passenger door open. Reynolds was screaming, and threw himself at the door just as the women reached him.

“Drive!” yelled Reynolds. “Just drive!”

One of the women had gotten her arm through the door. Daniel started driving, and the woman ran with them, trying to get at Reynolds and pull him out of the SUV. He sped up enough to knock her loose, and Reynolds shut the door, taking several deep, panicked breaths.

“What the fuck was that?” asked Reynolds.

Daniel shook his head.

“I have no fucking idea.”

He glanced at the rear view mirror. The women were still following them, running as though exhaustion was no longer a factor for their bodies. Daniel turned the car down a street that would have led back to his house, back to his mom. Ten or fifteen more naked woman were standing in the middle of the road, and charged the SUV as soon as they saw it.

“Fuck!” shouted Daniel.

The women collided with the front of the SUV, bludgeoning their fists against the doors and windows. The other women caught up with them from behind, all of them mobbing the car to such an extent that Daniel doubted he could get a way even if he floored it.

“The sunroof!” yelled Reynolds. Daniel nodded, and the two of them threw it open. Reynolds squeezed out first, kicking at the women to keep them back as Daniel followed behind him.

“My office is down the road from here,” said Daniel. “We can make it if we sprint.”

“Can we outrun them?” asked Reynolds, kicking a big breasted woman with red hair backward as she tried to climb up.

Daniel was about to answer when another pedestrian ran through the intersection they’d just turned out of. Half of the women mobbing the car broke off from the group to go after him.

“Just go!” screamed Daniel. He jumped and hit the ground running at a dead sprint. Reynolds was next to him, keeping pace and even pulling a little ahead. The zombie women’s feet pounded after them, incessant and untiring.

They took the corner without slowing down. Daniel’s office was right at the end of the street. He saw other groups of the zombie women, other cars trying their luck at the street. Other people falling down under mobs of naked, female flesh. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

“Right here!” Daniel grabbed Reynolds by the arm and pulled him into the stairs leading up to his office. He slammed the door shut behind them and locked it, knowing that it probably wouldn’t do much good if enough of the women threw themselves at it together.

The two of them ran upstairs. Daniel tried his office door and found it blessedly unlocked. They spilled forward into his office, and Daniel found himself staring face to face with Kami, wielding a leg from one of the old wooden chairs.

“Daniel!” she said.

He pulled her into a tight hug, cradling her head against his shoulder.

“Kami! Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” Kami squeezed herself into him. She was trembling, despite being relatively composed.

“What happened?” he asked. “How did this start?”

Kami looked up at him, her face serious and scared.

“People just started rushing into the streets,” she said. “The women… They started attacking. Daniel, this is necromancy! Those are all of the missing women, plus hundreds more! I don’t understand how Vlad could have enslaved this many.”

“It doesn’t matter now,” said Daniel. “All I care about is getting you and my mother to safety.”

“Daniel!” Reynolds was by the window, watching the street. “God damn it! They’re still coming after us.”

Daniel frowned.

Of course they are. Zombies aren’t going to just give up.

He walked over to the window, and only then did he see what Reynolds meant. A half dozen Dreamwalkers were making their way down the street, disabling the female zombies with fireballs and telekinesis as they headed for Daniel’s office.

“Jesus Christ, as though we needed something else to worry about.” He rubbed at his temples. “Alright. We need a plan.”

“I’ll double back and get the car,” said Reynolds. “The two of you should run down the road, away from them. I’ll meet you at the second intersection.”

“Sounds good.” Daniel nodded to the detective, and moved out of the way of the door so that he could head out first. He met Kami’s beautiful eyes, his heart aching at the idea of anything happening to her.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

Kami nodded.

“I love you, Daniel,” she whispered.

“I know.”

He squeezed her hand tightly, and then had a thought. He headed back into his office and pulled the pistol out of his bottom drawer, tucking it into the back of his belt. He grabbed the real Book of Sins next, holding it in his left hand while keeping a grip on Kami with his right. The two of them headed downstairs.

The Dreamwalkers were almost upon them even as they started running. A fireball struck the street a few feet to Daniel’s right. He pulled Kami in closer to him and glanced over his shoulder.

“Can’t we call a truce?” he shouted. “Think of the zombies! Think of all the people that could use our help!”

The frontmost Dreamwalker waved his hand through the air, and a couple of trash cans flew into Daniel and Kami’s path. Daniel kicked them out of the way and pulled Kami in close, but she stumbled as they continued forward.

He was helping her up when another spell, a bright blue cloud of magical energy, flew through the air.

“Daniel!” shouted Kami. “Hold on! I know how you can stop all of this. You just have to-”

The blue spell struck Kami right in between her shoulder blades. It didn’t have any physical momentum, but she shuddered as it touched her, eyes rolling up into the back of her head, body going limp. Daniel screamed.

“You bastards!” He clenched his fist and then forced it back open. The zombies were closing it. If he tried to stay and fight, he’d be risking Kami’s life, or whatever life she had left in her.

I will save her, no matter what!

Daniel lifted her up, cradling her in his arms as he ran forward. He didn’t have enough magic left to cast his flying spell, or else he would have tried. He ran as fast as he could, occasionally looking back at his pursuers. They were busy with the naked women, who didn’t seem to be interested in taking sides in the affair.

A massive clump of sexy zombies charged out from a nearby alleyway, headed straight toward Daniel and Kami. He pumped his legs as fast as he could, running with everything he had, knowing his and Kami’s lives depended on it. The zombies were closing in fast. It was over. He couldn’t sprint with Kami in his arms, and leaving her behind was not an option.

The black, nondescript SUV pulled out of the intersection ahead of Daniel, drifted around the corner, and came to a stop a few feet in front of him. Reynolds was already opening the back door as Daniel reached it. He pushed Kami in ahead of him, tossed in the Book of Sins, and then turned in time to kick a petite zombie woman with short brown hair back a couple of feet. Daniel threw himself into the car, slammed the door shut, and then heard several more zombies impact against where he’d just been standing.

“Go!” shouted Daniel. “Go!”

Reynolds floored it. Daniel took a few deep breaths and slowly came back to focus on the situation. Somebody else was sitting in the front passenger seat, somebody that he recognized.

“Hey,” said Nyx, or rather, Leah. “I came to help.”


CHAPTER 123

Daniel stared at the Dreamwalker in the front seat. She had her hood down. He still wasn’t used to seeing her like that, and it was hard for him to decide whether to be grateful, angry, or relieved by her presence.

“What are you doing here, Nyx?” he asked. “Or Leah? I don’t even know what I’m supposed to call you, now.”

“Call me Leah,” said Leah. “And I’m here to help. I came with the Dreamwalkers that were sent after you but this… it’s just madness. I don’t think my order can stop it alone.”

“How do I know that this isn’t some kind of trick?” he asked.

“The only reason you made it out of the castle is because of me, Daniel,” said Leah. “I’m loyal to my order, but you’re my friend. I’m not going to sell you out to them. Promise.”

Daniel exhaled slowly, frowning and shaking her head.

It doesn’t seem like I have much of a choice, now that she’s in the car.

“Is there anywhere in particular I should be driving?” asked Reynolds. “I’m just asking because of how, uh, fucked things are in this town, at the moment.”

Daniel ran a hand through his hair.

“Head to a parking garage,” he said. “One of the ones with a separate entrance and exit. And then head up to the top floor. We won’t be safe there, but at least we’ll have options for escape if we do get attacked.”

Reynolds nodded. Daniel shifted Kami so that her head was in his lap. He cupped her cheek in his hand. She was still breathing, and her heart rate was fine, but waking up didn’t seem to be an option for her.

“It’s a sleep spell,” said Leah. “One of my order’s favorite nonviolent ways of subduing a target. Though whoever used it under these circumstances must have been out of their mind.”

“Okay,” said Daniel. “When will it wear off?”

Leah frowned at him.

“It won’t,” she said. “Daniel, I’m sorry… but only the Dreamwalkers can remove the spell.”

Reynolds swerved to avoid another group of naked zombies in the road. He sped to the end of the street, took a left, and then another left into Icarus Point’s tallest parking garage.

“You are a Dreamwalker, Leah,” he said. “Please. Take the spell off her. She had an idea about how to take down the zombies, and was in the middle of explaining it when she went down. It’s not just for me.”

“You don’t understand, Daniel,” said Leah. “Almost all of my magical energy has been going toward healing my arm for the past few days. I don’t have enough in me to cast the spell.”

The parking garage was mostly empty. Reynolds steered the car up the levels until they reached the top. He parked the car halfway in between the entrance and exit ramp, backing into a spot so they could pull out with ease.

“Leah, this is important,” said Daniel. “Please. Isn’t there any way…?”

He had a sudden thought, remembering the method he’d used with Kami to keep her magical reserves supplied. Leah seemed to read the idea from the expression on his face, blushing slightly and looking away.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” she whispered. “Not after everything we’ve been through.”

“Leah, please!” snapped Daniel. “It’s for Kami.”

She glared at him, the look in her eyes telling him that it was precisely the wrong thing to say to convince her.

“Uh… what are you guys talking about?” asked Reynolds.

“Nothing,” said Daniel. “Leah, look, it isn’t just about Kami. It’s about this city. It’s about all the people I care about. It’s about… you, too.”

“Do I even matter to you, Daniel?” whispered Leah. “You had your chance. I gave you a choice, a way for you to be with me. And you threw it away. How am I supposed to just… set that aside?”

“Reynolds,” said Daniel. “Do you mind giving us a couple of minutes of privacy?”

“What?” asked the detective.

“Keep guard on the level below this one,” said Daniel. “I’ll come grab you when we’re finished talking.”

Reynolds glanced from Leah to Daniel warily, and then climbed out of the SUV. Daniel waited until he was out of sight, and then pulled Kami out of the backseat. Leah climbed out of the car to help him move her into the passenger seat, and then both of them sat in the back, enduring the tension.

“I’m sorry,” said Daniel. “I never meant for any of this to be so complicated.”

“It was complicated from the very start,” said Leah. “You care about her, don’t you? I can tell, you don’t have to answer.”

“I do,” said Daniel. He reached his hand out and rubbed Leah’s knee through her Dreamwalker robe. “But I care about you, too.”

“And you’ve already made your choice,” said Leah.

“But that doesn’t mean that I don’t feel anything for you,” he said.

I feel terrible about this. But it’s for Kami.

“Daniel…” Leah met his eye, the air between them alive with chemistry. “Promise me that you won’t cut me out after this. It would hurt me too much…”

“I won’t cut you out,” said Daniel. “We’ll figure out how things will work after this is all done.”

Leah seemed to accept that. She smiled slightly and licked her lips.

“I’ve never actually been alone in the backseat of a car with a boy before,” she said.

“This is an SUV,” said Daniel. “It’s way roomier.”

“Is it really?” asked Leah. “Is that a good thing?”

“For us. Most definitely.”

Daniel felt his heart pounding as he leaned in and kissed her. Confusing emotions swirled in his chest, his concern for Kami, his fear over what was to come, and hot lust and desire for Leah. Her lips moved against his. He groped at her breasts, lowering her onto the backseat underneath him, his cock hardening as they moved together.

Despite the urgency of the situation and the chaos raging in the town outside, Daniel felt himself savoring the moment. He cared for Leah, and he’d cared for Nyx, too, when he’d thought they were separate people. He loved Kami, but he felt feelings almost as strong for Leah, another woman. Was that fair?

If it saves Kami from the spell she’s under, isn’t it worth it in the end?

He didn’t think about whether or not that was his sole motivation as he kissed Leah. She let out a small sigh, and then Daniel was pulling the robe off her, tossing it aside. The windows of the SUV were already starting to fog up. He hoped Reynolds didn’t make the mistake of coming back early.

Daniel pulled his sweatshirt and jeans off. Leah was only in her underwear. It was the first time he’d truly seen her naked, with no hood blocking out her head and face. She was attractive, with beautiful blue eyes, blonde hair, and deep red lips. Daniel kissed her again.

She was wearing black lace underwear, and it made her breasts look pale and perfect. Daniel unhooked her bra and let it fall to the floor of the SUV. Leah smiled shyly and held an arm across her chest, covering all but the top edge of one of her nipples.

“It feels different, knowing that you can see my face,” she whispered.

“It is a little different,” said Daniel. “Better, I think.”

He leaned back and pulled off his boxers, letting his hard cock pop into view and watching Leah’s reaction. Her expression was pure eroticism, eyes widening, lower lip quivering. Leah let her hand drop from her breasts and wiggled out of her panties. Daniel kept eye contact as he slid between her thighs, letting the tip of his hard rod probe against her tight, hot hole.

“Oh…” moaned Leah.

“I’d love to take my time,” said Daniel. “But we have to be quick.”

He pushed his cock a little deeper in, and Leah let out a delightful little moan. She shifted, trying to get as comfortable as she could in the still limited confines of the car’s backseat.

“Oh, Daniel!” Leah was already quivering with arousal. Daniel started moving, thrusting into her, savoring the pleasure of her tight cunt.

He kissed her, keeping his lips against her as she let out another squeal. He felt her breasts as his cock felt her from the inside out. It was glorious. She was a gorgeous, incredible woman. He loved her.

I love her?

Daniel felt his heart skip a beat as his confused emotions surged wildly. Leah had her legs wrapped around him and was bucking her hips up and down, fucking him from below even as he continued to pump from above.

“Every time…” Leah whispered. “I can’t stop thinking about you, Daniel. It’s like each time we’re together, the spell starts over again. I… I don’t even know if it’s still the spell anymore.”

“Leah!” Daniel pumped into her faster and faster, watching her breasts jiggle as he moved. The car smelled of sex and sweat, and the suspension creaked as the two of them humped against each other.

Daniel built to a frenetic pace, pumping into Leah fast enough for the sound of their bodies slapping together to make a furious rhythm. Leah was moaning, taking his thrusts enthusiastically. She squeezed herself tight against him and a shiver went through her body.

Daniel pressed himself into her in a race to the finish line, his own primal urges pushing him to take her, to use her, to the very end. He groped at her breasts as though they were hand holds and pushed forward for one final, powerful thrust. His orgasm erupted into her, blasting out his hot, sticky load as deep as it would go.

He took a deep breath, feeling the pleasure and savoring Leah for a moment. Then, Daniel remembered the urgency of the situation. He pulled back from Leah and passed her clothes over.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

Leah nodded.


CHAPTER 124

When both of them were completely dressed again, Daniel moved Kami into the backseat, laying her down so Leah could literally work her magic. Leah pressed her fingers into Kami’s temples, face thoughtful, eyes closed.

“Damn,” she muttered.

“What is it?” asked Daniel.

“Sleep spells have different levels to them,” she said. “The weaker ones are less complicated, more like Ambien in magic form.”

“And… this isn’t that?”

Leah shook her head.

“This is a stronger one,” she said. “This spell doesn’t just have her sleeping. It has her dreaming, vividly, in fact.”

“And why is that a problem?” Daniel tried to keep his irritation out of his voice.

It’s not her fault. She wasn’t the one who did this.

“It’s a problem because it’s going to take someone acting directly inside her dream to pull her out of it,” said Leah.

Daniel frowned, watching Leah’s expression as though he hoped it would give him more of a clue what she was talking about.

“I don’t understand,” he said. “Can’t you just reach in and wake her up?”

“It’s not that simple, Daniel,” said Leah. “She’s basically trapped in a dream world right now. One of her own making, but amplified by magic. And the only way to get her to wake up is to become part of her dream and convince her to.”

“Can you do it?”

“No,” said Leah. “I can’t. If I went into her dream, and didn’t manage to convince her, I would just be stuck there. My magic wouldn’t help me inside the dream world.”

