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Dedicated to: David and Hayden. 

Hayden, through all my years that I’ve been blessed with life, I have found that there is a meaning behind every meeting. Whether it is a dormant lesson that is unlocked through friendship or heartache or laughter that heals the pain that no words could ever fathom to describe, we walk this life searching for these connections and lessons. Shaking hands with destiny and drinking wine with the memories each wonderful person brings to us. May it be in sadness, pain, laughter, or happiness, there is a moment that is freeze-framed in time that we will often retreat to because it had an impact on our soul. Like so many of these moments collected, your friendship has become not just a memory, but a room—tucked within my heart—that is full of them. You rekindled laughter when I wanted to cry, and you fueled an imagination that refuses to die. I am glad that you and I met and bonded so many years ago.

Thank you for being one of my best friends. 

David, you will always be my poetic monster. You are a man that went after my own heart without me even realizing it. We fell in love without meaning to. We have never struggled in love, we’ve never struggled in supporting one another, and we’ve never struggled with feeding each other’s creativity. From the moment I met you, I knew that I would be defenseless against you. You’d break me and remake me in a way no other could. For all your devotion, for all your love, and for all the creative help, I thank you. But, my love, most of all, I thank you for never letting me give up.

I love you.

Thank you.
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The bright rays of the day glittered over the mounds of shoveled snow collected around the outdoor ceremonial stage. Golden illumination was bouncing gaily off the heaps of tiny, crystalized, wintery mirrors. The warm sunlight was amplified by the rolling hills of white, and it rose to splash over the worn, sturdy wood of the platform before it burst in a vivid glow against a podium dead center of the rostrum. It was here that the High Priest Torro stood. He gently flattened his notes scrolled out on parchment as he spoke humbly to a patient and happy crowd sprawled out in rows of seats before him. 

“It is in light of these valiant efforts that we are here, gathered today, to give way to a new generation of Spellweavers,” he bellowed proudly at the end of his speech. Hands outstretched from beneath his spelled, blue cloak to clap reservedly with the crowd and then motioned behind him. “Ladies and gentlemen, High Priest Mia shall take over now and present you with the newest additions of the Coven’s third rank Spellweavers!” He continued to clap until the female approached the podium and then promptly took his seat. 

Vanessa watched it all from the edge of the steps that she, and many others, would climb to claim their new insignia. Silver. She had waited so many years to wrap her fingers around that blessed, silver insignia. She looked around herself before dipping a quick hand under her fur-lined cloak and pinching the tender skin on the underside of her upper arm. She made a small yelp, and a few of her neighboring comrades eyed her over as she turned a pretty shade of pink and waved at them awkwardly. Her cumbersome stare steered toward the podium where Mia spoke to the collection of beings seated on the rolling waves of foldout chairs. 

Nope. This was definitely not a dream. 

This was real and finally happening. She beamed and sucked in a deep, appreciative breath of air as she puffed out her chest. Today was the day she’d be a Spellweaver. It seemed like it was only yesterday ... wait. That was yesterday. Vanessa didn’t care how long she had been a Hunter. It was some of the greatest memories that she had, even when she had been knocking on death’s door. 

Recently, being a Hunter—or any ranked Coven member for that matter—had become a very dangerous thing indeed. An over-used summoning portal rested beneath Runerite Academy. Because of it, there were scattered Hell portals that were like doors to Hell left ajar throughout the main city of Tolvade. Meaning, if the demon could sense the opening, locate it, and had enough willpower, it could crawl right out of the underworld and wreak havoc upon this plane. To make matters worse? There wasn’t a soul in Aeristria that had the slightest clue on how to close the summoning portals or de-summon a demon, which had left the jail houses filled to the brim with high-class feral demons that collectively could tear the world apart in a few days if they managed to escape. 

Then there were the compromised High Priest Council seats and their Second Chosens. New High Priests had been selected, but their Second Chosens had not yet been announced. It didn’t help that after careful consideration, the Council had made an announcement one week prior to the city that Second Chosens were now an official rank, and a proper celebration would be held in conjunction with the oath-binding of the new High Priests. Hex, the formal ceremony to announce the new blue cloaks hadn’t even been performed. But it didn’t stop them from all being here today. 

The cheer from the crowd brought her out of her recollection. Vanessa peeled her vision from blue cloak Mia to glance over the sea of faces. It wasn’t hard to pick Leon and Lyx out of the crowd because they were seated next to Bobo. The mammoth-sized ogre dwarfed anything next to him and took up two chairs instead of one, causing a slight hiccup in the pattern of heads lining the row. 

It had been two weeks since their incident with the hellhounds had transpired. Since then, the Coven had invoked a semi-permanent partnership between members until the feral demon situation had been fully dealt with. This meant that Leon and Vanessa’s situation was pretty much the same because they were already paired up. Forcefully, but paired just the same. Most Coven members got to pick their partners. She didn’t. But it wasn’t all bad for Vanessa and Leon. After everything that they had been through, they wouldn’t have trusted anyone else slinging spells at their side. After multiple missions recently, they had grown to be quite the team.

Leon was given a promotion and started training to be a Summoner not two days after Vanessa had woken up from her magic-deficiency coma. It was a position he was already aiming for, so most of his schedules remained the same. The only major alteration was that he now had summoning duties. 

