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      The sun rose as the small town of Salem, New York was waking up and shuffling off to work. The rain from the night before left the town glistening, capturing the light of the sunrise.

      A puddle rippled and a woman’s body emerged. Her bold green hair and eccentric clothing made her stand out in the traditional small town. Lifting her stiletto-booted foot up, she kicked in the door to a nearby house and made her way inside.

      The woman’s name was Toxanna, an evil witch who had declared a death sentence on the Bowen family. She stood just inside Danielle Bowen’s front door. Danielle was the next victim on Toxanna’s list, and she always outdid her victims.

      Danielle’s husband, Simon, was working on getting his restaurant started. He was spending today doing interviews for his future employees. Danielle, who was six months pregnant, was busy getting her future daughter’s room ready for the new arrival. Blasting the radio and singing along upstairs, Danielle couldn’t hear Toxanna enter.

      In the living room, Toxanna glanced around at the decor. Everything was quiet and still, save for the music upstairs. The room was painted blue with white trim, and photos cluttered the walls and end tables. She focused on the photo in the center of the room featuring Danielle in an elaborate white wedding dress, smiling from ear to ear and hanging off Simon’s arm. The newlyweds disgusted Toxanna, and she spit on the picture.

      Toxanna’s husband, Dragonox, appeared next to her in a flash of lightning. He immediately pulled out his wand and held it up, ready to use magic at any moment.

      “Easy now. We’ll find the witch.” She spoke in a calm yet malicious tone.

      Dragonox was a dark wizard. Toxanna was a witch. The only difference was that Dragonox needed help to focus his magic, and the wand provided that help. Toxanna, however, didn’t need that assistance; she could focus her magic without any outside assistance. Her specialty was water magic, while Dragonox’s was electricity.

      Dragonox and Toxanna were some of the most sinister evils that roamed the universe. They were vicious and deadly and had vowed to kill every last Bowen since Pamela Bowen had attacked them in the 1930s. Dragonox and Toxanna kept their promise, slaughtering everyone somehow related to the Bowens since. The Bowens had put up a strong fight, but Dragonox and Toxanna eventually got every one of them. Now the only witches left in their crosshairs were Danielle Bowen, her husband, and their unborn baby.

      Today, Toxanna was focusing on Danielle’s baby. Danielle knew of her constant danger and usually kept to a crowd for protection. But spending every day at a grocery store or library was getting daunting, and she needed to get the baby’s room ready. More for her sanity than productivity.

      Danielle wasn’t stupid. She placed all the standard protection charms and amulets in order to ensure her safety. The trouble with amulets was that they weren’t always effective. If the wind blew it out of alignment or a stray cat thought it was a new toy to play with, the protection would be gone. Danielle’s magic was experiencing the same ups and downs as her hormones, and so her charms weren’t always effective. She should have made her husband place them, but she wanted to surprise him with the finished room. Not to mention, she wanted to save the lecture on why she needed to stay in crowded places.

      Toxanna led her husband throughout the house searching for Danielle. She knew her enemy was home. The spell the witch had cast led her straight to Danielle’s house. This was the first time in months that Danielle was alone, and Toxanna needed to act quickly.

      As she slowly stalked throughout the house, she thought of her children. Zamball was already three years old. He was showing signs of magic, but it was obvious he was going to need a wand to channel it, just like his father. Devon, however, was Toxanna’s stepson and only a few months older than Zamball. Devon was the result of one of Dragonox’s trysts with his many lovers before Toxanna had enchanted him. Without an ounce of maternal instinct in her, Toxanna saw both Zamball and Devon as future warriors in her growing demonic empire.

      Toxanna slowly crept up the stairs and around the corner into Danielle’s workspace. There were old sheets on the floor and buckets of pink paint in the corner. Danielle was sitting on a stool stenciling in alphabet letters along the middle of the wall. Boxes of furniture that had yet to be assembled lined the opposite wall. The radio was perched on a step stool and covered in paint.