“Then why are we even having this conversation?” snapped Daniel.

“I… can send you in,” said Leah.

Daniel thought about it for a second and then immediately nodded.

“Go ahead,” he said. “Do it. I’ll convince her and bring her back.”

“Look, it isn’t going to be simple,” said Leah. “If you try to tell her the truth about what’s happened, there’s a good chance that she’ll get stubborn and rebel against the explanation.”

“Kami knows me,” said Daniel. “She’ll listen.”

Leah sighed, as though irritated and trying to explain something simple to a small child.

“She might not know you in the dream,” said Leah. “Think about the dreams that you’ve had. Think about how different things worked, and how hard it could be to dredge up memories.”

Daniel shrugged his shoulders.

“Fine,” he said. “So no telling her the truth. Am I supposed to just… hint at the fact that she might be dreaming?”

“Yes, exactly,” said Leah. “If she has a problem in the dream, help her get to the bottom of it. Much of the time that alone can be enough to spark understanding of the dream.”

“Alright.” Daniel tapped his fingers in the SUV’s armrest impatiently. “Anything else I need to know?”

“Time works differently in dreams than it does in reality,” said Leah. “It’s not a regular conversion, but you might spend a day or two in her dream and have only a couple of minutes pass by out here.”

“Which is a good thing, if I need to convince her of something,” said Daniel.

Leah nodded.

“A very good thing.” She glanced out the SUV’s windows and then turned her attention back to Kami. “Are you ready? I’ll explain the situation to Reynolds once he gets back and help keep you and Kami safe.”

“I’m ready,” he said.

Leah reached out and took one of his hands. Daniel felt the magical energy humming underneath her palm. Some of it flooded into him, and some into Kami, whose other hand she held tight.

Leah pulled both of their hands together, closing Daniel’s over Kami’s and completing the magical circuit. He winced slightly as the spell initiated, and the transfer took home. It felt like he was falling asleep after a very long day, his eyes drooping, head slipping forward.

He was falling forward. The ground underneath him was dark brown, dried mud, and covered with horse tracks and thin wheel lines. Daniel landed on his stomach, hard enough to knock the wind out of him. He heard someone shout, and stood up just in time to avoid getting stomped by one of the lead horses in front of a carriage. Part of its harness still managed to clip his arm, cutting it open slightly on its way by.

Well, I guess I already know that I can bleed in Kami’s dream.

The man up on the carriage swore loudly and pulled the horses to a stop. It was a beautiful day, the sky clear overhead, and the air crisp and clean.

“Whoa there,” said the man. “Deepest apologies traveler. I saw naught thy presence.”

The man hopped down from the carriage, and Daniel glanced around his surroundings. He was in a town from another century. An obvious voice in the back of his head reminded him that Kami was from another century, the early 1600s, if he remembered correctly.

I guess it makes sense that she’d dream about her first home.

“Are thou wounded?” asked the man. “Cut? Torn? Perhaps just dazed?”

Daniel scratched his head. The man was older than he was, and shorter than he was. He wore a simple grey and blue outfit that matched the period, along with a pair of black boots that looked expensive even for the time.

“Just dazed,” he said. “Sorry. I… just arrived in town, and I’m not used to your ways.”

The man frowned at him. He’d been examining Daniel’s outfit as Daniel examined his. He was still wearing the clothes he’d had on in the real world, and the man was judging him for his fashion choices in a manner that reminded Daniel of the dreams he’d had where he’d shown up to school naked.

“Might I ask from where you hail?” asked the man. “We haven’t seen any of your kind passing through in the prior years.”

“I’m from Michigan,” said Daniel. “It’s a land that’s, well, very far away from here, I’m assuming. Deeper into the continent.”

The man nodded and smiled. Whether he understood or not, Daniel didn’t know, but he did seem to be friendly enough. His eyes glanced down to Daniel’s cut arm, and a sudden expression of guilt flashed across his face.

“You’re wounded,” said the man. “Wouldst thou allow my wife to take a look at your injury?”

Daniel shrugged.

“Sure,” he said. “I don’t see much of a problem with that.”

“Excellent!”

The man climbed back up into the carriage and then offered Daniel a hand. He hesitated for only a moment before grabbing it and climbing up.


CHAPTER 125

“Our little town has existed for perhaps close to a decade now,” said the man. “Oh! Where are my manners. My name is Jeremiah Weston.”

“Daniel Worth,” he replied. “It’s nice to meet you, Jeremiah.”

Jeremiah grasped his hand in greeting, and then began pointing at buildings.

“Down yonder is the tanner’s shop, run by old man Willem,” said Jeremiah. “Used to be booming business before the fur traders moved further inland.”

Daniel examined the rough old building, noting several animal skins hanging from the side wall.

“There’s the general store and the butcher’s to your left,” said Jeremiah. “Most active places in town outside of Sunday, when all gather at the church at the end of the road.”

Daniel nodded. He was a little surprised by the town. All of the buildings were clean, well-constructed, and large. It almost felt as though he was in a modern recreation of such a town, rather than the real thing.

Well, that is kind of the case. Just a dream recreation, instead of physical.

“And there’s the tavern.” Jeremiah gave a single, severe shake of his head as they passed by a small, nondescript building with a wide porch. “We tried to boycott its construction, but Pastor Smith said that it wouldn’t be a problem, as long as we kept to his teachings.”

A single man sat in a chair next to the entrance, head leaned back, hand holding a wineskin. He was snoring loudly, and a couple of children playing nearby were working him into their games, competing to see who could get closest to him without causing him to awaken.

“It’s a very peaceful looking town, Jeremiah,” said Daniel.

“Indeed it is,” he replied. “And what might your business in the area be, good sir?”

Daniel hesitated before answering.

“I’m looking for someone,” he said.

Jeremiah didn’t ask further, though Daniel could sense easily enough that the man wanted to. He brought the carriage to a stop in front of a large house, hopping down to the ground and leading the horses around back.

Daniel fidgeted as he waited for him to come back, and a woman poked her head out of a window on the house’s first floor.

“New arrival?” She had a deeper accent than Jeremiah had, deeply reminiscent of historical English accents. Daniel nodded.

“Just got into town,” he said. “Jeremiah’s carriage caught my arm, and he offered to take me back to his home and have his wife look at it.”

The woman’s eyes beamed and a proud smile spread across her face. Her hair was dark brown, and her face was pretty, with faint freckles on either cheek. She was younger than Daniel would have expected, maybe in her mid-twenties, and wore a white bonnet that kept her hair tied back.

“And I would be the aforementioned wife,” said the woman. “Elizabeth. Please, come on in, Mr…”

“Worth,” he said. “You can call me Daniel.”

She opened the door for him and led him inside. The house was practical, lacking any modern frills, which were either nonexistent or too expensive. The floors were wood and a little dusty. All of the light came from windows, most of which were made from slightly uneven glass that gave them an odd, distorted effect to look through.

Elizabeth brought Daniel into the kitchen, which really just held a fireplace, a table, and a closet to hold dinnerware. She poured a bit from a jug onto an only somewhat clean looking rag and moved to rub it on Daniel’s arm. He almost stopped her, before remembering that he was in Kami’s dream world, and infection wouldn’t matter.

This is so weird. How is it that I can be experiencing this, when Kami isn’t even nearby?

“We haven’t gotten many travelers lately,” said Elizabeth. “Which is a shame. I’m so fond of greeting all visitors to Granville.”

She moved around behind the bench he was sitting on, pressing her breasts against his shoulder and head as she examined his arm. Daniel frowned, trying not to get any ideas in his head.

“Yes, well, I won’t be here for very long,” he said. “I’m just passing through.”

“It wouldn’t take very long for ye to get better acquainted with our town,” said Elizabeth. “And what it has to offer.”

She leaned in closer, whispering the last words against Daniel’s neck. He had no idea how to respond, or what to say.

“You’re so tall,” she said. “And you wear such fine clothing. Where is it that you hail from?”

“Michigan,” he said. “It’s deep inland. It’s, uh, kind of its own world.”

“Michigan,” she repeated. “Perhaps we could speak more of it in my room? My husband is tending to the horses outside.”

Daniel opened his mouth, surprised even after the way Elizabeth had led the conversation up to it.

“I don’t think it would be appropriate,” he said. “I mean, Jeremiah brought me back here to have you take a look at my arm… and I think that’s all he wanted.”

“Jeremiah is my honored husband,” said Elizabeth. “And you are my honored guest.”

Daniel shocked. This was all Kami’s dream. He thought about it for a couple of seconds.

Kami’s emotions are probably permeating every element of reality here. Including how she feels about me.

“I actually came to town looking for someone,” said Daniel, trying to change the subject. “Her name is Kami… er, Kamila. Kamila Goodchild.”

Recognition flashed across Elizabeth’s face, but she didn’t immediately answer him. She stood up, smoothed out her layered dress, and walked into the other room.

“Yes, of course I know of Kamila,” she said. “It’s a small town. Everyone knows everyone else here. She’s gotten into quite a bit of trouble with her… mischief.”

Daniel waited for her to continue, and when it didn’t seem like she was going to, he stood up and followed her into the bedroom. The door slammed shut as soon as he walked a few feet in. He turned around in time to see Elizabeth stripping the upper part of her dress off.

“Elizabeth, I… don’t think this is such a good idea,” he said.

“My husband will be a while,” said Elizabeth. “Wouldst thou like to get to know me better? I have several talents that I oft share with travelers.”

She pushed him down onto the bed, the straw mattress feeling antiquated underneath him. Daniel shrugged, deciding that he might as well go with the flow of the dream world, if it would make things simpler.

Elizabeth’s hands ran across the crotch of his jeans. She frowned up at him, looking very confused by the zipper.

“I am unfamiliar with this style of garment,” she said, running a finger over the closed metal teeth. “Quite extraordinary.”

Daniel chuckled. He unzipped his jeans and pulled them down with his boxers. He was already halfway hard, and from the look on Elizabeth’s face, the average endowment of men had grown along with physical height over the years.

“Oh my,” she whispered. “You’re so brazen. Pulling out your manhood! In front of a married woman! The wife of Granville’s mayor, no less!”

“Wait, Jeremiah is the…”

Daniel lost his train of thought in mid sentence as Elizabeth took hold of his erection. She slowly began stroking it, her hands soft and warm and tiny.

“Fascinating,” she whispered. “The women from where you hail must have incredibly… flexibility, to handle such a massive weapon.”

“Things are quite different from where I’m from,” said Daniel.

He looked down at Elizabeth expectantly. She was making seductive eyes at him, running both of his hands across his tool. Daniel looked from her lips, to his cock, and back to her lips, but she didn’t seem to get it.

Right. Kami mentioned that they weren’t big on oral sex back in her original time period.

“There are… other things that are different, as well,” said Daniel. He cupped her cheek in his hand and slowly brought her face in closer to his hard erection.

Elizabeth blinked in surprise as the tip of his cock pressed against her lips. She flicked her eyes up at him, as though looking for guidance. Daniel nodded, and she slipped her tongue out, prodding it across the head of his cock.

“This is… quite strange,” whispered Elizabeth. “Does it truly feel good for you?”

Daniel nodded again.

“You can make it feel even better, if you go a bit further,” he said.

Elizabeth blushed more deeply.

“You’re trying to make a whore of me, are you not?”

Daniel froze. It took him a second to realize that she was only half serious.

“I’m just showing you a better way to properly please a man,” he said. He pulled her face forward, sheathing his cock into her mouth. Elizabeth let out a small, slightly flustered squeal and began moving her tongue.

It felt amazing. Daniel reminded himself that it was just a dream, and not even his dream. It didn’t matter. Elizabeth was inexperienced, shy, and embarrassed, and it just made the sensation of her hot, wet mouth that much more exciting.

Daniel did most of the work, cupping her cheeks in his hands and thrusting in and out. Elizabeth had a good sense of what to add to make it feel even better, probably from all of Kami’s knowledge leaking over.

“Elizabeth!” The sound of the house’s front door opening came from the other room, followed by footsteps.

“Just a moment, dear,” called Elizabeth. “I’m… finishing up with… the guest.”

She was still sucking him off, even as she spoke to her husband. It was one of the hottest things Daniel had ever experienced.

“Do you need any help?” asked Jeremiah.

Elizabeth slipped onto the bed and slid back her skirts. She was wearing a surprisingly modern pair of panties, which she pulled aside to reveal her pink, wet cunt.

“Oh no, I think I’ve got the job covered,” said Elizabeth. “Please, just wait for us to finish.”

She set her hand on his chest and pushed him back, so he was lying flat on the bed. As worried as Daniel was about Jeremiah barging in and catching them, he knew that it was all just a dream.

Nothing can go horribly wrong here, right? We should be good.

He frowned as he realized that getting caught might set him on a path that would keep him from finding Kami, or her from listening to anything he had to say. He reached his hands up to stop Elizabeth, but she was already lowering herself down onto him, a lewd, horny look on her face as his cock slid into her hot, wet hole.

“Oh, my,” she moaned.

“Elizabeth?” called Jeremiah.

“He just has a much… bigger injury than… what I was expecting…” Elizabeth’s voice was anything but subtle, her words interrupted by moans and squeals of pleasure. Daniel gripped her by the hips and started thrusting upward, enjoying the situation, despite his concerns.

The bed squeaked underneath him, making it even more obvious. Jebediah didn’t burst through the door, as Daniel expected him to. He groped at Elizabeth’s breasts, squeezing her nipples, punishing her for being such a dirty, horny slut, and fucked her hard.

He was already excited from the blowjob, and it didn’t take Elizabeth long to start moaning and crying out. Daniel groped at her buttocks, fucking her like a whore instead of the wife of a mayor, and unloaded.

“Elizabeth, I’m coming in!” announced Jeremiah.

The woman moved faster than Daniel would have thought possible, pulling her dress back into place, throwing the blankets of her marital bed over Daniel, and stepping a reasonable distance away. Jeremiah walked into the room, gave both of them a suspicious glance, and then cleared his throat.

“I heard some odd noises,” he said. “Not dissimilar to the time we hosted the tanner, and the two of you spoke in private.”

Elizabeth’s face was still visibly flushed.

“I was just helping him with his injury, husband,” she said. “Nothing more.”


CHAPTER 126

“I should probably get going,” said Daniel.

He was sitting around Jeremiah and Elizabeth’s dining room table, trying to not feel awkward in the strange silence that followed once he’d come out of the bedroom. Jeremiah didn’t seem angry with him, but rather a little withdrawn, as though this was something he’d been through before.

“You mentioned that you were headed to the Goodchild house?” asked Elizabeth.

Daniel nodded.

“It’s just down the road from here,” said Jeremiah. “Smaller than the rest of the homes in the area. It will be on your right. It would be wise for you to mind yourself around that family, especially the daughter.”

“Uh, thanks,” he said. “For your hospitality, as well. I’m new to your town, as I said.”

“My wife greatly enjoys lending her hospitality out,” said Jeremiah. “And I allow it. Just so you know.”

Is he saying what I think he’s saying?

Elizabeth smiled at him, as though to answer his question.

“Well, alright then.” Daniel waved a hand in goodbye and then headed outside, reminding himself again, that it was all just a dream, and wouldn’t matter once he found Kami.

He passed by a few people in carriages and on horseback. A group of children were pushing an old carriage wheel around with a stick, making a game of it. A few of them stopped to look at Daniel, and he had a thought about how extremely out of place he must have looked.

They’ve never seen a sweatshirt before. And jeans don’t exist yet. And my sneakers…

He shook off a small flash of self-consciousness, again reminding himself that it was just a really convincing, realistic dream, and continued toward Kami’s house. He spotted it after a minute or two, a small, cozy looking house that was dwarfed by some of the larger buildings in the area.