Occasionally, he could be called upon to do a Dark Market raid, but mostly he was on standby for tethering duty or mission scrolls that were well-above Hunter status. Tethering duty was when Summoners aided a new Coven member in procuring a demon pet from the underworld and helped to tether it to its new master. The chosen Summoner would then blast the demon with an intelligence spell. It took a lot of concentration to focus on keeping a Hell gate open while pushing back all nearby demons from attempting to climb out. It also took a lot of focus to tether a demon and master all while being ready to defend those around you if things go haywire. 

She was proud he had gone a rank up, even if she was a tad bit jealous. That green-with-envy soon washed away at the prospect of her finally becoming a Spellweaver. After so many years of toil and struggle and studying, she was finally gifted with the opportunity to be the next rank up. Hunter was grand and all, but Spellweaver? 

She could die a happy witch now.

The crowd hailed fervently, and it tore Vanessa from her inner thoughts. She fluttered her eyes free of sunlight piercing her gaze that was still slightly hazy with daydreams. Slowly, she surveyed her surroundings once more. She quickly noted that the soon-to-be Spellweavers were still waiting but were beginning to file into a single line near the edge of the platform where they’d be called forth. 

Feeling the first wave of anxiety hit as if an overweight dragon had crashed into her, she rapidly swept her russet hues through the throng of nodding heads, wild clapping, and boisterously cheering beings. All the while, panic played a chaotic melody with the chords of Vanessa’s heart. She found them again, Leon, Lyx, and Bobo. They noticed her from afar and instantly gave her toothy, gleeful grins, overzealous thumbs bobbing up and down, and a round of applause that was lost in the swell of excitement pouring out from the crowd. 

Leon couldn’t stop the smile from splitting his face in two, Lyx took a handkerchief from Bobo and blew her nose in it as she hiccupped, sniffled, and sobbed happily, and Bobo had tears welling in his big, blue eyes that he was trying to pretend weren’t there. Vanessa giggled to herself, letting the fear slowly ebb away. This was one of those moments that would be remembered by her always. 

Again, she drew in a deep, hearty breath and released it slowly. Her hands were numb with tiny prickles of pins and needles that had been triggered by her growing excitement. Even though her heart felt frantic against her breast, and even though she felt like she wanted to pull the cape around her head to hide from a swarm of strangers, she wouldn’t trade this moment for anything. 

“Vanessa Peterson,” High Priest Mia called the witch’s name, and she felt her heart leap into her throat and strangle any hope of calm breathing right out of the poor girl. She swallowed hard, hoping to quell the smothering heartbeat thudding within her esophagus. Otherwise, she was sure to vomit the frustrating organ all over the stage if she got any more worked up. 

“You can do this,” she whispered to herself as she took a reluctant step forward. 

At the first signs of movement, the crowd had fallen a little silent, and it made her heart sink down into her stomach and coil into a knot of apprehension and despair. But there was no reprieve from the muscle’s hysterical thudding. It slammed against its bony cage in rapid succession, and she felt her chest tighten as she started to climb up the stairs. 

Head swimming in waves of dizzy spells, she focused on the rise and fall of her feet. Each step was like a thunderclap that echoed in her ears and rolled through the crowd. The audience became a winter’s night: cold, quiet, and snuffing out the sound for miles. Vanessa was sure she could hear crickets taking up a few of the seats. 

Double-dip a candlestick! 

She didn’t care. So what if they weren’t clapping for her? She was no less deserving than anyone else that walked across that stage today. Squaring her shoulders, Vanessa held her head high and mounted the remaining steps until she hit the stage. Her foot slammed down upon its rightful place on the platform. 

I deserve this!

She had survived hellhounds, a drunken ogre, being chased by a minotaur, her crippling self-doubt, and a war with backstabbing members of the blue cloaks. She could survive this like it was nothing. But banish a banshee was it hard. 

All her life, she was ridiculed and taunted by strangers while others whispered nasty, slanderous remarks behind her back. The amount of pain and suffering she had gone through to make sure that those very same people didn’t get harmed by feral demons made her blood run cold, her anger bubble over, and it ripped her heart right out of her chest. 

Would they ever know the sacrifices and risks that she took to ensure that they could sleep a little better at night?

Did their approval matter to her anymore?

Backbone made of a steel bar and head refusing to tilt or drop in defeat, Vanessa continued to walk across the stage to gain the silver emblem that she had focused so many years of her youth on earning. Every time the sole of her boots connected with the floor underfoot, it was like listening to someone walking over an empty room lined with worn, wooden floors. It sounded lonely, bare, and hollowed. She heard every creak and sigh of the planks, she heard every shuffle and scuff of her buckled boots, and she heard every whine of the beams as her weight was sustained by them. But, still, there was nothing from the throng of beings that had shown up for the ceremony today.

Reaching the podium with dead silence entombing the masses was harder than anything she had ever done. Hex, she was on the verge of crying. But she wanted that emblem. 

The next breath of air that she drew in was ragged, and her jaw hurt she was clenching it so tightly. Her only saving grace was Mia’s warm smile. The High Priest Mia was a stranger to her, but it was a smiling face just the same. Fixed on that smile, Vanessa swam through the splintered wood of the platform to that life raft and bowed out her chest with pride. 