      Danielle’s black hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she wore ripped jeans and an old T-shirt. Her round belly was prominent. She stood and placed a hand on her back, admiring her work.

      When Dragonox joined Toxanna upstairs, one of the floorboards creaked.

      Danielle spun around and saw her archenemies standing in the doorway. She was cornered.

      Toxanna immediately held up her hands and shot water at Danielle’s feet. The water then froze, and Danielle was stuck to the floor. She tried to use her power of cryokinesis, or ice manipulation, to unfreeze it, but it didn’t respond the way it normally would, thanks to her pregnancy.

      Toxanna couldn’t help smiling. “Seems a little anticlimactic, after all these years. You slip up once, and it not only costs you your life, but your baby’s as well.”

      Danielle wrapped one arm around her belly. “You’re not going to touch my baby.”

      Dragonox lit a stick of sage and circled around Danielle, waving the incense in her face, muttering a charm to himself. Toxanna pulled out a candle, kneeled on the floor, and lit it.

      Dragonox reached for Danielle’s arm, but she swatted him away as best she could.

      “Don’t fight it,” Toxanna urged as her husband pulled out a small knife and slide it across Danielle’s arm, drawing blood. He handed the knife over to Toxanna, who tilted it and dripped some of Danielle’s blood into the flame.

      Reaching her hands out, palms facing Danielle, Toxanna recited:

      

      
        
        The child you bear,

        will be abandoned without care.

        The spell that I weave,

        will make me conceive!

      

      

      

      A green light flashed between Toxanna’s hands and Danielle’s abdomen.

      Within seconds, Danielle’s large belly subsided, and she brought both hands to it. She was no longer pregnant.

      Toxanna, however, was. Her stomach stuck out, and she suddenly felt weak in the knees.

      Dragonox caught her with one hand and pointed his wand at Danielle with the other. He shot a lightning bolt at her, but she created an ice shield. As soon as the lightning bolt hit the shield it shattered. Now without her baby, her powers were back to normal.

      Danielle put up her hands and sent ice crystals flying toward Toxanna and Dragonox, but before the crystals could reach them, the evil pair disappeared in a flash of lightning.

      With tears streaming down her cheeks, Danielle frantically ripped her cell phone out of her pocket and called her husband.

      Before he even answered, she shouted, “Toxanna! Toxanna has our baby!”

      “What!?” Danielle could hear the panic in his voice. He took a deep breath. “Danielle, calm down, we’ll get her back. Stay there, I’ll be home in ten minutes, max.”

      Danielle hung up the phone. She knelt down to work on her feet. They were freezing, but with her baby gone, Danielle felt numb. She couldn’t use her cryokinesis to get rid of the ice blocks because she only knew how to create the ice. Complete manipulation wasn’t something she had mastered yet. Luckily, it was warm outside. The ice was already starting to melt. She put the lid back on the bucket of paint and then used the paint to break open the ice.

      Prior to Toxanna’s declaration of death upon the family, the Bowens weren’t prominent or very powerful witches. The Bowens were the ones at the carnivals, giving out psychic predictions or performing “illusions” to entertain the crowds. However, that changed in 1932 when Pamela Bowen decided to take a stand and stop Toxanna on her quest for power. After saving the man Toxanna was targeting, Pamela inadvertently put a target on her and her family as both witches were equally powerful. Since then, the Bowens had saved notebooks and scraps of papers with spells, enchantments, potions, and charms in order to maintain some sort of record of successes and failures with their magic.

      Now that Danielle was free, she raced to her bedroom closet to retrieve her family’s notes. She needed to find a way to return her baby, using white magic.

      Danielle looked them over while she soaked her feet in lukewarm water.

      When Simon got home, she was just drying off in the bathroom.

      “Do you have the potion?” Simon asked. They were prepared with teleportation potions to go to Toxanna whenever she attacked. They never knew when they’d have to teleport. Since neither of them had a teleportation power, and Toxanna frequently moved her hideouts, the potions became a necessity.