Daniel slowed to a stop in front of the door, which was made of rough wood and unvarnished. He knocked a couple of times, and then waited. He could hear voices discussing something on the other side. After a couple of seconds, the door opened, scraping on the house’s wooden floor as the person behind it pulled it in.

A man about the same height as Daniel, with a scruffy greying beard stood on the other side. He scanned Daniel up and down, seeming unimpressed.

“Can I help you with something?” asked the man.

“Uh…” Daniel glanced past him into the house. He saw a woman who reminded him quite a bit of Kami moving around a kitchen, slicing bread and preparing a snack or a meal. “I’m here to see Kami. I mean, Kamila Goodchild…”

The man glared at Daniel, his expression hard and full of assumptions. The woman moved to stand behind him, and Daniel was even more stricken by how similar she looked to her daughter. Her eyes were green, but she had the same black hair, the same soft, pretty facial structure.

“Kamila!” bellowed the man. “What is this about?”

Kami came running from the other room. The sight of her took Daniel’s breath away. She looked similar to how she had the very first time he’d seen her, wearing a 17th
 century dress, complete with ribbons and a bonnet holding back her black hair. Her eyes were green instead of purple, and Daniel could only assume the change had come from one of the spells she’d cast, once upon a time.

She was also holding something in her hands that made Daniel do a double take. It was a black, leather bound book. Her arm was covering the title, but he didn’t need to see it to know what it would say.

She already has the Book of Sins. How…?

“Kamila!” shouted the man. “Why, pray tell, is a strange gentleman standing outside the door of our family’s abode, asking for you?”

“I… I’ve never seen him before in my life, father,” said Kami, her voice more submissive than Daniel remembered it.

“You’re already betrothed to Matthew,” said the woman. “Kamila… this would be scandalous if the old biddies took notice. It just isn’t acceptable.”

“This is all just a misunderstanding,” said Daniel. “Right, Kami? I mean, Kamila?”

She looked at him as though she didn’t have the slightest idea what he was talking about. Daniel winced and tried to think of a solid cover story.

“I’m actually… a, uh, librarian!” he said. “Yes, a librarian. From, uh, far, far away from here.”

All three members of the Goodchild family looked at him like he was out of his mind. Daniel wasn’t sure if it was unwarranted or not, given how badly he’d flubbed his approach. He managed to gesture to the book in Kami’s hands and nodded.

“She has acquired a rare volume that my, uh, master, is very interested in taking a look at,” said Daniel. “I came here to discuss an appropriate price for acquiring it.”

Kami gripped the book more tightly to her chest. It was clear that if anything, his lie was having the opposite effect on her. Her parents, however, seemed relieved at the revelation, and her dad seemed to be considering it as an opportunity.

“You don’t say…?” said Kami’s father.

“Edward, she enjoys that book,” said Kami’s mom. “Perhaps it would be better for us to send him away?”

“I only wish to speak with her about its contents,” Daniel said, quickly. “I’m not interested in buying it if she isn’t selling. I just know that it truly is a one of a kind volume.”

He made eye contact with Kami and emphasized the last few words. Daniel was expecting recognition, maybe even a smile, even. Instead, she glared at him and clutched the book even closer.

“I have no idea what he’s talking about,” Kami said, stiffly. “And I have no wish to speak with him.”

“Hold on,” said Daniel. “Just… let me explain!”

“You heard her,” said Edward. The door slammed shut in Daniel’s face.

His first impulse was to immediately start knocking again, and try to get back inside. He pushed it down, recognizing that there was very little he could do or say that was going to convince Kami, let alone the rest of her family.

Daniel started walking down the street, feeling a little aimless. He remembered what Leah had said about time working differently in dreams and felt a little better, but he still didn’t have a plan. There was no telling how long it would take to convince Kami to wake up, assuming it was even something within the realm of possibility for him to do.

The town of Granville was in a small clearing between two hills. Daniel climbed up the higher of them, hoping that the elevation would give him some perspective. He’d just made it to the top when a voice came from a little behind and to the right of him.

“What’s your business in this town?”

Daniel smiled. He would have recognized that voice anywhere. He turned around slowly and saw Kami, gorgeous, 17th
 century Kami. She looked so similar to the one that he knew and loved, and being younger and not having purple eyes didn’t change that.

“Kami… I mean, Kamila. I’m just here to-”

He’d been expecting Kami to hear him out, and give him a chance to explain in a reasonable manner. Which was what made her surprise attack all the more bewildering. She was on top of him in less than a second, swinging her hand and arm forward into attack. Her palm glowed bright orange with magical flame.

That’s Flame Touch! She’s using the spells in the book!

Daniel ducked under it and rolled backward. The idea of fighting Kami didn’t sit right with him, but she was coming at him fast. She lashed outward with one of her legs, almost connecting with Daniel’s rib cage.

“Take it easy!” said Daniel. “I’m not here to fight you. I’m here because-”

Kami attacked again, this time managing to get a glancing blow with Flame Touch against Daniel’s shoulder. It hurt a lot, and he realized that he’d never been on the receiving end of it before.

“Kami!” he shouted. “I’m trying to show you the truth! Offer you a choice between the red pill and the blue pill, in, uh, Matrix terms.”

“What?”

“It’s a movie,” he said. “You haven’t seen it yet I don’t think. But you’d like it!”

Kami howled and lunged at him, angrier than ever. Daniel remembered what Leah had said about trying to tell her the truth, instead of getting her to realize it, and decided to pull back from the direct approach.

“Hey!” he said, casting Flame Touch to match her. “Look!”

Kami hesitated, seeing the spell. Her eyes went wide, as though the last thing she’d been expecting was to fight somebody with matching abilities.

“There’s more than one copy of the Book of Sins, in a manner of speaking,” said Daniel. “I didn’t come to this town to take your book from you. I just came to, well, find you. To help you, if I can.”

“That’s… witchcraft,” said Kami. It was a stupid thing to say, and Daniel could tell from the look on her face that she thought so, too.

“Well, I guess we’re both witches, then,” he said, flashing a devious smile. Kami just stared at him.

Daniel closed his fist, killing his fire spell and holding his arms out in a nonthreatening manner. Kami let her own spell fade after a couple of seconds, and took a few steps toward him.

“Are you telling the truth?” she asked. “You really… came to help me?”

“It’s hard to explain,” said Daniel. “But yes. I’m a friend.”

He smiled at her again, and saw her relax slightly.


CHAPTER 127

“This could be a trick,” said Kami. “You could just be… tricking me.”

“Why would I trick you?” asked Daniel.

The two of them were sitting on the top of the hill, out of sight of the town below. Kami was alternating between relaxing and tensing up, carefully working her way through the new situation.

“I’ve heard about the burnings,” said Kami. “Even innocent women, not just witches. You could just be… a trickster, trying to out me.”

“Except for the fact that I have other spells, too.” He grinned at her. “There’s one in particular that would be fun to play around with. Whisper of Desire? Have you unlocked it already, in the book?”

Kami’s face turned beet red and she averted her gaze.

“You… animal!” she said. “I am betrothed to Matthew Gilligan!”

“So you have discovered that one, then?” said Daniel. He sighed.

I was half hoping she’d say yes. It would probably make all of this way easier.

“If you’re not a witch, or a warlock…” Kami turned to look at him again. “Then from where do you hail?”

Daniel rubbed his hand against his chin, trying to think of a good way to explain it.

“I come from a land that’s very different from the one you currently live in,” he said. “Where they don’t burn people that can use magic at the stake.”

He thought about the Dreamwalkers for a moment, wondering if maybe that was still how they executed people.

“My point is,” he continued, “I came here to see if you wanted to leave and go back there with me. It would be a place where you’d be accepted, and you’d have friends. A healthy place for you.”

He smiled at her, feeling all of his hopes and concerns for her resting in the expression. Kami crossed her arms and frowned at him.

“How did you know my name?” she asked.

Daniel furrowed his brow.

“What?”

“You knew my name,” said Kami. “You knew that I was here, and that I had the book. You even knew that I like being called ‘Kami’, instead of ‘Kamila’. Even my parents haven’t figured that out.”

Daniel opened his mouth to deny it, and found that he couldn’t find the words to do it. He just smiled at her, feeling the familiar emotions in his heart that she’d stirred in him almost since the first day they’d met.

Kami was blushing struggling to hold his gaze. She turned away completely after a second or two, smoothing out her dress and clearing her throat.

“You don’t have to be on guard around me, Kami,” said Daniel. “I’m not going to hurt you or betray you. I promise.”

“I’ve heard that before,” said Kami. “I doubt if things are so simple.”

“I never said things were simple,” said Daniel. “But if anything, that makes my promise carry more weight.”

Kami didn’t object to his logic. She shrugged and looked back at him, raising an eyebrow.

“What other spells can you use?” she asked.

Daniel scratched his head.

“I can only memorize a few at a time,” he said. “So I guess the only one that’s really appropriate for me to demonstrate is my newest one.”

He smiled and focused his energy on his newest spell, the name of which he still didn’t know. Pushing his magic into the incantation, he lifted off the ground a couple of inches. Daniel let out a small whoop, impressing himself as much, if not more, than he was impressing Kami.

“You can do that one, too?” Kami grinned and leapt into the air, somersaulting before properly entering flight. She swirled around Daniel with ease, clearly more practiced at flying than he was.

“I can,” he said. “It’s still new to me, though. I think you have me… beat.”

Kami flew straight up a hundred or so feet, twisting and then flying back down, stopping within a foot of colliding with Daniel. He grinned and pushed down the urge to pull her in close and kiss her passionately. She was smiling back at him, and slowly rose higher in the air.

A strong gust of wind blew up the hill, and Kami’s skirts shifted, allowing Daniel to get a clear peak at her panties underneath. She let out an embarrassed huff and glared at him.

“You pervert!” she shouted.

“Hey, it’s your fault for flying in a dress,” said Daniel.

“What other options do I have?”

Daniel stuck out his tongue at her and took off through the air. Outside of his experience fleeing the Dreamwalker’s castle with Reynolds, it was his first real flight, and it was amazing.

Now that he was airborne, it didn’t take much magical energy to shift through the air. He could speed up, traveling at speeds somewhere in between a person running and a car on the highway. He could slow down, though stopping on a dime was tricky. Invisible air currents would buffet him up, or to the side, or sometimes downward, with the same turbulence that affected planes.

Kami was chasing after him, looping around playfully and trying to cut him off. It was like a game of tag in midair, and it was more fun than Daniel had had in a very long time. He grinned as Kami darted toward him, and he managed to slip around her with only inches to spare.

She was smiling, but her face was intense and a little fierce. She was trying to prove something, either to herself or to him, and Daniel welcomed it. This was the Kami he knew and remembered, but with more magic, more raw vitality than he’d seen within her back in the real world. The thought gave him a moment of pause.

Kami… She’s been bound to the book for so long. She’s damaged, and this is her dream of a time before it happened.

Kami used the opportunity to catch up with him, grappling her arms around his chest and letting out a laugh of victory. Daniel whirled forward, twisting her back in front of him. She slid around so the two were face to face, bodies in direct contact.

He kissed her without even thinking about it, and instantly felt Kami kissing him back. Their bodies pressed tight together, full of eager, youthful excitement. And then, he felt the exact instant when Kami realized what she was doing and all the reasons why it was wrong for her. She pushed away from him and took off through the air.

“Kami!” he called. She didn’t stop. Daniel swore under his breath and flew after her.


CHAPTER 128

Kami’s maximum flying speed was the same as Daniel’s. He was able to keep up with her without too much trouble, though closing the distance while she was still in flight was more than he could do.

She flew over a massive expanse of wilderness. It was the untapped, untamed North American continent, hundreds of years before Daniel had even been born. He was surprised by how wild it was, trees growing thick together, herds of animals running free. Birds flying through the air at densities that made him wary of his own flight path.

Kami continued on, traveling at least a couple of miles away from Granville, and then up the face of a mountain. She finally landed next to a large, cone shaped structure. It took Daniel a couple of seconds to recognize it for what it was.

“That’s… a teepee,” he said, landing next to her.

“Is that what it’s called?” asked Kami. “I found it in one of the villages the natives abandoned. It has a small leak in the top, but otherwise, it’s pretty nice.”

She started to smile at him, and then seemed to remember why she taken off in the first place. Folding her arms across her chest, she looked down at the grass and scowled.

“I’m already betrothed to someone,” said Kami. “It means… arranged to be married.”

“I know what it means,” said Daniel. “And I also know that this isn’t where you’re supposed to be, Kami.”

He hesitated, wondering how much he could say without triggering her natural stubbornness. It was all just a dream, but she didn’t know that, and he couldn’t tell her.

“Kami, I came to your town for a reason,” he said. “The reason is you.”

She shook her head slowly. Daniel took a step closer to her, and took one of her hands into his.

“Look into my eyes, Kami,” he whispered. “Please… just try to remember.”

“It’s not just for me!” she shouted, not looking at him. “It matters to my parents, too. And to all of Granville. I can’t disappoint the people I care about like that.”

So much pressure, and it’s all on her. How did this play out originally?

“Will you give me a chance to convince you?” asked Daniel.

Kami opened her mouth. For a moment, Daniel was sure that he had her, that the two of them would go into the teepee together, and do what teenagers do. He’d be able to slowly let the inevitable conclusion dawn on her, and they’d leave the dream together and get back to the world that mattered.

“No,” whispered Kami. “I’m sorry.”

She pulled away from him, leapt into the air, and took off back toward the village. Daniel sighed and shook his head, feeling as though he was coming dangerously close to running out of ideas for how to approach the situation.

He made his own way back after a couple of minutes. Heading after Kami immediately would only run the risk of smothering her, so instead, Daniel hung out on the hill the two of them had been on before, watching the town and waiting.

Hours passed by, each one adding to his anxiety about the state of things back in the real world. He worried about Leah and his and Kami’s bodies, but the fact that he was still dreaming meant that they were probably fine. He was more worried about his mom, who was probably at the family’s undefended home, doing her best to fend off the zombies.

I don’t have time to this. I need to make something happen.

Daniel stood up as the sun was sinking over the horizon, and had the good fortune to see Kami and her parents leaving the Goodchild household. They walked down the street as a single unit, meeting up with another family that Daniel didn’t recognize. There was a boy around the same age as Kami, and he held his arm out for her, waiting until she looped hers through it. A sliver of hot, irrational jealousy flooded through Daniel, and again, he had to remind himself that it was all just a dream.

He walked down the hill, waiting a couple of minutes for the group to reach their destination before following. They were heading into the tavern, probably for a night of dancing, singing, and fun. Daniel smiled, seeing the opportunity and knowing that he had to take it.

A few people gave him odd looks as he stepped into the tavern. It was a large building, filled with rough, rugged tables and a single, simple bar along the back wall. There was a small stage in the corner of the room where a fiddler was already setting up for the night, along with a space cleared for dancing, most likely.

Daniel made his way over to the counter and then stopped, realizing that even if his wallet had carried over into the dream with him, his money would be unrecognizable to the people of the time period. He tried to act normal as people bustled around him. The bartender set a mug of ale on the counter and turned away. Daniel swiped it and quickly disappeared into the crowd.

Hey, it’s a dream. Not really stealing if nothing actually exists.

He took a sip and was surprised at the taste, a deep stout with overtones of maple. Daniel took a seat at an empty table and scanned the room for Kami.