That silver insignia was rightfully hers.

Mia snuck a pat onto Vanessa’s shoulder and slid her hand down to gently caress a thumb over the young girl’s upper arm in a motherly fashion. It was all done so quickly that it was hardly noted before the blue cloak was grasping the front of the witch’s cloak and pinning the silver, phoenix emblem to it. 

“Spellweaver Peterson, we are lucky to have someone so gifted in the ranks. May the goddess bless you,” Mia announced as she had with all the others, giving rank and title to Vanessa. But the words were carried through a hushed collection of bodies. That is until the sound of slow, hard, booming applause broke through the spell of silence. 

“THAT’A GIRL, VANESSA!” It was Leon, and he was standing up while clapping like he was angry and serious and not going to relent until Vanessa got off the stage or he died. Death seemed like a good idea to her. 

What are the chances that a spell could reach him before he’d be able to deflect it? 

She flushed crimson so deep she was sure she could melt the remaining snow in Aeristria. From next to Leon, she saw Bobo rise from his chairs with sophistication. The furniture squeaked with the lack of his weight filling them. He tugged at the hems of his tailored jacket and fussed with dusting his lapels before he stretched his arms out, reminding Vanessa of a conductor for an orchestra, and proceeded to clap along with Leon. The cracking sound of his gargantuan hands colliding resonated through the air like trees being harshly snapped in half. 

Standing up and fixing her tight, leather skirt, Lyx flipped her illustrious, ebony locks behind her shoulders in a wordless warning of diva-like flare. In action alone, the succubus dared anyone to cross her choice to stand behind the young witch. Goddess help the being that would be brave enough to tell the trio to pipe down. Lyx would snap the whip around their neck so fast their head would spin ... literally. 

Turning to face the horde of quiet onlookers and take her bow, Vanessa fell forward in a blur of braided, onyx hair and flowing cloak ripples as she attempted to rush through the final part of the ceremony with chaotic grace. She just wanted to get the hex off the stage before she broke down. Only, when she dipped into her bend, she was immediately stunned. 

Much to her astonishment, she could hear it as it happened, the sound of a thousand bodies rising from a thousand seats. Was she really that surprised? She expected them to file down the aisles and leave the ceremony grounds any second, but they never did. Fear gripped her body and screamed through every limb, making it hard to find the will to move. 

Were they going to throw rotten food at her? Boo her from the stage in outrage? She feared rising from her sloppy bow so greatly that she remained there a tick or two longer than needed. Feeling like she was chewing her own heartbeat, she raised her head first. And she almost sobbed at the view spanning before her deep, brown gaze. 

Every being that had attended the ceremony was folded over with sincere respect for her, bowing to her. Bowing. To. Her! The largest screw-up witch on this side of Aeristria, and they were all honoring her with a bow. Rising swiftly, she stiffened and turned to address the blue cloaks and stutter through some half-baked apology. But she was met there again with a sight that made her mind draw blanks. 

Fingers rose to her lips to cover their unremitting quivering. Her eyes were wide with awe and amazement. Through her tear-smeared orbs, she saw the Celestial standing next to the High Priest Council members who all were on bended knee to her. And the Celestial, she had her hands married in prayer formation fixed over her bowed head. Vanessa floundered up on the stage for a moment and looked to her fellow Coven members in waiting for answers but found them, too, bowing at her. 

Not able to hold it back anymore, a hot tear spilled down her cheek and she wiped its burning trail hastily with the sleeve of her robes before resuming a quick bow to everyone. 

“Thank you,” she croaked out as new tears rose in her eyes. Lifting from the bow, Vanessa rushed off the stage before they all saw her weeping like a baby. 

[image: image]

She was hiding behind one of the beams on the back of the stage. Vanessa was trying to make sense of what just happened while she gathered her composure to face everyone at the afterparty that was to be held within the hour. The resonance of frosted grass and scattered snow piles being traversed through brought her from her confused daze. Turning on a coin, she found Bobo, Leon, and Lyx. 

Bobo, the only ogre in all of Raen that could wear a suit and look more refined than an aristocratic farmer—and all farmers were aristocrats—was barely a foot away and holding out a handkerchief. A quick flick of her russet gaze to the succubus madly clutching her own hankie made the beast laugh lightly. 

“Remember, dear. I ooze charm and handkerchiefs,” he prompted and waved the item about in place.

That was all she needed, a hankie and a laugh. She ripped it from his massive paw with a stifled giggle as she wiped her face and nose. “That was all very unexpected,” she said with a voice that hid all the tears she had just shed. 

“Well, I expected it,” Bobo admitted in a low voice. 

“The crying or the bowing or the fact that I’m finally a Spellweaver now?” Vanessa inquired. 

“Perhaps just the Spellweaver bit. Maybe the crying,” he teased. 

“Darling, I knew you had it in you. I’m proud of you,” Lyx chimed in. 

“Careful, we’ll need her to be able to fit into the coach when we go home. You keep feeding her ego and we’ll be walking to and from the afterparty,” Leon warned his pet with a smile. 

Vanessa rolled her red-from-crying eyes and shook her head with a grin. “Green isn’t a good color for you, Leon.” 

“Pfft, me? Jealous? I’m a Summoner, sweetie.” 

“In training,” Vanessa reminded. 
He opened his mouth and closed it like a fish out of water before clamping it shut and shrugging. “Give me a week or two and I’ll have the pin to prove it. I won’t cry about it like some people I know.” 
That, she had no doubt of. But his reaction was just as she expected, and she laughed at the sight. “Speaking of crying ...” She faced Bobo dramatically. “Were those tears that I saw in your eyes when I looked over to you guys?” 

The flustered ogre sputtered and flattened his tie one too many times against his white button-up. “Absurd.” 

“No, I’m pretty sure I saw it,” she assured. 

He shook his head quickly and violently. “You were mistaken, my dear. Those were not tears of joy. They were tears of dreadful realization.” 

“Oh, of what?” she pressed.

“Of how doomed Raen is with you as a Spellweaver.” The mirth in his eyes matched his tone.

It couldn’t be helped. Vanessa pouted, huffed, and then shoved Bobo’s arm as hard as she could. The meaty appendage didn’t budge. It was like slapping a wall with a wet noodle. They all bellowed out boisterous laughter at the hilarity of the action. All the while the poor girl nursed her hand and sucked on her bottom lip as her cheeks flared with heat.
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Each year, the afterparty for newly promoted Coven members was held at a different tavern or eatery. The bill was generously paid for by the Coven. The fact that the location was constantly changed was because they didn’t want there to be a misunderstanding with the public and have them think there was favoritism amongst the contributors of society. Endnote: The High Priest Council didn’t want all of Tolvade to think that they preferred Tasgall’s Tavern above all other establishments ... even if it was. 

This year, Tasgall’s had circled around and made it to the front of the line once more. This notion made Vanessa’s uneasiness a little less unbearable knowing that she would be within familiar walls with an extra familiar face or two.  

Vanessa had found herself quite comfortable on a barstool nearest the exit door. This way she wouldn’t be lost in the farthest reaches of the tavern while trying to slink out of the party unnoticed. It wasn’t that she was not fond of parties. It was that she had gone from zero to hero, and she wasn’t exactly at ease with basking in the copious amounts of limelight she’d been receiving as of late. So, until the time and day came where she was as fond-with-a-bond-from-a-pixie-wand with the whole ordeal, close to the exit she would remain.  

The witch hunched over her drink trying to look less like she was a Coven member and more like she was a common patron of the establishment. Most gave her questionable glances and left her alone despite knowing exactly who the witch was. Not up for a conversation with someone on that level of weird, most of the party revolved around her and gracefully excluded her. Leon, on the other hand, knew her too well—at this point—to be bothered by her strange likeness to a dark witch in that moment. 

“You actually going to drink that, or are you trying to seduce it so you can take it home?” He slunk into a stool next to her with a groan of relief. 

“Ha!” She picked up the cup and turned to face him, straightening out her back as though a steel rod were slammed down to replace her bowed spine. “Careful, one might think you were jealous that the cup of ale was getting more action than you,” she quipped and took a large victory gulp from the mug. 

Leon smirked and leaned in, dangerously close, as he dropped his voice a few octaves and glued his icy-blue hues with her deep-chocolaty gaze. “If you’re into role-playing, I suppose I can play the part of a mug to get a little action. That is, if you can handle me.” 

To that, Vanessa sputtered into her mug, sending foam flying out from the confines of the tankard and causing herself to go into a coughing frenzy. Gulping in tavern air tinged with pipe smoke and roasting meat, she tried to fill her lungs with anything other than burning ale. Leon threw his head back in unbridled laughter. 

Tears were welling in her eyes as the poor witch tried to swallow in anything that didn’t have the taint of honey mead on it. A soft, repetitive clap of her back came from Lyx as she came and aided the new Spellweaver. “Take it easy. There, there. And you.” The succubus cut her eyes to the bellowing-with-laughter Leon. “Knock it off before you kill her. What on Raen did you say to upset her so much?” 

“Aww ... come on, Lyx. I was just having a bit of fun. She knows I didn’t mean anything by it. Right, buddy?” he stated as he patted her leg. Normally, a male patting her leg would send her into a blushing—or punching—rage (or both), but just then, the way Leon did it, he was so relaxed, so ... not into her. The touch lacked so much that it honestly didn’t bother her. 

Well, not the way one would think. However, it irked her more that he just openly admitted that he didn’t care about her like that in front of countless other people. When did she start caring about Leon like that? Who said she did? She didn’t care. She didn’t care one, tiny bit. She most certainly didn’t miss the sound of his soft snoring coming from the couch in the morning. And she positively didn’t miss the smell of him brewing coffee for the whole apartment when he woke up. She most certainly didn’t miss listening to his stories before they went to bed, and there was no way she missed his banter over trivial matters throughout the day. He had moved back into his own apartment a few days ago, and the peace that was restored within her home was not, in the slightest, bothersome. 

Nope. Not. At. All.

Vanessa wiped her mouth and mumbled, “Yeah, sure. Whatever,” into her mug before downing the remaining contents. Who would have a thing for a smart and successful guy with long, golden locks, pretty, blue eyes, could always make her laugh, witty as a devil, and had a body like ... Banish a banshee, get out of my thoughts! 