She was sitting at a table with the boy he’d seen her with before, probably Matthew, her apparent suitor. Her parents were nowhere to be seen, which made the fact that Matthew had his hand on Kami’s knee even harder for Daniel to watch. He took a sip of his ale and tried to keep his breathing slow and even.

“Well, well, well!” A familiar, feminine voice came from behind Daniel. “I was supposing you’d be out of town by night.”

Elizabeth Weston sat down in the chair next to him, sliding in a little closer than necessary.

“Elizabeth,” said Daniel. “So good to see you again.”

He didn’t work very hard to keep the sarcasm out of his voice, but she acted as though his tone had been completely sincere. Daniel wondered if sarcasm was even something that existed in the time period he was in.

“I had so much fun meeting you earlier today,” said Elizabeth. “It really is just so fortunate that you’re in town for the night.”

She set her hand down on his knee. Daniel was still watching Kami and Matthew, and the similarity between his situation and hers held a certain irony to it.

“Yes, well, I’m sure you and your husband have seen enough of me for one day,” said Daniel. “There’s no need for me to wear out my welcome, right?”

“My husband had to run out to the Goslin farm to help with their escaped cattle,” said Elizabeth. “You could come over for a while and wear out more than just your welcome, if you were so inclined.”

Her hand slid further up Daniel’s leg almost in time with Matthew’s, as he touched Kami across the room. Daniel sighed and rolled his eyes, still wondering if the woman’s personality reflected some insatiable aspect of Kami’s feelings for him in the real world.

“Enough, Elizabeth,” he said. “I’m here for reasons other than to fool around.”

“Oh… come on. Where else are you going to stay tonight?”

Matthew stood up from Kami’s table and headed out of the tavern. Kami looked visibly relieved, and it matched how Daniel felt on the inside. He stood up and made his way over, smiling at her and trying to think of something to say.

I never had to court her in the real world. We just went from zero to sixty in the span of a night.

The fiddler in the corner started playing his music, and a half dozen couples all but ran to the dance floor and started moving. Daniel stepped up to Kami, smiled, and offered her his hand.

“Care to dance, milady?” he asked.

She didn’t look very amused.

“I already told you,” said Kami. “My situation… is complicated.”

“Well one dance isn’t going to make it any more complicated, is it?” asked Daniel.

Even he could recognize that he was being deliberately thick. Kami didn’t seem to take it the wrong way, however. She thought for a second, and then took his hand.

Daniel led her over to the dance floor, feeling a momentary flash of panic over the fact that he didn’t have the slightest idea how the kind of dancing the other couples were doing worked. It was some type of spinning jig, with each pair linking arms and twirling.

Kami didn’t take the lead, but moved in a way that telegraphed exactly what he needed to do and when. Daniel started by threading his right arm through hers. They stomped around each other in time to the fiddler’s janky music.

Kami stopped when the other couples did. Daniel was almost too busy looking into her eyes to pick up on the cue. They so different from the ones he remembered in the real world, and yet so similar.

I’m falling under her spell. It’s just a different kind of magic.

They switched arms and were spinning again, closer this time. One of the other couples did a trick where the man took the woman’s hand under his arm and let her twirl before returning to the spinning. Daniel tried it and bungled it. Kami was grinning as she turned to link her arm back through his, and she pressed against his side for a moment, blushing and smiling and perfect.

“Ah-hem.”

And there, standing next to them, was Matthew, the displeased, jealous suitor. Daniel had to fight his initial urge to tell the man off, and by the time the moment had passed, he’d already lost. Kami had slipped away from him and to Matthew’s side, shooting him an apologetic look, begging him with her eyes to forgive her for the situation.

“My apologies,” said Daniel. “I just figured the lady deserved a dance.”

Matthew glanced at Kami and then back at Daniel.

“I’ll decide what she deserves,” said Matthew.

The Kami that Daniel knew would have immediately shut him down with words sharp enough to pierce any ego. Kamila Goodchild said nothing, shooting her gaze down to the floor, and following Matthew back to his table. Daniel stood on the floor for a moment more, couples spinning and celebrating around him, and then slowly walked back to where he’d been sitting.


CHAPTER 129

“That was quick!” said Elizabeth.

“Please, just… don’t say anything.” Daniel took a deep swig of his ale and leaned his cheek on his hand.

This is taking too long. And I’m really sick of getting shot down.

“You shouldn’t try to interfere with that girl,” said Elizabeth. “The rumors about here are incessant. It’s absolutely shocking that someone as rich as Matthew Smith took it upon himself to offer to make her a proper lady.”

“Is it, though?” Daniel resisted the urge to look back over at their table, not wanting to see what was going on. “She’s amazing, once you get to know her.”

“It is absolutely unbelievable,” said Elizabeth, as though she hadn’t heard him. “It likely saved her and her family from the charges simmering in the air around them.”

Daniel raised an eyebrow at that, but didn’t press her on it. He drank his beer, stared at the bottom of his mug, and tried to think of a new plan. He’d thought that it would be easier, knowing Kami as well as he had in the real world.

How well did I really know her? Maybe it was all just for show. She never told me much about her past…

A few minutes went by. Daniel finally chanced a glance at Kami’s table, only to find that she and Matthew had already left. Given that almost all of the rest of the town was in attendance, it seemed a little odd. Elizabeth was still sitting across from him, and he nudged her with his foot.

“Did you see them leave?” he asked. “Kami and Matthew?”

“A minute ago, yes,” she said. “Matthew isn’t usually so handsy. Surprised that he wouldn’t wait until their marriage became official to take her maidenhood.”

Daniel almost had trouble processing the words at first. He stood up from the table and walked directly out of the tavern. The town was dark and silent, aside from the sounds of surrounding forest at night. He walked briskly up the street.

There were noises coming from a small alleyway in between the general store and the tanner’s shop. It was the sound of a struggling woman, and a seemingly drunk man. Daniel broke into a sprint.

“Stop, Matthew!” cried Kami. “Please, not like this!”

She was on her back on the ground, and Matthew was on top of her. Kami’s dress had been pulled down, revealing her breasts to the dim light of the nearby lanterns. Matthew was pinning her arms.

“I just can’t stop myself!” said Matthew. “All I can think about is you! It’s all I’ve been able to think about for days now!”

“But you said you would wait,” said Kami. “Please… not yet.”

Matthew struck her across the face with the back of his hand. It was a hard blow, though Daniel wouldn’t have let it go even if it had been gentle and halfhearted. He walked closer to the front of the alleyway, drawing attention to himself.

“Get off her,” said Daniel. Matthew was already stumbling to his feet.

“She is going to be my wife!” he shouted. “I can do what I will with her!”

Daniel took another step forward and attacked, throwing his fist into the other man’s stomach. It found its target, and didn’t do much more than force Matthew back a foot or so.

People were tougher in this time period than I’m giving them credit for, apparently.

Matthew snarled and tried to grapple Daniel to the ground. Lacking any targets of opportunity, Daniel kicked him hard in the shin. It didn’t do much. Matthew flung him to the side, and Daniel slammed into the wall of one of the buildings.

“Stop!” yelled Kami.

Daniel was already casting Flame Touch as he stood to his feet. Matthew, rather than barreling down on him and trying to limit the potential of the spell, took one look at Daniel and then stumbled backward.

“That’s… witchcraft,” he mumbled. “All of the rumors… are true?”

Daniel groaned and killed the spell. He helped Kami to her feet, averting his eyes from her still exposed breasts even though he’d seen them plenty of times back in the real world.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go somewhere.”

She nodded and took his hand. Matthew shouted something after them, but they didn’t stop to listen.

“Why didn’t you use your magic against him?” Daniel asked, once they were out of earshot.

“I didn’t have much left after our little tussle earlier,” said Kami. “And it’s not that simple. Matthew… It’s not his fault that he’s acting this way.”

“Kami he was…” Daniel, frowned, lowering his voice. “I know things are different in this, uh, region, but he was about to rape you.”

“I… used a spell on him,” said Kami.

Daniel froze, his mouth still open and about to say more.

She used the Whisper of Desire on him. So this is what it’s like, from the other side.

“You don’t understand,” she said. “My family, we’re very poor. Marrying Matthew would have changed everything for us. I wouldn’t have had to worry about my mother and father, and they wouldn’t have to worry about me. It would have solved everything.”

“I get it, Kami,” said Daniel. “But… I don’t know how to explain this to you without messing it up. Things aren’t what they seem.”

Kami didn’t say anything. Daniel was actually glad that she didn’t ask for a deeper explanation, because he wasn’t sure he’d be able to give it. They were walking up the hill now, standing close to each other, both of them thinking about the situation, and in all likelihood, each other.

Daniel sat down on top of the hill, and Kami moved to sit next to him. There was enough moonlight out to keep it from being pitch black, but they were in a spot where they couldn’t see the town, and the people down in the town couldn’t see them.

“I’ve used it on people, too,” said Daniel. “The whisper.”

Kami looked over at him. Her face was stunning in the moonlight. It made it hard for him to think.

“It doesn’t seem fair,” she said. “To just be able to… seduce someone, like that.”

“It isn’t fair,” said Daniel. “But like with anything, you have to use it responsibly. Usually it’s better to just let things happen naturally.”

Kami nodded slowly.

“But how does sex happen naturally?” she asked.

She’s still a virgin, isn’t she?

“There’s chemistry first,” said Daniel. “And then touching. And kissing.”

He reached his hand out and took hers into it.

“My heart is pounding right now,” whispered Kami. “Do you… want to feel it?”

Daniel slid in closer to her. He placed his hand over her heart, feeling her breast at the same time.

“Yeah, it’s pounding really hard,” he said. “Do you want to feel mine?”

Kami hesitated, as though she was sailing into uncharted territory. Daniel couldn’t hold off any longer. He leaned in and kissed her. She kept her lips flat against his, at least at first.

“Daniel,” she whispered.

“I’m kissing you because I want to, Kami,” he said. “You didn’t use a spell on me.”

“I know,” she said. “It’s just… I’m a virgin.”

Daniel couldn’t stop himself from chuckling.

When I first met her, I was the virgin. She gave me the first real sexual experience of my life.

“We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do,” said Daniel.

She didn’t respond with words. Instead, she reached her hand out, and set it on top of the burgeoning erection in Daniel’s pants. He felt desire surge through him, and kissed her again. This time, she kissed him back.

“Are you going to leave?” whispered Kami. “Tomorrow? Or the next day?”

“I’m not going anywhere without you.”

He kissed her again, his hands running over the back of her dress. It was an odd garment and he had no idea how to start taking it off. Kami let out a tiny squeal as his hands passed over her buttocks. He slowed down, and pulled back a little. Kami brought her hands back to his hard on and slowly began massaging it through his pants, more experimentally than seductively.

“It’s so hard,” she whispered. “I mean… I’ve heard from some of the other girls, but I never really thought.”

Daniel smiled.

“It’s hard,” he whispered. “And I’m going to put it inside you.”

Kami’s face turned bright red and she let out a small, breathless moan. Daniel grinned and felt incredibly turned on by her reaction. He kissed her again, and Kami slid the shoulders off her dress down.

Daniel pulled his own shirt off, along with his jeans. He left his boxers on, fearing that exposing himself too quickly would be too much for Kami, innocent as she now was.

Kami squirmed out of her dress and sat on top of it, facing away from Daniel with her arms crossed over her breasts, completely naked.

“You aren’t going to laugh at me, are you?” she whispered.

Daniel resisted the urge to laugh.

“Kami,” he said. “I’m going to ravish you.”

She made a noise like she was offended, and Daniel realized that it might not have been an expression that was in vogue back in her time. Instead of trying to explain, he slid up behind her, letting his hands slide up her sides, and his breath tickle her neck.

“I just can’t resist,” he whispered. “I want you, Kami. Not just tonight, but every night, over and over again, until we’re both sweaty and exhausted and… in love.”

She turned around at that, letting her arms drop. Daniel kissed her, passion exploding in his chest. The two of them fell down, Kami’s dress on the grass underneath them. Daniel forced himself to go slow, and be gentle. He kissed her neck and caressed her body, keeping his hands away from her breasts at first. Kami was quiet, but vocal in her own way, letting out tiny, fluttering moans at the new sensations.

“Oh god,” whispered Kami.

Daniel pressed the tip of his cock against entrance to her cunt and waited. Kami shivered and pushed back a little. He pushed forward, sliding a half inch into her. She let out a moan and her entire body quivered.

“It’s so big,” she whispered. “I… don’t think it will fit inside me.”

She said something similar to that back when we first met.

“Well,” whispered Daniel. “There’s only one way to find out.”

He pushed forward a little, pleasure waving over him as he started to feel Kami from the inside out. She was insanely tight, but wet, and ready for him. Her legs wrapped around him and seized up, as though he’d triggered something inside her with his cock.

Daniel let out a moan of his own as he made it to the halfway point. He kissed Kami several times and finally let his hands grope at her breasts. She squealed and bucked her hips, forcing him in deeper. He couldn’t resist for a second longer.

Slowly, but with deliberate erotic intention, Daniel began to pump his cock into her. He made each thrust take a second or two, being as gentle as he could while still satisfying his deep, primal urges.

“Daniel!” Kami squealed. “I… oh…”

He started going a little faster. Kami moaned and squealed louder, and part of him worried that they might be overheard. The last thing they needed was a busybody townsperson running up the hill to discover a betrothed young woman losing her virginity to wandering adventurer.

Even though it was her first time, Kami moved in perfect harmony with him. Her hips bucked up at the right time. She arched her back to allow him better access to her breasts, which Daniel kissed and fondled and worshiped.

His cock speared into her harder and harder, until he was fucking her as fast as he could. Daniel couldn’t stop himself, despite his initial desire to go slow, and take it easy. She was perfect, and he wanted her with a passion that defied all logic and reason.

“I… I…” Kami suddenly tensed up, her entire body shivering with the overwhelming pleasure of what might well have been her very first orgasm.

“Kami!” Daniel pumped into her even faster, pushing himself against her as he thrust as deep as he could go. He felt the pleasure with such intensity that he couldn’t think, almost couldn’t breathe, and found his release.

He blasted his seed deep into her, hot, sticky, and musky. It was for her. It was more than just sex, but a promise. Daniel pulled Kami in close to him, taking fast breaths as he cradled her head against his chest.

“Does it always feel this good?” asked Kami.

Daniel smiled.

“Only when it’s me and you,” he said, running his hand through her hair.


CHAPTER 130

“I still don’t understand how you found me,” said Kami. “Or… how you seem to know so much about me?”

She’d lifted her head up so that her chin was resting on Daniel’s chin and looked at him seriously. He could see a mix of emotions in her eyes, happiness from what they’d just shared, along with uncertainty.

“I can only explain it to you once we reach our destination,” said Daniel. “I wish I could tell you more.”

“I haven’t even decided whether I’m going to go or not,” said Kami, in a faint voice.

Daniel stared at her.

“After what happened with you and your, uh, betrothed? You’d stay here?”

“Matthew was just…” Kami shrugged. “Well, it’s something I could see us working through.”

“Even now? After what we just did?”

Part of Daniel honestly felt a little hurt by that, like he’d won her favor and then lost it in the span of an hour.

“My family is here, Daniel.” Kami stood up, naked in the moonlight, and started pulling her dress back on. “My mom and dad. I can’t just leave them behind.”

Daniel was about to say something else, but he held himself back, thinking.

She said that she just decided to run off one day, back in the real world, when I asked her about it. Did something trigger that?

Kami tensed up suddenly, looking down the hill in the direction of the village. Daniel sat up and started getting dressed. Kami brought her hand to her mouth and shook her head.

“Oh my god,” she whispered. “That’s… smoke.”

“Did a fire break out?” asked Daniel.