Visibly shaking the ideas out of her head, Vanessa thumped the side of her skull with the heel of her hand. Holding up a finger to hail for another full tankard, she started to recite relaxing incantations to aid in the numbing of her mind. If the Coven was paying, she was drinking. Leon’s buddy-buddy talk sort of solidified that notion. 

She heard Bobo clearing his throat beside her, although, honestly, he had snuffed the light from Vanessa’s personal bubble with his mammoth-sized body long before he’d cleared his throat, and that was the first sign that the well-mannered ogre was at her side. “Right. It is a celebration. Drinks should be had.” 

Lyx, Leon, and Vanessa all turned on a coin to face the beast with frantic, bulbous eyes. “NO!” They barked in a perfect, unified, and horrific harmony. 

Bobo was left blinking at them in stunned silence before he waved at the thought and chuckled to himself. “Oh, no. I shall not partake. I had enough to last me a lifetime the last we ventured into this lovely establishment. No. I’ll be having tea, myself.”   

“Thank the goddess,” Vanessa breathed the words in a soft, thankful manner.

“That reminds me ...” Leon started in a suspicious tone as he whirled his stool ever so slowly to face the succubus that was inspecting the beams that had suddenly become so enamoring overhead. “Lyx,” he asked with a forced smile. 

“Hmmm?” She drew in her lips as she hummed her reply. 

Leon tilted his head. “Did you ever apologize?” 

“For what, my good man?” Bobo inquired.

“Oh, she knows.” Leon’s tone said more than his words did.   

Lyx continued to eye over the rafters as she tried to avoid every set of eyes from their group that was now resting upon her and awaiting her reply. “I-I ... uh ... I don’t think so,” she muttered quickly under her breath. It was hard to hear over all the commotion in the tavern, but Leon heard it just fine. 

“Oh, what a fine moment this is,” Leon stated while slapping his knee. “Hey, Bobo!” 

Lyx snapped her amber gaze to him and hissed, causing the soon-to-be Summoner to throw his hands up in the air. “I’m sorry, I was under the impression that you wanted to apologize.” 

Her heated glare held more fire than the deepest depth of Hell, and that melting scowl was all for her master. “This is hardly the place or time, Leon ... daarliingg.” Her words were threaded with warning. The tips of her hair started to turn from glossy black to a vibrant, burning red.

“It’s in the past. Let it go. The lady wishes to seek a better moment for such heavy words. Today is a time for celebration,” Bobo cut in, but his eyes were on the bar as if waiting for something. A small, ice-touched pixie floated by and slowly placed a full wineglass in front of the gentleman-monster. Gripping the tiny cup in his massive hand, he turned to face Lyx and offered the glass to her. “M’lady?” 

Lyx squirmed in place and blushed a hard red, turning her lavender-hued skin a deep purple. The color of her hair returned to normal instantly. She whispered at Leon as she fussed with smoothing out her skirt and bumped her hips from side to side in a short victory dance. “See, he thinks I’m a lady,” she murmured. As she spoke, she reached for the glass. 

“You’re not,” Leon blatantly informed. 

The succubus almost dropped her glass at his statement. Snapping her hateful glare to the Summoner, she hissed under her breath, “Yes, I am. Look at the pinky,” she corrected and pointed to the extended digit sticking out from the side of her glass. 

“You’re holding it wrong. Oh, and when you blush, you look like an eggplant,” Leon spoke over the rim of his almost empty mug before sipping triumphantly. 

She was in the middle of sipping and stopped to cut a glower at the man that was filled with daggers and dripping with malice. Ignoring the banter, Bobo reached forward and gently cupped Lyx’s elbow, and turned her to face him, bringing the scowl to a screeching halt. The succubus blinked, bewildered at the ogre’s willingness to being that close to her. 

“It’s charming that you hold your glass like that, but ... if I may.” He let the other monstrous paw grab the side of her glass gingerly and slid the hand on her elbow up to her wrist. He guided her hand to hold the stem of the wineglass and then let go slowly. “There. That is the proper way to hold the glass. Otherwise, the heat from your hand can spoil the flavor of the wine.”

As he spoke to the demoness, a fall-touched pixie flew over and placed down two, large tankards brimming with mead, and Tasgall herself came by with a larger than usual cup of tea for the ogre.  

“Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” Tasgall gleefully mentioned to the group, primarily Vanessa. 

The Spellweaver spun on her stool and grinned to the redheaded tender. “You weren’t closed for that long,” she sniggered. 

“Any time I’ve gotta close my doors outside of closing time is too long in my books. Besides, it was long enough for you to go and turn yourself into a Spellweaver. I’d say that’s pretty amazing.” 

“More like a miracle,” Bobo muttered with a teacup in hand while Leon nodded in agreement as he swiped a full tankard. 

Ignoring the two less than supportive friends, Vanessa turned a joyful smile to Tasgall. “You should have seen it! I ... bless my spell, it was such a wonderful feeling to walk across that stage and get this.” She thumbed to the silver insignia pinned to her cloak. 

Tasgall leaned in and whistled her admiration for the item. Next to her, Me'Glach leaned in to look at the phoenix emblem, rolled her eyes, twitched her autumn-colored wings, and fluttered off to aid another patron. Meanwhile, the lilac-stained irises of O’Glach flitted between the owner of the bar and the proud Spellweaver. The pixie smiled softly, and her voice matched the soft upturn of her lips, “Congratulations, Vanessa.” And then the wintery pixie was off to fiddle with coin purses of unsuspecting members of the tavern. 

“Order as much as you like, it’s on the house!” Tasgall beamed. 

Leon almost choked on his drink as he tried to laugh and swallow a mouthful at the same time. “On the house ... hold the crystal ball, isn’t the Coven paying for all this?” 

The grin practically split the short ginger’s face in two. It made her look positively mad. She rubbed her hands together as if washing them in the air. “Yes. Well ... order as much as you like.” She moved her hands to the sides of her head and wiggled her fingers like spazzing worms. The cackle that pealed from her lips was exactly what everyone expected from the money-grubbing, gossip-hoarding, roguish bartender. 

With that, Tassie was off to cause mischief and dig up dirt from other loose-lipped customers. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she practiced dark magic on the weekends,” Leon griped. 

“Ha, and miss the craziest hours of business? I think not. Maybe if it was a Tuesday,” Vanessa corrected, and they all burst into side-splitting laughter.

The remainder of the evening was spent downing mead and listening to secrets told by the masses that forgot, in their unusually high consumption rate, to ask for a privacy spell. Most of it was harmless and only caused the whole tavern to roar with merriment or gasp in surprise. All in all, the evening was drama-free, carefree, and demon-free ... well ... save for the demons that were tethered. Maybe just feral demon-free. 

Vanessa and her gathering enjoyed one too many drinks, enough to not care about the way they’d feel the morning after. Somewhere down the long line of tankards filled with honey mead, the witch forgot about her troubles, her worries, and her hurt feelings over Leon’s solidification of their friendship. She also forgot basic math ... but, hey, who’s counting? 
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The next morning, Vanessa squirmed deep beneath the warmth and thickness of her goose down comforter. All the while she hid from the relentless rays of happy sunshine that beamed in through the half-open seam of her bedroom curtains. She heard rummaging outside her door, and she swallowed the urge to expel bile onto her mattress. Groaning, she shifted under the blanket and felt the world continue spinning long after she stopped moving. 

“Uugh. I think I’m dying,” she declared, moaning in pain.

“Nice to know I won’t be exiting this life alone,” Leon’s gruff voice came muffled from ... the other side of her bed? 

Vanessa was in the middle of curling into a ball when he spoke, and she froze in mid-motion. Okay, that was just a trick of her ears. There was no way that Leon was in her bed. Perhaps he had passed out on her bedroom floor.

Yet, there was undeniable movement on the other side of her large mattress, and her eyes grew a size too large for their sockets as her heartbeat hammered away under every inch of her skin. She could feel the pulse eating away at each nerve. She could taste it on her tongue, and while she tried to ignore the drumming in her ears, her head spun with the remaining ghosts of lingering booze from the night before. Frantically, she sifted through the broken memories of last night’s events. 

She ... He ... They didn’t! Did they?

She wanted to be sick for entirely different reasons. However, first things first. 

Her rich-brown eyes drifted reluctantly down to inspect her body. Still clothed. Thank the goddess. The weight in the bed dramatically shifted as Leon groaned and—from what she could hear and assume—climbed back onto the mattress. The light from the comforter being lifted caused her to jerk her line of sight to the opening at the head of the bed. She was greeted with his cerulean eyes that could rival the crystal blue of Lorvo Lake and a charmingly, sleepy smile. 

“You can come out now. It’s safe. I closed the curtains. The cruel sunshine has been eliminated,” Leon announced in a groggy voice. 

Curse those blue eyes and disheveled hair. Curse them to the lowest pits teeming with hellfire and back!

“I’m fine under here.” She cringed as she heard herself speak. She was hiding from him now? Ugh. 

His carefree expression died abruptly, and he just blinked at her with a face void of emotion. “Really?”

Growling, she relented, still feeling too drunk to want to argue with him, and crawled to the pillow on the other side of the bed. “Happy now?” she grumbled, plopping back onto the pillow.

“Not really,” he chuckled softly. “I have no idea what happened last night. I was hoping you could fill me in on how ...” He paused. “You know.” He motioned between them. “How we wound up in your bed.” 

Now she couldn’t hide. The moment he asked the question that had been haunting her the past few minutes, she flared a pretty pink from head to toe and stammered as she attempted to collect her thoughts. “I-I ... well ... F-from what I do r-remember ... ummm ...” 

“Did we?” he trailed off and didn’t look upset, just lost as he waited for her to fill in the blanks. 

Did they? No. Of course not. She had already checked. She glanced over to him and let her eyes slide down just enough to realize he was shirtless. The red on her face brightened, and she gulped while trying to think clearly. “No. I don’t think we were sober enough for that.” 

Please no.

He laughed and ran a hand through his sandy-blond hair. “This is awkward. I don’t remember a thing last night after Summoner Dean asked me to take a few celebratory shots with him.” 

Vanessa pondered a moment. “Is that one of the Summoners that blasted Bobo with an intelligence spell?” That’a girl. Change the topic! 

“Yeah, him and Summoner Rafe MacBain, I believe,” he replied. 