“No, they would have rung the bell if there was fire,” said Kami. “This is… something else. Something bad.”

She started running down the hill. Daniel barely managed to get his jeans on in time to chase after her, and close the distance.

The side of the town they were on was empty of people, everyone either having already turned in for the night or gone to check out the smoke. Daniel sprinted side by side by Kami as they rounded the corner, headed toward the church.

At the end of the street, just down from where Daniel had originally arrived in Granville, stood two flaming pyres, the fires already working their way across the bodies tied to the posts at the centers. The screams were almost drowned out by the intensity of the blaze, though at this point, the people on fire had been burning for long enough that there wouldn’t be screams for much longer.

“No…” whispered Kami. “Why?”

It was only then that Daniel recognized what was left of the two figures, the woman’s hair, the man’s darkened, shriveling hat. He was looking at Kami’s parents.

Jeremiah, mayor of Granville, stood a few feet in front of the twin fires, looking pensive and not at all like a person who’d just ordered the deaths of two people. He held out his hands, addressing the crowd in front of him.

“The punishment has been carried out!” he shouted. “The charge of witchcraft has been levied against Kamila Goodchild, and her parents, aiding and abetting as they were, chose to share in her fate!”

“No!” screamed Kami. She rushed forward, but Daniel grabbed her, holding her back. “Let me go! I have to get them down!”

“Kami…” said Daniel. “It’s… too late.”

A group of men were setting up a third stake in between the two that were already burning. Jeremiah’s eyes looked past the crowd, toward Kami. He extended a single finger in her direction.

“Take her,” said Jeremiah. “Allow her to confess before we begin the burning.”

“You bastard!” shouted Daniel. He tried to simultaneously hold Kami back and intimidate the two men who came forward to take her. One of them pushed him. Daniel swung, punching the man in the stomach. A fist came from the side, striking him in the head and stunning him for a moment.

“I will make you pay,” said Kami, in a low voice. “I will make all of you pay.”

Daniel was staggering back to his feet when he saw Kami hold her hand out. He could feel the magic she was working from several feet away, and his mouth dropped open as it manifested into reality.

A translucent purple dragon, thin like a snake, but with wide wings and snapping teeth, shot out of her palm. It slammed into the chest of the first man, sliding into him like an insubstantial ghost. The man patted his chest, and then let out a shrill scream.

His head began getting bigger, not uniformly, but with deformed lumps growing in places, straining against the inside pressure until finally, it couldn’t hold out any longer. Blood and brains splattered outward onto the faces of the horrified crowd as the man’s skull burst like an overfilled balloon, along with two translucent dragons that found new targets of their own.

Everyone was screaming, except Kami, who was already casting another spell, and Daniel, who wasn’t sure what to do. He reached an arm out toward her, hoping he could pull her back, or talk him down. She extended both of her hands forward, almost casting the spell she’d been preparing directly at him.

The two men who’d been building the third pyre were rushing through the crowd toward Kami, along with Jeremiah. His eyes were wide as he looked around the crowd, watching people’s heads literally exploding all around him.

“Witch! You witch!”

Kami let loose the spell she’d been casting. Jeremiah and the other two men stopped in place. Daniel thought she’d paralyzed them for a moment, until he looked down and saw that the ground underneath their feet had become some kind of liquefied version of itself, slowly pulling them down like the quicksand so often featured in old adventure movies.

The men screamed. From the side of the crowd, Daniel saw Matthew struggling to outrun a purple dragon. It caught up with him and he went down, contorting and clawing at his face as his head slowly began to inflate.

It went on like that for what felt like forever, but probably was no more than a couple of minutes, in reality. The mob had been composed mainly of the town’s adult men, with a few older teenage boys that thought they were mature enough to watch a burning mixed in. Kami killed all of them, using spell after spell that Daniel didn’t recognize. The dirt street was covered in blood and ichor when she’d finished.

“Kami…” Daniel walked over to her, unafraid, and pulled her into a hug. “It’s okay. This is all-”

“I know,” she said. “I remembered. This is all… just a dream. This time, it’s a dream.”

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

She pressed her face against his neck.

“I’m ready to wake up now,” she said.


CHAPTER 131

It was sudden enough of a shift to make Daniel feel as though he’d been thrown out a metaphysical window. One moment he was standing with Kami, in the gory remains of the town of Granville, and the next, he was sitting in the back of the black SUV.

“Kami!” Daniel pulled her upright, terrified that he might be the only one out of the dream. She blinked at him, smiling slightly.

“Hey,” she said.

They were both silent for a couple of seconds. Daniel felt a little voyeuristic, and knew that he’d seen things in her dreams that she’d probably never told anyone else about.

“It happened differently in real life,” whispered Kami.

“I’m sorry,” said Daniel. “Kami, I… never knew.”

She shrugged, closing her eyes for a moment during the gesture.

“I made myself forget about some of it,” she whispered. “In reality, back when Matthew forced himself on me… things ended differently.”

I never knew…

“Oh, stop looking at me like that,” whispered Kami. “It was a long time ago.”

Daniel didn’t want to ask, but almost felt like he had to, for the both of them.

“And… your parents? What happened at the end?”

Kami’s smiled faded. She closed her eyes, and when opened them again, they were spilling tears.

“All of that was pretty much the same,” she whispered.

Daniel pulled her into a tight hug.

“I had a couple of years on my own, after that,” she whispered. “When I finally messed up and bound myself to the book, I didn’t care. I wanted to die, Daniel. I hated myself.”

“Hey, it’s okay…” he whispered, pulling her tighter.

“I know,” whispered Kami. “It’s been a long time. I’ve changed since then. I hope?”

Daniel pulled back a little and smiled at her.

“Different eye color, for sure,” he said.

She laughed and flicked him on the arm. Daniel hugged her again, and then remembered where they were, and what they were doing.

Reynolds and Leah were nowhere in sight. They were still in the top level of the parking garage. Daniel had no idea how long it had been. Leah had told him that time didn’t pass at a one to one ratio, but it had taken him more than half a day to get Kami out of the dream.

He opened the SUV’s door and started walking toward the nearest exit ramp, Kami walking alongside him. He still had the Book of Sins, now tucked into his belt like a piece of protective armor, and his pistol, which he held tightly in his hand.

Loud footsteps echoed through the parking garage ahead of them. Daniel raised his gun in time to level it at Leah momentarily.

“Hey,” said Daniel. “Where’s-”

“Reynolds got grabbed!” yelled Leah. “We need to move! Now!”

She ran back to the SUV, Daniel and Kami following alongside her. Part of Daniel felt oddly miffed that Leah hadn’t recognized his achievement in bringing Kami back to the waking world, until he remembered what the relationship between the two was like.

They are the definition of catty toward each other.

“I’ll drive,” said Daniel. “Leah, take this.”

He handed her his pistol.

“Kami!”

He passed her the Book of Sins.

The three of them climbed into the vehicle. Daniel took the keys from Leah, started the engine, and pulled out of the parking spot just as three naked, female zombies sprinted across the distance between them and the nearest ramp.

“Try the other one!” shouted Leah.

Daniel swerved to avoid hitting the zombie in the lead, not wanting to slow himself down or give the thing a chance to bang on the windshield. He couldn’t go that fast in the tight confines of the parking garage, and the two zombies were joined by a half dozen more as he turned around the corner and headed down the second ramp, normally the entrance.

The level below them was mostly clear, but the one underneath that was littered with corpses, people who’d been running back to their cars when they chaos had broken out. It reminded Daniel of Granville, and he was a little ashamed that his mind made the connection so easily.

He had to drive the car over one of the bodies to continue down the ramp, and the crunch underneath the car’s tires was sickening. Daniel took a slow breath and sped up, noticing that several zombies were closing on them in the rear view mirror.

He didn’t let himself relax until they were outside on the street, and even then, not completely. After scanning the route ahead of them, he glanced over at Leah in the front seat, and Kami in the back.

“We have to find Vlad,” he said. “He’s behind all of this. We have to find him, and stop him, before anyone else dies.”

Kami set her hand on his shoulder, nodding to him.

“You can use your tracking spell,” she said. “I’m guessing that it will lead us right to him.”

Daniel shook his head.

“I don’t need to use it,” he said. “I know where we’ll find him.”


CHAPTER 132

The streets were empty, and for some reason, that unnerved Daniel more than seeing the zombies had. He drove through town as quickly as he could without putting the SUV at risk. Kami and Leah were silent, which would have been a blessing if not for the tension and fear overlaying it.

“He wants the book,” said Daniel. “He’ll be waiting back at my house. Which means my mom is probably already at risk.”

“Daniel…” Kami set her hand on his shoulder from where she sat in the back.

“I don’t think he’d hurt her,” said Daniel. “She’s a bargaining chip to him.”

At least, that’s what I’m counting on…

He took a left at an intersection and could see what had once been his neighborhood looming ahead. Vlad had transformed it into something else, something more sinister than Daniel could have imagined.

A twenty foot high wall made of black and red magically conjured metal jutted out of the street and through several yards and houses, turning the area around Daniel’s house into a war compound. He stared at it and shook his head slowly, his concern for his mom building to a head.

“I have to go after her,” he said. “I have enough magic left to do a little flying. I can make it over.”

Kami and Leah both looked at him as though he was out of his mind.

“You don’t know what might be on the other side,” said Kami. “Daniel… just think about this.”

“The Dreamwalkers are here for the necromancer, too,” said Leah. “If you wait, they can give you backup. You don’t have to go at this alone.”

From beyond the wall, Daniel heard a scream. It was unmistakable in pitch and tone. It was his mother.

“Sorry!” he said, pushing the door open. “Stay in the car. There won’t be much either of you can do to help.”

“Daniel!” shouted Kami.

He was already moving. Daniel took three running steps and leapt into the air, casting his levitation magic and lifting up. He soared over the wall, not daring to go much higher than he had to with what little magical energy he had left.

The other side of the wall was pure chaos. Female zombies ran amuck through Daniel’s neighborhood, sprinting through the streets, pillaging houses and bludgeoning people to death. Cars sat abandoned in the middle of the road, crashed into lamp posts, or turned over.

Daniel landed outside of his house, which sat in the center of the wall, and not by accident. The front door was open on his hinges, and just as he started toward it, Vlad staggered out, carrying Daniel’s unconscious mother in his arms.

The sorcerer looked worse than he had during their last encounter, which had ended with a massive explosion over the water. Most of his hair burned off, along with his eyebrows, and the burns on his face made him look sinister enough to match his demeanor. He grinned when he saw Daniel, setting Deborah down and fanning his arms to the side in his black robe.

“Daniel!” shouted Vlad. “Such good timing you have. I was just about to add your mother into my army.”

“You bastard!” Daniel took a step toward him, but was forced to turn as footsteps bore down on him. He pulled his pistol out of his belt and fired, shooting a rotund, decaying woman in the stomach and making his eardrums ring.

The fat zombie continued toward him as though nothing had happened. Daniel aimed more carefully and fired again, shooting her in the head and dropping her, noting that he only had four shots left and no reload.

“Careful!” laughed Vlad. “They aren’t all dead, you know. I thought that would make it more fun, both for me and you. How much killing are you willing to do in order to stop me?”

They aren’t… all dead?

The new information gave Daniel a sinking feeling in his stomach. Some of the zombies did, indeed, look remarkably different from the others, more vibrant and active. Those ones seemed to avoid attacking as much, and chose to grapple and punch rather than scratch and bite. They were just women under the control of Vlad’s magic, innocent bystanders turned into enemies.

“You asshole,” said Daniel. “Only you would think to do something like that.”

“What should it be, Daniel?” asked Vlad. “Should I kill your mom, and reanimate her? Or just turn her into a sexy, naked slave?”

Daniel roared. If he’d trusted his aim, he’d have taken a shot at Vlad, tried to end it then and there. But the way he held Daniel’s mother made it impossible.

“I know what you want,” he shouted. “The Book of Sins.”

Daniel still had it with him, tight against his stomach and tucked into his belt. It was the only card he had left, and if he played it, he would be forfeiting the game.

“Oh, yes, of course I want the book,” said Vlad. “But it’s pretty clear that I don’t need it anymore. And I suspect I’ll end up with it now, regardless of what I do.”

“Then why-”

“Why did I come here, to take your mother?” Vlad lifted his nonexistent eyebrows and furrowed his brow. “For revenge. It’s a sweet, sweet thing.”

Another zombie climbed over the car to Daniel’s left and hurled itself at him. It was a woman with her stomach torn open, clearly not among the living. He fired, catching her with a bullet between the eyes and taking a step back.

Three shots left.

All of the zombies and the controlled women in the area were being drawn toward the action, either by the sound of the gunshots or by Vlad’s will. Daniel was encircled by more than a hundred, but they were all just waiting, watching.

“Vlad!” shouted Daniel. “Give it up! This isn’t going to end well for you. I didn’t come alone!”

“Oh, you mean the dream cultists?” Vlad grinned and flicked his head to the side. “They don’t intend to do anything, at least not right away. Take a look.”

Daniel followed his gaze to a large house just outside of Vlad’s wall. His eyes could barely make out the forms of several robed figures standing on top of it, watching and waiting. Daniel blinked, and felt a cold certainty take hold in his chest.

Vlad and I are both their enemies. They’ll let us fight, and then play clean up on the survivor.

“Sorry, Daniel,” said Vlad. “It must be tough for you to see firsthand just how cutthroat the magical world can be. It’s nothing personal.”

Daniel gritted his teeth. His hand tightened around this pistol as he thought furiously of what he could do to pull out a victory. Vlad seemed content to let him squirm, smiling and drinking in the sight of him paralyzed by indecision.

Out of the corner of Daniel’s eye, he saw something fly over the wall behind Vlad. It took him a shocked second to recognize what it was. PJ stood on one of his neighbor’s lawns, slowly rising to stand up straight.

He looked pale, which was unbelievable, given the deep, natural brown of his skin. His lips and face were both splotched with dried blood, and his eyes were two black pools of deep death.

Vlad frowned, his eyes following Daniel’s gaze just as PJ hurled himself forward into a group of the zombies. He knocked them aside with casual ease, throwing undead around as though they weighed as much as pillows.

“No!” snarled Vlad. He turned back to Daniel and glared at him. “Let’s see how you fare when the enemies you’re up against are living, rather than dead.”

He waved a hand, and seven or eight living women, dominated by Vlad’s magic, charged toward him. Daniel hesitated, raising the pistol and knowing that there was no way that he could open fire on them. And he recognized the woman in the lead, the first to close in on him.

“Ms. Magdalene!” he shouted. “It’s me! Stop!”


CHAPTER 133

Ms. Magdalene’s clothes were torn, one of her breasts completely exposed along with most of the other. A long tear ran up the length of her normally tight black pencil skirt. Her face and eyes were blank and emotionless, and she was only a few feet away from being close enough to attack him.

Daniel tucked his pistol away. He wasn’t going to shoot the women, not if they were alive. He needed a better solution than that, or at least one that would let him sleep at night.

“Daniel!” Kami had climbed up on top of the wall and was shouting to him. “Use the whisper!”

The whisper… Of course!

Ms. Magdalene threw herself into a tackle, slamming into Daniel’s midriff just as the other women got close enough to assist her in pinning him to the ground. Daniel only had the barest remnants of magical energy left in him. The women were dog piling onto him, making it hard for him to see what was going on. He focused his magic, and cast Whisper of Desire.

It was sudden and immediate. All of the women on top of him let out a sharp, breathy gasp. The hands that had been reaching to pin his arms or choke him just a moment before were now rubbing, touching, and caressing.

“Daniel…” mumbled Ms. Magdalene. “What’s… going on?”

I honestly wish I knew…

He felt one of them unzip his pants, and then before he could object, his cock was out in the open. Daniel tried to push the women back, but something wet and warm closed around his erection and began to suck.

“Jesus,” he muttered. “This is neither the time, nor the… place.”

With that said, it still felt incredibly good. Daniel wiggled to make space for himself and managed to push most of the women back. They didn’t try to stop him or resist much, and when he finally stood to his feet, he had Ms. Magdalene hugging him from the left, another attractive woman on his right, and a woman in her early twenties on her knees, servicing him orally. Daniel frowned and carefully pushed her face away from his cock, her mouth popping loose with a small, suctioning noise.

He pulled his pants up.

“PJ!” he shouted. He could see his friend falling under a crush of sexy zombies behind Vlad. In the distance, he could see the Dreamwalkers finally beginning to charge the wall, preparing to join the fight. Daniel looked up at Vlad, who still held Deborah in front of him, now looking visibly angry at how the battle was proceeding.

“This changes nothing!” he shouted. “I already have the power I need to become a god!”

Vlad set Deborah aside and held his arms out. Daniel gestured for the women around him to move off, which they did, after a moment’s hesitation. He pulled out his pistol and aimed at Vlad.

Before he could pull the trigger, intense purple energy began spilling from Vlad’s chest, encircling him and transforming him into something dark and sinister. He began growing taller and broader, pulsating with energy as he morphed into a creature easily twice the height of the tallest person Daniel had ever seen. He clenched his finger against the trigger of his gun and fired.

The bullet, as far as he could tell, did no damage to Vlad. Daniel cursed and tucked it back into his belt. He couldn’t see PJ anywhere, and though the Dreamwalkers were now within the wall, they were busy dealing with the zombies.

“I will destroy you!” screamed Vlad. “I will destroy this whole town!”

Daniel felt fear reverberate through him at the sound of the monster’s voice. He meant every word of what he was saying, and he was fully capable of following through on the threat. This was beyond anything he’d ever faced before, but there was no backing down.

He pulled deep, reaching for the last of the magical energy he had, and cast Flame Touch. Vlad made a noise that could have been either a growl or a laugh as Daniel charged forward, swinging his tiny, flaming hand at the massive monster in front of him.

Vlad didn’t move. He didn’t need to. Daniel’s hand struck him and bounced back as though he’d thrown a punch against a particularly bouncy punching bag.

“Pathetic,” snarled Vlad. He swept his hand, now the size of a flat screen TV, into Daniel, knocking him into the air and a dozen feet back. Daniel’s back slammed into the front door of a car, denting it and putting a crack in the window.

Ouch. Let’s not do that again.

The women that had attacked him before, including Ms. Magdalene, all stood nearby, looking at Daniel expectantly. He shook his head, not knowing what to say to them. He could try to get them to attack the monster, to distract it while he tried to think of a plan. It would be ordering them to their deaths. Daniel threw the idea out as quickly as he’d thought of it.

“Daniel!” PJ’s voice cut through the chaos. “We’ll both attack at once!”

Daniel spotted his friend moving toward monster Vlad’s left flank. He staggered forward off the car, feeling several ribs that were either bruised or broken. The two of them charged together, PJ aided by superhuman speed, Daniel doing what he could in the state he was in.

“Fools!” Vlad spun, swinging an arm toward Daniel and coming within a hair’s length of striking his head hard enough to shatter skull. PJ launched himself into a wicked dropkick, both of his legs slamming into the monster’s shoulder.

Vlad staggered for a moment, and then regained his balance. He grabbed PJ by the chest, his hand and fingers wrapping around Daniel’s friend as though he was a stuffed animal. Then, Vlad hurled him through the air, over the wall in the distance, and out of sight.

“I want you to watch,” said Vlad. “I want you to see the punishment for your actions. I want you to understand my revenge!”

Daniel expected the monster to grab him, maybe pull his limbs off one by one, as though he were a fly. Instead, Vlad picked up Daniel’s mom, gently holding her aloft and letting anticipation build for what was to come next.

“No!” screamed Daniel. “Put her down!”

He charged forward. Vlad knocked him back with the back of his free hand in the same way a person might shoo off a bothersome pet. Daniel hit the concrete hard, rolling and feeling road rash form across his back and shoulders.

“Daniel!” Leah and Kami had made it over the wall and were rushing toward them. Daniel lifted his head, pleading with them to turn and run, rather than pointlessly sacrifice their lives, as well. Vlad began laughing.

“More of the women in your life!” he shouted. “You’re so popular, Daniel!”

He grabbed Kami in his free hand as she approached like she was nothing more than a tiny doll. Leah had conjured a magical, neon purple whip, and struck Vlad with it in a desperate series of attacks. He twisted, ramming her down with his elbow and then holding her down against the concrete with one foot, forceful, but not crushing.

“Who should I start with, Daniel?” asked Vlad. “Which of the women that you love would serve me best?”

“You… bastard!” Daniel was struggling back to his feet. He had three spells memorized, Flame Touch, Whisper of Desire, and his new flying spell whose official name he still didn’t know. And he barely had enough magic left in his reserves to cast one of them.

The Book of Sins had fallen loose after Vlad’s last attack. Daniel glanced down at it. The back cover was open, and surprisingly, there were words on the very last page, along with an illustration.


Another trial,
 he thought. Not just that. The last trial.


Daniel took a step forward and feigned as though one of his ribs was broken, doubling over. Vlad laughed and started saying something else, but Daniel ignored him. Instead, he ran his eyes across the words of the trial, reading as quickly as he could and hoping for a miracle.

Destroy the book of magic’s worst, release the power, break the curse.

The illustration was of a man holding the Book of Sins in one hand and a torch in the other, and slowly bringing the two together. His face was conflicted and full of pain, as though the very idea of sacrificing an artifact of such power was deeply troubling.

Daniel didn’t have any reservations about it, especially as he turned the words over in his head. Kami was bound to the book, held by the curse of one of the spells within it. And this was life or death, not only for him, but for all the other people he loved.

Am I really willing to give up everything the book has given me?

It was no choice at all, not under his current circumstances. Daniel picked up the Book of Sins, focused on the incantation for Flame Touch, and set his hand and the pages within it alight.

The book exploded into brilliant white energy, and all of the sudden, Daniel was standing somewhere else. He was in an empty expanse of black, as though he’d walked into an empty field on a cloudy, moonless night. A man stood a few feet away from him, his features shrouded in darkness.

“I added that last page, you know,” said the man. “I told myself that one day I’d make the choice to use it, to turn the book’s power in on itself and end the dark cycle, once and for all. Of course, I never did.”

Daniel recognized the man’s voice instantly, though he’d only heard it once before.

“Ixion…” he said, quietly.

“You’ve done the right thing, lad,” said Ixion. “You’ve done something that I never had the courage to do, even as an old man. Now you need to make the sacrifice worth it.”

Daniel blinked, and he was back in the street, with Vlad’s monstrous form standing across from him, still threatening the lives of everyone he loved.

“What have you done?” screamed Vlad.

Daniel smiled. His entire body was brimming with magical energy. It felt transcendent, supreme confidence mixed with absolute power. He charged forward, moving faster than any normal human could have, his entire body shining from the magic under his skin.

He pulled Kami and his mother to safety as though he was taking toys out of the hands of a baby, and then kicked Vlad backward, freeing Leah from underneath his foot. Vlad screamed and moved to counter attack, but it was already over.

Daniel threw his palms forward and released everything he had. The energy coalesced into a massive sphere of glowing, white light. It launched forward, shadows dancing as it passed by cars and mailboxes. It struck Vlad directly in the chest, the sound of the energy releasing reminiscent of a church bell tolling out the hour.

Vlad screamed as he fell backward, his entire body dissolving into non-existence. Daniel dropped to one knee, breathing heavily, drained physically, magically, and emotionally.

Wait… He isn’t dead yet!

Underneath the monstrous exterior shell, Vlad’s human body still existed. He staggered to his feet, burned, and apparently blinded, from the way his gaze shifted about aimlessly. He was letting out rhythmic, ragged sobs and swaying from side to side.

“No…” he whispered. “I can still kill you!”

He held a hand out in Daniel’s direction, though whether he could see again or if it was just by chance was impossible to tell. Daniel held his arms up and staggered forward, his body running on fumes.

I won’t give up! Not now, and not ever!

Something struck Vlad from behind before he could release the spell. Daniel looked past the sorcerer and saw several Dreamwalkers slowly making their way over, finally having decided to intervene. He breathed a sigh of relief, and then felt a sudden stab of tension and suspicion in his chest. He turned around.

“Well done!” Lady Travista was standing over Daniel’s mom. Leah was on her feet next to her, avoiding his gaze and looking ashamed. Kami on her knees, one of Lady Travista’s hands pointed in her direction.

“It’s over,” said Daniel. “There’s nothing else for you here. Vlad is done, and the Book of Sins is-”

“Yes, I saw,” said Lady Travista. “The one you gave us was a fake. I suspected as much at the time you turned it over.”

Daniel shook his head. He looked around, hoping that PJ or even the supposedly dead Reynolds would show up and save the day. He had nothing left.

“What do you want?” asked Daniel.

“Your imprisonment,” said Lady Travista. “I will let your loved ones go if you come with us quietly.”

Daniel closed his eyes and rested a hand on his forehead. After everything he’d done, he still felt like he’d lost. It had all been for nothing.

“Daniel!” said Kami. “I’m free!”

He opened his eyes and looked at her, not comprehending what she’d just said at first.

“You’re… free?” he said.

“From the book,” said Kami. “There’s another solution, another way out of this.”

Daniel realized what she meant after a moment of thought and slowly began shaking his head.

“Just do it,” said Kami. “Daniel… It’s better than giving yourself over to them. At least this way, you’ll still have a life to live.”

Leah also seemed to be catching onto what the new plan was. She leaned over and began whispering something into Lady Travista’s ear. Daniel took a deep breath, and forced the words out.

“My memories,” he said, softly. “Of having the Book of Sins. If you use your dream magic to get rid of them…”

Lady Travista smiled.

“Oh, that’s no fun,” she said, with a sigh. “I don’t have much of a choice, do I? It’s the perfect solution, and it would solve all of both of our problems, even if it also lets you dodge punishment.”

She seemed to think it over for a moment and then shrugged.

“I will allow it,” she said. “But it needs to happen now, before you get a chance to leave the scene of this battle.”

Daniel nodded slightly.

“Can I… speak to my friends, first?” he asked.

Lady Travista nodded.

Daniel went to Leah first, figuring she’d be the easier of the two to speak honestly with. Lady Travista walked over to the other Dreamwalkers to check on them, and Kami took a couple of steps away, giving them some privacy.

“Thanks,” he said.

Leah frowned and shook her head.

“For what?”

“You’ve helped me through all of this,” said Daniel. “Even if you haven’t always been completely open with me.”

“Daniel-”

“Please,” he interrupted. “Just listen. I need you to try to find PJ, he’s still out there, somewhere. Look out for him if you can. Let him know what happened with me.”

Leah nodded and said nothing.

“And look out for my mom,” he said. “I won’t know that I’m even supposed to after I lose all of these memories, will I?”

He smiled, and Leah looked on the verge of tears.

“I’m so sorry, Daniel,” she said. “This is all my fault.”

“For what? Getting shot?” Daniel’s smile widened. “It’s not your fault. You’ve been a good friend to me. That’s the truth, Leah, and I want you to know it.”

He pulled her into a tight hug, letting it go on for a little longer than it should have. Leah pulled away slowly and gave him one, final, resolute nod. Daniel took a deep breath and walked over to Kami.

She was already crying, and when Daniel met her eyes, he worried that her composure was on the verge of breaking completely. Daniel took her hands into his and squeezed.

“Hey,” he said. “This is a happy day, Kami.”

She let a sniffle, simultaneously cute and sad.

“There’s nothing happy about this, Daniel,” she whispered. “You won’t… remember me. You won’t remember any of this.”

“That doesn’t change the fact that I love you,” said Daniel. “I love you here, and now, and I always will. Even if I don’t remember. I want you to know that I love you, Kami.”

“I love you so much, Daniel.”

She moved in for a hug, but Daniel stopped her before she could.

“Promise me,” he said. “Promise me that you’ll make a real life for yourself now, instead of just moping around.”

“I… wouldn’t even know where to start.”

“You’re a beautiful, smart, funny, talented woman,” said Daniel. “The sky is the limit.”

“I don’t want the sky,” said Kami. “I want you.”

Daniel felt his heart breaking into pieces. He leaned in close to her, bringing his lips to her ear.

“WorthPass1999,” he whispered.

“What?”

“It’s my Netflix password,” said Daniel. “Guard it with your life.”

She scowled and slapped him on the shoulder. Daniel laughed and pulled her against him. He kissed her deeply, but only for a couple of seconds. The longer it went on, the more he wanted to find a way out of giving it all up. But there was no other way.

“I’m sorry, Kami,” he whispered. “I love you.”

“I love you too, Daniel.”

His neck was wet with her tears when he finally pulled himself away. Lady Travista was already waiting with the other Dreamwalkers, who were in the process of using their dream magic on Daniel’s unconscious mother. Daniel nodded to her and tried to keep his face passive.

“I’m ready,” he said.

“Lie down in the street,” said Lady Travista. “Your girlfriend can sit next to you, if you’d like.”

Daniel looked over at Kami, who was just out of voice range, and hadn’t heard Lady Travista’s suggestion. He shook his head.

“No,” he said. “It will only make this harder for her.”

He let out a slow sigh and then stretched out on his back. Lady Travista crouched down next to him, set a hand on his chest, and nodded.

“It’s not painful,” she said. “You won’t even know it’s happening. You’ll just wake up, and things will be different.”

Daniel shrugged.

“Not the first time that’s happened to me,” he said.


CHAPTER 134

Daniel turned over in bed, losing the thread of the dream he’d been having. He blinked his eyes open, noting the sunlight streaming in through the cracks in his window blinds and knowing that it was past time for him to be up and moving.

The house was small, a single story prefab that the insurance company had rented for them after the earthquake. All of Icarus Point had suffered varying degrees of damage. Daniel’s old neighborhood had been on the far end of the destruction spectrum, looking a bit like a warzone when everything was said and done.

He dressed quickly and headed out into the kitchen, still fumbling for the last details of the dream as he went. He couldn’t remember much, but the general vibe had been fun, adventurous, almost intoxicating. It almost made him feel as though he’d lost something through waking up.

“How are you feeling?” Deborah Worth was already hard at work cooking eggs, toast, and bacon. Her smile was full of concern, though out of the two of them, she was the one who still wore bandages on her arms from scratches inflicted by falling furniture during the quake.

“Better,” said Daniel. “Good enough to head back to school.”

I can’t really afford to miss a day now that I’ve gotten everything straightened out.

“I still don’t understand what possessed you to abandon your education in the first place,” said Deborah. “Or spend your money on that silly office.”

Daniel rubbed his head. He couldn’t understand it all that well, either. As far as he could remember, he’d left school after having an idea for a phone app that he’d thought he could develop on his own and sell for a fortune. The office had been the next step, but looking back now, there was little if any logic to spending so much money on the space.

His mom set a plate of food down in front of him and Daniel brushed the thoughts off and started eating. They’d lost so much from the earthquake, but they still had each other. That was enough for him, even if he still had a nagging feeling that he’d forgotten something.

“I should get going,” he said, as he finished. “I don’t want to be late for Creative Writing. My professor can be a little bit weird sometimes.”

“Alright.” Deborah smiled at him and did him the favor of clearing his plate. “See you tonight!”