“Good, the lovebirds are awake.” Vanessa jerked, startled by the unexpected voice. The voice came from Lyx who plowed through the door without knocking and was swishing her tail from side to side merrily as her amber gaze flicked between the two in bed. Her grin seemed to say she knew something they didn’t.

Vanessa found comfort in the fact that it was Lyx and not Bobo coming in the room, though he was a gentleman through and through and wouldn’t dare open a door without a proper knock or two. Still, it didn’t hinder Vanessa from jerking the comforter up to her neck and clamping it down out of pure reflex and utter surprise. The act only made Lyx grin all the wider. 

Leon stretched, completely unbothered by the whole ordeal. “Morning,” he groaned with a lazy wave. 

“Don’t ‘morning’ me. First of all, it’s the afternoon. Second of all, you were a sloppy mess last night. Bobo and I had to practically carry the two of you home. I expected that from you, Leon, but ... Vanessa, you too?” she sighed and shook her head. “What in the name of magic possessed the two of you to get that lost in a tankard last night?” The succubus wasted no time in chastising them. 

“Oh, are they finally going to grace us with their presence?” Bobo called from the other room. 

“I wouldn’t say that just yet. But after a cup of hangover tea, they should be mobile again,” Lyx informed. 

Leon and Vanessa both cringed as the sound of the two demons yelling back and forth made them feel like they had been walloped over the head one too many times with the orbed end of a wizard staff. The demoness took note of it and huffed, “Serves you both right.” Still, the she-demon felt bad for the pair and motioned to the private bathroom in Vanessa’s room as she spoke a bit more quietly, “Hurry up and shower, and come have some tea and breakfast. Don’t worry, it’s just toast.” 

[image: image]

Later on, after their showers, Vanessa stood from the couch and practically screamed at Bobo, “You what!” Her hair was still wet from bathing, and water droplets flung from her mane and slapped Leon across the cheek as she tossed her head from side to side in heated surprise.

“You both were fully clothed, my dear. I hardly see the issue here.” He answered, his demeanor unscathed by her fuming outrage. 

“He was shirtless,” she yipped as she dramatically pointed to Leon. 

Leon instantly gawked mid-cleanup of his face and defended his shirtless-ness, “I got hot. Is that a crime?” 

“You put us in my bed without asking,” Vanessa steamrolled with the conversation like Leon never made his statement.

“Rude,” Leon coughed and threw himself back into the cushions of the couch.

“Well, I wasn’t going to have a drunk mess in my bed, and you’re the one that invited him over, so it was your responsibility, Vanessa.” The ogre stared at her with an unwavering gaze and a half-smile playing upon his lips. He knew he had her, check and mate, at that moment.

She felt the familiar sting of embarrassment creep through her body over the fact that she was in the wrong. “I-I ... I what?” she squeaked out, her aggression immediately deflated at his response. 

The succubus came into the seating area with a tray holding a tea set and a few mini cakes. Placing it down, she added her two coins to the conversation. “You invited us to stay the night, darling.”

Leon sat up and piped in, “Now that much I do remember.” He held up his finger and then pointed it at Vanessa before shaking it enthusiastically. It was clearly something that he just remembered, but he remembered it just the same and wasn’t afraid to let everyone else know.

“I ... well ... still, you shouldn’t have put him in my bed. The couch—”

“Was taken by me,” Bobo interjected the witch’s heated outburst.

“But you have—”

“I was sleeping in it, darling,” Lyx softly informed before Vanessa could finish her thought.

“Are you done throwing your fit?” Bobo inquired while plucking a single brow up over one eye. 

Puffing out her cheeks, Vanessa looked away from the group as she muttered, “... maybe.” 

Leon chuckled. “Oh, stop your pouting.” He then stretched out and leaned forward to grab a cup of tea. Leon was no stranger to the look or smell of the hangover tea and found it easily upon the tray that Lyx had brought into the living room. He wanted to drink it while it was still hot because when cold the drink took on a whole new flavor that was positively repulsive. 

Vanessa plopped down onto the couch defeated. Lyx grabbed one of the cups of tea and offered it to the fussy Spellweaver. The witch took it with a sigh and an apologetic glance. “What’s on the agenda for today?” The succubus asked, trying to change the mood. 

“Aside from recuperating?” Leon groaned his question. 

Bobo let a stifled chuckle tickle his throat as he poised the cup of his fire flower tea in front of his lips. Vanessa rolled her eyes as she sipped her own tea and grimaced at the flavor. “I have to report in today,” she mumbled over the rim of her cup. 

“You really shouldn’t have drunk so much last night if you had to go into work today, Vanessa. I’d swear you were trying to drown out something last night if I didn’t already know that you weren’t the type to do that,” Lyx commented. The disappointment was evident in the succubus’ voice.  

Vanessa instantly forced a smile and tried to not choke on her next sip of tea. She laughed and hoped it would mask her nervousness. “Yeah. I was just too happy with my achievement that I got lost in the celebration,” she lied and let her gaze drop down to the cup in her hands. When she went to take another drink, she looked up and saw Leon staring at her. His stoic features unnerved her, and her heart flipped. She turned away from his unrelenting stare and locked eyes with Bobo. “You should hurry up so we can go in.” 

“Want us to come with?” Lyx asked while happily swaying her tail from side to side behind her. 