He walked to school, tucking his hands into his sweatshirt pockets against mid-November chill. The campus was alive with activity. Daniel felt like one of many students, and it made it easier for himself to get lost in that facet of his identity.

He headed into the Olympus Center, down the hall, and into his Creative Writing classroom. He scanned the entire room upon entering and frowned. It had been a couple of weeks now since he’d last seen his friend PJ, in school or out of it.

Daniel and his mother had dropped by the Duncan household to see if his family had any deeper insight into his disappearance. His mother mentioned that he’d dropped in a couple of days ago to say goodbye, and had wished Daniel one as well, saying it would be too painful for him to do it in person.

He and his mom had left. Well, they’d left after Daniel had finished talking with Jess, PJ’s sister, who apparently had a deep and pressing attraction to him. Daniel grinned.

I’m sure PJ wouldn’t mind if I got to know her a little better. Right?

Daniel did see someone that he recognized as he looked around the classroom, but only just barely. A pretty blonde girl sat in one of the back rows, tapping her finger against her textbook and appearing as though she was waiting for something. Daniel walked over and cleared his throat.

“Leah, right?” He smiled at her.

Leah beamed as she looked at him, a grin spreading across her face that was totally out of proportion with anything Daniel could have said or done.

“You remembered my name,” she said. “That’s amazing.”

“Uh…” Daniel smiled and shrugged. “I mean, it’s been a while since I’ve been in school, but I’m not that forgetful. Especially when it comes to, well, people like you.”

Her smile dimmed a little bit, but she covered it by pulling the chair next to her out for him.

“Please,” she said. “Have a seat.”

Daniel sat down next to her and spread his books out on the table. He was trying to think of something else to say when his eyes caught sight of another girl, someone who he didn’t recognize and yet couldn’t look away from.

She had true black hair, glossy and perfectly straight, loose across her shoulders. Her eyes were an exotic purple, probably from some type of contact, if Daniel had to guess. Her face was pretty in an old-fashioned kind of way, and she wore a tan sweater along with a tight pair of jeans. She was leaning against the sidewall of the classroom, and didn’t seem to notice Daniel staring even though she was facing his direction.

“Who is… that?” asked Daniel.

I feel like I know her from somewhere. But… it’s even more than just that.

Leah sighed and rolled her eyes.

“She’s… a friend of mine,” she said, reluctantly. “I can introduce you to her, if you’d like.”

Daniel nodded enthusiastically. Leah waved her hand, and the black haired girl smiled and started making her way across the classroom. He realized he was staring at her, unable to look away.

Do I know her from somewhere? No, I don’t think so…

The girl came to a stop next to where Leah and Daniel were sitting and fidgeted awkwardly. She scowled at Leah, who seemed to be letting the moment drag out instead of doing immediate introductions.

“Leah,” said the girl, folding her arms.

“Fine,” said Leah, with a small sigh. “Daniel, this is my friend Kami. Kami, this is Daniel.”

Kami smiled, and her entire face seemed to come to life, radiating warmth and beauty in a manner that was positively intoxicating. Daniel still couldn’t take his eyes off her. He was at a loss for words.

“Kami,” he finally said. “It’s… nice to meet you.”

She hesitated, scanning her eyes over his face for a couple of seconds, looking for something. Finally, she shook her head, gesturing to the seat next to Daniel with a questioning look. He nodded, excited to have her nearby.

“Likewise,” said Kami. “I’m new in town. I don’t know many people here, yet.”

“Well, I’ve only known Daniel for a couple of weeks, but he’s definitely been a good friend to me in that time,” said Leah, her mouth turned up into an odd smile. “He remembers my name, at least.”

Kami glared at Leah and pouted a little. Daniel chuckled.

“It’s just a joke,” he said. “My house was at the center of the earthquake that shook the town a few days ago. I took a bump on the head, and have been feeling a little bit foggy.”

“That’s too bad,” said Kami. “But at least you’re still standing.”

“Yeah.”

Daniel held her gaze for a couple of seconds. Kami’s cheeks flushed red, either with embarrassment, excitement, or a mixture of both. Daniel looked away first, realizing that he was smiling just as wide as she was.

“Oh, here’s our teacher,” said Leah.

Ms. Magdalene walked into the classroom, fanning her attention across the rows of tables and students. Her eyes lingered on Daniel for a moment, a small, almost imperceptible frown flickering across her face. Then, she set her materials down on her desk and started getting organized.

“We should probably take out last night’s homework,” said Leah. “Both of you did do the homework, right?”

Daniel nodded. Kami made an annoyed noise and deepened her glare. He smiled at that, unable to take the expression seriously.

She’s really cute. I think I might be falling for her.

He reached into his bag to take out his homework and frowned. There was a book mixed in with his textbooks that he didn’t recognize, a thick black leather tome that felt oddly warm to the touch. He considered taking a closer look at it, but Ms. Magdalene was already teaching, and he needed to focus now more than ever.

I can always come back to it later.

Daniel pulled out his homework, looked toward the front of the room, and finally let himself relax.

THE END
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FREE EXCERPT FROM FORBIDDEN MAGIC


CHAPTER 1

The bus lurched over a large pothole as it took the last turn into the station. Victor jerked out of sleep, kicking the seat in front of him as his body snapped into wakefulness. The man sitting next to him gave him an odd look, but Victor’s eyes didn’t waver from the scene outside his window.

Undercliff City. It’s been so long, I barely even remember it.

It was a particularly dark night, with enough cloud cover to block out the nearly full moon. In downtown Undercliff, amidst the corridor of skyscrapers, bars, and clubs, the city always felt alive. The bus was dropping Victor off on the outskirts, near the eponymous cliffs, where most of the houses and buildings were either condemned or well on their way.

Victor ran a hand through his dark, curly hair as the station came into view. He was tall and lanky, to the extent that the bus’s undersized seat was a bit uncomfortable for his legs. A sharp chin and dark eyes made his features look brooding and a bit mysterious, or at least, he liked to think.

The bus doors opened with a vacuum sealed whoosh. Victor's fellow passengers began standing up and politely queuing for their turn to get off. Most of them were shabby, people that looked like they were coming home, rather than just visiting.

Am I just visiting? I don’t have a home anymore.

He stood up when it was his turn to join the line running down the aisle and felt a hot flash hit him like a stiff slap in the face. Victor coughed into the crook of his arm and managed a few unsteady steps forward as his stomach twisted, and cold sweat pooled on his forehead.

It was why he was there, and what it all came back to. Victor was sick in a way that no doctor could help with, in a way that no nineteen-year-old should be dealing with on their own. The one person who held the clue to his treatment lived here, in Undercliff City, the diamond that never fully escaped the rough.

“You okay, kid?”

The bus stop was a small roundabout with a single building in the center and a large parking lot next to it. Victor was leaning up against the rectangular sign that detailed all of the connecting routes. A man smoking a cigarette stood next to him.

“…Fine,” he murmured. “Never been better.”

The man laughed. Victor’s skin felt hot, as though all of the tiny hairs had burned to the root.

Do I look as bad as I feel?

The man standing next to him pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and offered one. Victor accepted it, puffing it to life on the man’s lighter. He hated the taste of nicotine and smoking in general, but his nerves were desperate for a distraction. After a few long drags, he felt himself relax a little.

“You’re not from around town, are you?” asked the man.

Victor shook his head.

“So why’d you come here?” The man coughed and tapped his cigarette, knocking a bit of ash from the tip. “Undercliff City sucks.”

“Bird watching,” said Victor. “Figure I’d see if I could spot myself a blue tailed bobby.”

The man broke out into raspy chuckles. Victor thanked him for the cigarette and watched as he wandered off into the dark, dreary parking lot.

Why did I come here?

He reached down to his tan messenger bag, the only physical baggage he’d brought with him. Technically, it was his father’s, though the distinction didn’t matter much to him anymore.

He unzipped the front pocket and fumbled through it with one hand until his fingers closed on paper. It was a picture, a picture of a woman. And she was the real reason why he’d come to Undercliff City.

Lucy Wilson. Dad’s old assistant.

The picture was old, from the early days of digital cameras, and printed on plain white paper. The woman in it was young, maybe four or five years older than Victor was now. She was also strikingly attractive, with dark blonde hair, crystalline blue eyes, and a body that looked like it belonged on a pinup model.

Towering over her at the side was Victor’s father, John. He had one arm around the petite woman’s shoulders and was almost smiling. Victor had rarely seen his father smile in all the time that he’d known him, and it seemed fitting.

Thunder rumbled in the distance. Tendrils of fog swept through the bus station from the southern cliffs, and rain began to fall in slowly accelerating droplets. Victor scowled and leaned over to put the photo away.

A few raindrops managed to beat him to the punch, scoring wet strikes on the picture that marred the low-quality ink. Victor gritted his teeth together and slid it into his pocket. The effect of the nicotine was wearing off, and he could feel another heat flash coming on, brewing in the tips of his fingers and toes.

He started walking. The last time he’d been in Undercliff City, he’d been nine years old. None of it looked familiar, and even if it had, he had no idea where to start looking.

Victor shifted his bag on his shoulder and turned so that he was heading toward the skyscrapers in the distance, into the heart of the city. A homeless woman sat half on the sidewalk and half in an alleyway and jingled a cup as he walked by.

“Please,” she said in a wispy voice. “I’m sleeping out here.”

Victor stopped, pulled a few quarters that he hadn’t ended up needing for bus fare out of his pocket, and dropped them into her cup. He turned to continue and heard the woman speak again, louder this time.

“It’s red. Burning red.”

A flash of red flickered across Victor’s vision, accompanied by a sharp stab of searing pain in his temples. He looked back at the woman.

“What did you say?”

“You haven’t realized yet, have you?” The woman broke out into cackles as the rain intensified, splashing water into her change cup. “You’ll have to choose, you know. You could be a hero, or you could be a villain. But you must hurry. It will kill you if you don’t.”

There was something about her words that made a shiver run down Victor’s spine. She sounded coherently crazy, the type of madness that was unsettling to parse out as a bystander.

I’m just paranoid. Mentally ill homeless women are a dime a dozen.

Victor took a step back from her and started making his way back toward the city center. Another burst of fire shot through his stomach, and he almost doubled over in shock.

“Hurry! Please hurry!” The woman’s shouts were lost to the rain as Victor forced himself forward. There was no turning back.


CHAPTER 2

The rain didn’t let up, and neither did Victor’s pain. Every step forward was a struggle against his sensitive nerves. He felt his body more intimately than he ever had before, and every ounce of that awareness screamed with the gentle caress of fire pokers and cattle prods.

This is too much.

Victor remembered an article he’d read about people with chronic pain and the struggle that it turned every day into for them. It made him feel anxiety on top of the fire, to the point of rattling each of the already aching breaths he took.

He slowed to a stop as he neared the edge of the city’s center. There was a tavern on the corner of the block with a sign out front that read “Sammy’s Place.” Victor stumbled as much as walked down the stairs and inside, his legs carrying him with wobbly steps as though he’d already had too much to drink.

Victor was tall, and looked a good bit older than most men his age. A few dim lights lit the tavern, and it was still early enough in the night that there weren’t too many patrons milling about. A pool table took up space in the back, and a single flat screen hung from the wall behind the bar.

He collapsed down into one of the stools. The bartender was a stoic looking woman with short cut dark brown hair and a bored expression on her face. She lifted her head slightly in acknowledgment of him but said nothing.

“I’ll have a beer,” Victor muttered. The bartender moved to grab it for him without asking for ID, thankfully. Victor busied himself by pulling out the photo and taking another look at it. Long lines of smudging from the rain ran vertically across the woman’s face, making it nearly impossible to make out her features.

Maybe if I just keep drinking, the pain will go away, and I won’t need to find her.

He grimaced to himself as the bartender slid a beer in front of him. Victor took a small sip of it and noticed that a woman was watching him to his right, a few bar stools down.

“I think this fella is going to need more than one, Sammy,” she said. The bartender responded with a monosyllabic grunt and returned to polishing a glass from the counter behind her.

The woman slipped off her bar stool and moved to the one next to Victor. She stared at him intently for a second. Victor tried to stay focused on the beer, and the picture, and anything but his pain.

“Is that your girlfriend?” asked the woman. Victor blinked, keeping his attention focused on the bar.

“No.”

“Oh, sorry. Ex-girlfriend?”

Victor finally looked over at her, trying to keep his eyes from narrowing into a glare. She wore a striped sleeveless top and a short black skirt, and she wore the outfit well.

“She’s actually the woman I’ve been sent back in time to protect,” he said. “Have you seen her around? The fate of the world depends on it.”

The sarcasm in his voice came off a bit flatter than he’d intended. The woman rolled her eyes and let out an annoyed sigh. Victor was about to push the line a bit further when something strange happened.

He caught the woman’s eye for a second and saw red. He wasn’t angry, and he wasn’t frustrated, but he saw the actual color red, shading his vision and everything else he could see like a photo filter. And even more strangely, his pain vanished, as though transfigured into something else in an instant.

A sharp noise buzzed in his ears as his vision returned to normal. The woman was still staring at him, her mouth hanging open in surprise, along with a hint of something new in her eyes.

Why is she looking at me like that?

The woman slipped forward, letting one of her legs slide in between Victor’s thighs. She pushed in closer, close enough for Victor to be acutely aware of her breasts and cleavage, and then pushed her lips against his.

Holy shit.

The kiss was hungry and primal. Victor felt her sliding her tongue into his mouth and moving her lips eagerly. She put her hands around him and arched her back slightly, opening her legs and trying to get even more contact going between the two of them. It felt good, and with the pain absent, it was an almost celebratory moment for Victor.

“What the fuck?”

Victor pulled back as he heard an angry voice shouting over the soft ambient noise of the TV and tavern talk. A tall, muscular, and very angry looking man was heading his way, shifting his gaze back and forth between Victor and the woman, who was still holding his hand.

“Uh…” Victor tried not to smile as he looked up at the man. “Any chance that this is just your sister, or cousin, maybe?”

“That’s my fucking girlfriend that you’re kissing, punk.”

Fuuuuuuuuuuck.

Victor stuffed the photo back into his pocket and slowly stood up from the stool, holding both hands up and open in a harmless gesture.

“Take it outside.” The bartender, Sammy, spoke for the first time. “Not in my bar.”

“I’m comfortable inside, though,” said Victor. “Really. I, uh, was just getting settled.”

The man snarled and grabbed Victor by the shirt. Victor shot a sidelong glance at the bartender, who shook her head and smiled faintly.

“Sorry kid,” she said. “You’re lucky I even let you have a drink.”

Victor stood to his feet, and the man immediately started pushing him backward. He carried his bag with him and hurried up the stairs in a futile attempt to get far enough down the street to avoid getting his ass kicked.

He didn’t move quickly enough. The man grabbed his shoulder and spun him around.

“Hold on, let’s-“

A fist collided with Victor’s jaw and exploded stars into his field of view. The force of the blow knocked him back, and his arms flailed uselessly in an attempt to break his fall as he dropped to the ground.

“You’re lucky I don’t go to the police on your pervert ass.”

“Hey man, she kissed me.” Victor spoke into the concrete for the first few words, sputtering to spit blood and dirt out of his mouth.

That’s right. She kissed me. How the hell did that happen?

“Bullshit!” The man pulled back his leg.

This time, Victor saw the blow coming. He moved his hands to block his face as his attacker’s foot flew toward his head. Another painful hot flash passed over him, and his vision became tinted red, just as it had before.

The kick slammed through Victor’s hands and landed a glancing blow on his forehead. Victor let out a pained gasp and then almost did a double take as he refocused his eyes.

The man’s pant leg was on fire, and so was Victor’s hand. He pushed it down against the ground and saw, rather than felt, the flames extinguish. The man was staring at him, and after a moment, he followed Victor’s gaze down to his leg.

“What the fuck?”

The man jumped backward, patting at the flames and howling. Victor blinked and took a closer look at his palm.

I’m not burned. But my hand… It was definitely just on fire.

A woman screamed from a few hundred feet down the street. The flames were spreading up the man’s leg, despite his best efforts to extinguish them. Victor hesitated for only a second before jumping up and lending his aid.

“What did you do to me?” The man took a step back from him as he approached, and then immediately dropped to the ground and began rolling from side to side.

“Nothing,” said Victor. “I mean, I don’t think.”

“Someone call 911!” The woman screamed from down the street. The man had managed to get the flames out and was still inching backward from Victor.

“You fucking psycho!”

“Hey, hey, let’s not jump to conclusions.” Victor held up his hands. “See, I’m just as harmless as I look. I swear."

He tried to take another step forward toward the man and got the same reaction.

“He tried to kill me! He tried to light me on fire!”

Victor cringed as a small crowd of tavern patrons and pedestrians began to coalesce around them. A cop car, lights flashing and siren on, pulled up to the scene. Victor sighed and held his hands up.

What the hell just happened?


CHAPTER 3

“You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say or do can and will be used against you in the court of law.”

Victor stared at the shiny hood of the police car as the cuffs went on. He blinked, and tried to focus on what was happening.

“I thought that was just something out of the movies,” he said, still dumbfounded. “I didn’t realize you said that in real life.”

The police officer, a short woman, was actually somewhat attractive. She was on the plumper side of voluptuous, and had listened to Victor and the other man’s stories before coming to a decision on what to do.

I told her the truth. I don’t know what the hell happened.

Unfortunately, she was now searching Victor for weapons with rough, unforgiving movements. A couple of people were still watching, including the supposed victim.

“He tried to kill me, and before that, he was sexually harassing my girlfriend!”

“That’s… well, it’s an exaggeration, at the least,” replied Victor.

“Where is it?” asked the female officer. “This would go a lot easier if you just cooperated.”

“Where is what?”

She pulled on his cuffs so that Victor was fully upright and then turned him around to face her.

“The lighter.” She locked eyes with him, and Victor tried to take the situation as seriously as everyone else was. “None of the witnesses saw you drop anything, or try to ditch it.”

Victor started to answer when a blindingly hot headache exploded into his temples. He gritted his teeth and cursed in pain.

“We can do this the easy way, or the hard way,” said the cop. Victor chuckled through his pain and forced out a response.

“Okay, now that’s definitely something you ganked from a movie.”

The cop looked as though she was about to hit him. Victor regretted his words for only the briefest of instants before red light filled his vision again, and the heat moved out of him.

The same ringing filled his ears, as though he’d been standing next a powerful speaker crackling with feedback. The cop’s expression looked totally different, and yet still focused on him. She was blushing slightly and waved a dismissive hand at the people watching.

“Nothing to see here, folks. Head on back to whatever you were doing. I’m taking this one down to the station.”

She led Victor into the back of the squad car, the lighter apparently forgotten, and closed him in. With a strange urgency, she took her place behind the wheel, started the car up, and began driving down the street.

“Uh…” Victor felt a strange tension in the car and spoke mainly just to break through it. “What exactly am I being charged with?”

“Oh, you don’t have to worry about that,” said the officer. Her voice had a suspicious, flirtatious tone to it.

The cop pulled the car down a one-way street, and then into an alleyway. Victor raised an eyebrow as she killed the engine and the lights and then climbed out. He watched as she walked around to the other back seat door, opened it, and then climbed inside.

“You’re an interesting fellow,” said the officer. “Clearly, you’re guilty, but it seems a shame that we can’t find some way to work all of this out.”

Victor stared at the woman blankly.

I’m reading this situation wrong. I have to be.

Victor still saw a red glow in his peripheral vision. He opened his mouth to speak, and it spread to the rest of his field of view, flashing as though he’d just put on a pair of colored lens glasses.

The female police officer inhaled sharply and then licked her lips.

“You’ve been bad tonight,” she said, her voice soft and filled with lust. “I think you need to be punished.”

She leaned into him, letting her lips rub across Victor’s cheek. An electric thrill of excitement ran through his body, along with the growing suspicion that he was in a dream.

“I don’t even know your name,” he said.

“You can call me Officer Matthews.” The woman ran a hand over his crotch. Victor was instantly hard.

“Okay, uh, Officer Matthews. I think we might be moving a little fast.”

Victor didn’t exactly have sexual experience in spades. His escapades stretched a single summer of romance he’d had with Ella, the girl next door. Even just thinking about how it had ended brought back painful memories and emotions.

His vision flashed brighter red, and the cop let out a sharp gasp, as though Victor had just turned on a vibrator inside of her. She pressed herself against him, rubbing his hardness slowly as she pulled open the buttons of her uniform.

“Stop resisting,” she whispered.

I don’t think it’s supposed to sound like that when a cop say those words.

Victor opened his mouth to object one final time when Officer Matthews managed to pull her breasts free from the confines of her shirt. She was wearing a sports bra that looked fit for an Olympic athlete, but discarded it almost immediately, letting two large, shapely breasts fall into view. Despite himself, Victor began to stare.

“Do you like what you see?” Officer Mathew cupped one arm under her bosom, framing them as though posing for an erotic picture.

Victor nodded slowly, feeling his cock staging a coup.

It’s not really like I can stop her anyway. I’m handcuffed. Better to have fun now and sort it all out later.

“Can you uncuff me so that we can do this properly?” he asked.

Officer Matthews laughed and pushed her breasts in his face.

“Oh, now you know I can’t do that.” Her perfume smelled rugged, with a hint of cinnamon mixed in.

She let her hands run down Victor’s chest and stomach, pausing for a second before unbuttoning and unzipping his jeans. Victor’s cock strained against his boxers, and she pulled those down, too. His cock was painfully hard. Officer Matthews looked at him with playful seduction in her eyes as she wrapped a firm hand around it.

“Oh.” Victor felt a smile creeping onto his face. “That feels nice.”

For a moment, he became paranoid that someone might walk down the alleyway and peer into the car through one of the windows.

She’s a cop, and we’re in her squad car. I think that gives us impunity.

“Mmmm,” moaned Officer Matthews. “You’ve been a bad, bad boy.”

She stroked Victor off slowly, kneading his stiff cock with her soft fingers. Victor felt more aroused than he ever remembered being, to the point where it was impossible to think about anything other than cumming. His issues and his pain were forgotten, outside of the issue of his erection, and the pain of its hardness.

“Oh yeah,” he whispered.

Officer Matthews ran a hand across her hair, still pulled back into a ponytail, and then leaned forward. She paused to flash him a temptress’s smile before pressing her soft, luscious lips against the head of his cock and giving it a kiss.

“Oh wow!” Victor’s hips bucked up of their own accord, pushing the tip of his erection into the warm, wet confines of her mouth. Officer Matthews pushed him back into a flattened sitting position and shot him an authoritative look.

“Easy there. Don’t forget who is in control, here.”

Victor opened his mouth to respond and saw his vision flash red. Officer Matthews responded as though she was an actor who’d just received encouragement from her director. She dropped her lips down onto Victor’s cock and began sucking him off with gentle intensity and focus.

Victor shook his head slowly, unable to think straight through the pleasure, but at the same time sure that he needed to try.

I’m doing something to her, without meaning to. The pain, the hot flashes, they fade out whenever I see red.

He felt Officer Matthews swirling her tongue against the bottom side of his hard, sensitive shaft and let out a moan. She pulled her mouth off his cock, making a small popping noise as her lips broke the seal, and then began pleasuring it with long, sensual licks, from the base to the tip.

“Mmmmm.” She paused for a second and smiled at him before pulling her breasts into position on either side of Victor’s erection.

They were big, soft, and gratuitously satisfying. Victor felt a different kind of pleasure wave through his cock as Officer Matthews squeezed and stroked him off with her cleavage. She brought her lips down so that she was suckling on the head of it and began to bounce against him, her boobs pleasuring him and offering visual eye candy at the same time.

“Whoa…” Victor shook his head. It was too much. “Hold on, I’m about to-“

Three things happened at once. Officer Matthews sucked hard and gave the tip of his cock a soft lick. Somebody knocked on the car’s backseat window, from outside. And Victor lost control.

The door pulled open as he began to cum. Officer Matthews turned her head to look at the interruption, and Victor’s hot, sticky load blasted against her cheeks and chest. Semen spurted onto her lips, dribbled down her chin, and defiled her breasts. More of it splashed out than Victor had ever been able to produce before, double or triple as much, at least, but his attention was elsewhere.

“Get out of the car.” A new voice, female, even toned, and professional, spilled into the car. Victor could only see the silhouette of the woman in the darkness of the alleyway. He looked from her to Officer Matthews.

“What?” She shook her head. “This man is under arrest!”

“I’ll take it from here,” said the woman. “You should go home, take a shower, and forget about this.”

Officer Matthews scrambled to wipe herself clean and cover her breasts. Victor inched his way out of the car and then waited as a familiar looking woman reached inside and took the keys to his handcuffs from the cop.

Wait a second. It’s her.

Lucy Wilson, his father’s former assistant and the woman in the photo, turned to face him with a smile on her face.

“Looks like I arrived just in time.”


CHAPTER 4

Victor stared at her with a surprised and somewhat stupid expression on her face as he made himself decent. She looked older than her younger self in the photo, but not by much, even though by now she was in her early thirties. Her blonde hair was tied back into a neat ponytail, and she watched him with suspicious eyes.

“You’re going to tell me your name, how you came into possession of the nanites, and everything else I need to know. Understood?”

Victor blinked. Lucy had her arms folded across her chest. She was wearing a gray woman’s blazer over a tight white blouse with a matching gray pencil skirt. She had ample breasts, toned legs, and hips that had the perfect amount of curve to them.

“What are you talking about? Don’t you-“

He started to take a step toward her. A pistol appeared in Lucy’s hand, aimed at him. Even in the darkness of the alleyway, he could see the grave expression on her face.

Officer Matthew’s car roared to life and rolled down and out through the alley’s other side. Victor held up his hands passively.

“I’m not messing around,” said Lucy. “Give me the answers to my questions and we’ll go from there.”

“Lucy.” Victor almost felt like he was rattling off a code word. “Your name is Lucy. I remember you.”

“Who are you?” The gun didn’t waver in Lucy’s hand.

“I’m Victor Anders,” said Victor. “John Anders was my father.”

The alleyway went silent, the kind of silent that’s rare and unnerving in a big city. Slowly, Lucy lowered the gun.

“Victor…” she said, softly. “Oh my god.”

She took a step closer to him, and it was Victor’s turn to put his guard up.

“I’ve only been in the city for a couple of hours. How’d you find me?”

“I didn’t know it was you. The police call us whenever they encounter any unusual suspects or run into a crime scene that they can’t explain.”

“Us?”

Lucy nodded.

“Monteiro Corporation. Your father’s old company. I still work for them, Victor.”

Victor felt a flare of anger in his chest, along with a spike of suspicion. He remembered back when his father still worked at Monteiro. He remembered how his father, as a co-founder of the company, had been manipulated into giving up his shares and then ousted. He remembered the path it had set his dad on, the way his obsession into nanotechnology had darkened and deepened in the years after.

“I’m only here to figure out what’s wrong with me,” said Victor. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

Lucy didn’t say anything for several long seconds. Victor remembered her well enough, too. She’d always been kind to him. As his father’s assistant, she’d taken on responsibilities that ranged from helping with secretarial duties, to picking up Victor from school, babysitting him, or making him dinner.

“I’m sorry Victor,” she said. “But I didn’t come here to give you a choice.”

She pulled a different weapon out of her blazer, a smaller one that sparked to life in the manner of a stun gun.

“You don’t want me to have to use this one you.” Lucy’s mouth turned up into a faintly sad smile. “It’s designed to do drop anyone with a single touch.”

Victor let out a long breath. The Lucy that he remembered had been an entirely different woman. He’d been an only child growing up in a motherless household, and for the last few years of his father’s employment at Monteiro, Lucy had been like a caring older sister to him.

Maybe she hasn’t changed. Maybe I just didn’t know the real her. She was working with my father back then, after all.

“Fine.” Victor nodded slowly. “I’ll go with you.”

Lucy watched him for a second more, and then gestured for him to walk in front of her.

“My car is parked on the street to the right of the alley,” she said. “The doors are unlocked. Get into the passenger seat. And please, don’t try anything.”

A painful hot flash spiked into Victor’s temples and he gritted his teeth. For a second, he did consider making a move, trying to use his strange new ability to do the same thing to Lucy that he did Officer Matthews by accident. He decided against it.

She’s the only one who can help me, even if her motives are suspect. And she’s probably still got something up her sleeve.

He walked out of the alleyway and toward Lucy’s red sedan, pausing to look back at her before climbing in. Lucy got into the driver’s seat, buckled her seat belt, and then wordlessly started the car up. She pulled onto the road and began driving in the direction of the tall buildings in the distance. Neither of them said anything for a minute.

“What happened to your father, Victor?” Lucy asked the question while keeping her eyes on the road, but her tone of voice told him just as much as her eyes and facial expression would have.

She cared for him.

“He’s dead,” said Victor.

“How did it happen?”

Victor closed his eyes, remembering the fire, and the intensity of both it and his own anger. The image faded into static after a moment, like an old fashioned TV losing a station’s signal.

“Does it matter?” The question came out harsh and blunt, more than he’d intended.

Lucy went quiet for a minute.

“I guess not,” she finally said. “…And the nanites?”

“The what?”

“The nanites,” she said. “Nanotechnology that we develop at Monteiro Corp. Your father was the brainchild of them, and of nano auras in general. It’s what’s behind the strangeness you’ve probably been experiencing over the past few days.”

“Oh,” said Victor. “I guess that explains it.”

“How did you end up with them, Victor? Your father must have continued his research, but it’s hard for me to believe that he’d give them to you, unless…”

She trailed off, but Victor knew what she was going to say.

“He didn’t give them to me. I found them after he died. Decided to see what they’d do.”

And now I get to find out if Lucy is any good on picking up on little white lies.

To her credit, Lucy did shoot a curious glance in his direction. But she didn’t call him on his flimsy explanation, and as far as Victor was concerned, it was for the best.

“You didn’t keep in touch with my father after he split from the company, did you?”

Lucy sighed, the sound of it wavering slightly as it left her.

“No. It’s been ten years since I last talked to John, or heard anything from him.” She shook her head and squeezed the steering wheel a little more tightly. “I’d given up hope of ever seeing him again. I guess it was the right thing to do.”

A twinge of guilt stabbed into Victor’s stomach. He looked over at Lucy and felt an urge to comfort her, to say something about how his father talked about her often, about how he missed her. It would have all been lies, however, and to that felt crueler to Victor than to stay silent.

I’m not here to give her closure. I’m here to get fixed.

Lucy took a right through a crowded intersection and then slowed the car down as they approached a towering skyscraper. It was created in a modern architectural style that made it look like a thin, oversized, vertical diamond, jutting from the earth as though forced from the depths of the mantle.

Victor’s memory of Monteiro was of a small, rundown office on the outskirts of town, and of his father working long nights for little pay. His jaw dropped open as he looked up at the behemoth building, stretching up to the heavens in a defiant statement of power and accumulated corporate wealth. A large, several lane car entrance led down into a dim parking garage, and Lucy pulled into it.

“We’re here.”
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