Vanessa shook her head, “No. If anything comes up we’ll crystal ball call you.”

“That reminds me!” Bobo remarked while standing and gracefully placing his cup and saucer down on the edge of the coffee table with such skill that the contents barely moved within the china. Everyone stared at the monstrous beast as he smoothed out his tie and fussed with his cufflinks. “I need to purchase a new orb on the way to Coven HQ,” he announced. 

A wicked grin claimed Vanessa’s lips and she giggled darkly. “Oh. You mean you no longer want to use your compa—”

Faster than the ogre should have been able to move, he was standing in front of his master and cupping her mouth—or, rather, her face—with his mammoth paw. “Say not another word,” he whispered through gritted teeth. 

Her hand lifted and gave the okay symbol while her eyes danced full of uncontrolled mirth. The demon’s blue eyes squinted, and the witch relented by putting her hands up in the air, signaling that she wouldn’t say a thing. Removing his hand, the ogre straightened out his jacket. “As I was saying: we need to stop by the Crystal Ball Emporium on the way to the Coven.” 

Leon looked like he wanted to ask what had just happened but instead just nodded and stood, placing his empty cup on the tray, and spoke to everyone, “All right, we’ll leave so you can get ready for work.” 

“But—” Lyx tried to protest but was met with a glare that mirrored a poised blade from Leon. “So cranky when you are hung-over,” she whispered and turned to Vanessa and Bobo. “Do give us a crystal ball call if you want to hang out or need anything, darling.” With that, she and Leon left Bobo and Vanessa to get ready for their day. 
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The Crystal Ball Emporium was the largest crystal ball shop in all of Aeristria, and it was conveniently located near the heart of Tolvade. If you need a magic mirror, compact caller, crystal ball, or pocket orb, you’d find it at the Crystal Ball Emporium. If you couldn’t? Well then, it didn’t exist.

The building itself mirrored a massive crystal ball with large, black, lacquered doors that shimmered in the sunlight that showered the busy streets of Tolvade. Morning hours had roused the sleeping city from its slumber, and it had become full of life and laughter once more. Shops were opening like the threats that had been pouring through the streets over the past few weeks hadn’t transpired. With most of the feral demons locked up in the Zaraltrac Prison, there was a peace of mind that came along with it. Still, the patrons of Tolvade were on their guard with the potential threat of a feral demon looming in the backs of their minds.

Bobo and Vanessa strolled alongside the street vendors as they made their way for the crystal ball shop, stopping at a few stands to make a drink and morning meal purchase. They both were a sight to behold, each gripping an oversized cinnamon bun in one hand and a fresh, steaming latte in the other. They munched on their sticky treats and sipped at their caffeinated brew while they eyed over trinkets and scrolls as they leisurely headed for the emporium. 

“I say, those cufflinks were rather dashing. I might need to pick those up on the way back home tonight,” Bobo informed Vanessa who was face-deep in her iced pastry. 

She nodded with cheeks full of her meal, and he could only shake his head at his owner. “Must you eat like a barbarian chipmunk whilst I’m out in public with you? At least attempt to act like a lady ... honestly,” he chastised her in a hoarse tone while digging into his breast pocket for a white hanky which he promptly handed to her. “Here, you have a cinnamon bun on your face, dear. You’d best wash it off before the strays eat it off you like you’re a walking buffet.” 

Vanessa snatched the fabric and wiped at her face hastily and then quickly shoved it back into his hand. Wrinkling his nose in disgust, Bobo forced a smile and then chucked the fabric into the nearest receptacle bin along with his cinnamon bun wrapper. “Lovely. You just ooze femininity and charm.” 

“Why should I even try?” They looked at each other as she spoke with a crazed grin, “You ooze enough of it for the both of us.” 
He rolled his eyes. “Cute.” 
Feeling particularly triumphant, Vanessa held her head a little higher and disposed of her morning meal’s trash near the entrance of the Crystal Ball Emporium. Bobo fussed with his suit jacket while Vanessa gave her hair a quick tussle and resituated her silver insignia over her cloak. They headed inside, instantly feeling the heat of the building envelope them as soon as they were through the threshold. 

“Welcome to the Crystal Ball Emporium. How can we help you today?” A dryad saleswoman asked. She was slightly taller than Vanessa, and the employee gave her best welcoming smile as Bobo and Vanessa eyed her over. She had two, bright-red pigtails that rose up and twisted through the air like hairy horns around her head. Deep mahogany-colored skin paired well with the bright-blue store uniform. The woman’s mesmerizing, brown eyes had officially locked onto her new targets. 

Vanessa thumbed over to the large creature at her side. “He’s all yours.”

“Morning, sir,” the sales representative remarked while instantaneously turning her full attention to Bobo. “How can we assist you with your purchase today?” 

He cleared his throat and stood more erect. A position of full control, something he was seldom accustomed to, gave him a (more than usual) regal air. “Ah, yes. I’m in desperate need of a new crystal ball. Maybe a pocket orb or something.” 

The sales rep looked Bobo over. Attempting to hide that she was judging the large creature wanting such a small calling device, she motioned across the store to a podium with a plush, purple pillow with gold tassels. “You should see our latest model that just came in last week,” she exclaimed eagerly as she went on to dodge the isle of pocket
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