      “Got it!” Danielle had already gotten the potion from the kitchen cupboard with the rest of their potion stock. She jammed her feet into her shoes without bothering to put socks on. She gulped down half of the potion and gave the rest to Simon. After they both had some, they disappeared in a flash of white light.
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      When Danielle and Simon reappeared, they were next to a warehouse near Lake Champlain. This had been Toxanna’s hideout for a few months now. She usually stayed in one place until one of her plans failed. Since Simon and Danielle were the strongest couple Toxanna had fought in the Bowen family, she was often moving her lair because Simon and Danielle had fended her off every time—until today.

      Danielle entered and her husband was close behind. They made their way past the stacks of shipping supplies and found the center of the building.

      In the middle of the floor, a hole of water shimmered through from the lake. Toxanna, Dragonox, and the rest of their cronies were gathered around.

      All attention was on Danielle and Simon when they stormed in.

      “Toxanna, give me my baby back!”

      “I’m sorry, sugar, but you’re not getting this baby back,” Toxanna said. “You can see her in hell when she dies. This child is mine now.” Toxanna stroked her round belly, smiling at Danielle.

      “I’m not going to let you sacrifice my child for some twisted curse of yours.” Danielle scowled.

      “That wasn’t my plan,” Toxanna said. “I actually was thinking about raising her in the dark arts.”

      “Like hell you will!” Simon usually grew weary around Toxanna, but now he didn’t care if he died trying to save his daughter.

      “Dragonox, I’m feeling a bit tired. Get rid of these visitors so I can take a nap.” When Toxanna spoke to her husband, she spoke in a seductive, evil tone.

      Dragonox and the rest of the minions poised to attack Danielle and Simon.

      Simon threw a potion in front of them that put up a force field to protect them against the attack.

      Danielle conjured an ice sword and said, “If that bitch wants a fight, then it’s a fight she’ll get.”

      She took off toward the southern wall of the building and ran along the outer wall in pursuit of Toxanna. Meanwhile, Simon hurled potions at his enemies, fending off any more attackers from following his wife.

      Danielle stopped a moment to catch her breath and saw that Toxanna was walking above her on a platform.

      She found the ladder and climbed up to the platform, tracking Toxanna. Danielle couldn’t believe how fast she was running without the baby, and she knew that Toxanna wasn’t doing as well.

      Finally, Danielle caught up with Toxanna at the end of the platform.

      “Had enough?” she asked, letting out a deep breath with her words.

      “I’m just getting started,” Toxanna hissed.

      Toxanna tried to conjure a ball of water, but the water didn’t stick together. Instead, it dripped off her hand.

      “That’s one thing about being pregnant with a magical child. When your baby’s gaining its magic, yours isn’t as responsive.” Danielle made a swift move to stab Toxanna but pulled back, worrying that if Toxanna died, her baby would too.

      Dragonox suddenly appeared in front of Toxanna and started throwing lightning bolts at Danielle.

      Danielle ducked them as best she could on the skinny platform. She fired ice crystals at Dragonox, but the ice bounced off the brute without inflicting any damage. As they sparred, she  continued to walk backward on the platform until she was cornered. She conjured an ice sword and swung to slice open Dragonox’s midsection, but he moved swiftly, knocking the blade out of her hand. With nowhere left to turn, Danielle ran through rhymes in her head to save her. In the meantime, Dragonox had picked up her ice sword and drove it into Danielle’s stomach, turning it and watching the pain and horror cross her face.

      Simon was a moment too late. He ran up to his wife, just as Dragonox pulled the sword out of Danielle. There wasn’t anything he could’ve done.

      Toxanna, who had walked up behind her husband, dropped her head back and cackled. “I’ve done it! That witch is out of the way, and there are only two left.”

      Simon grabbed the handrail of the platform for support as he grew weak in the knees. Dragonox took advantage of this and put his wand to Simon’s neck. “Is there any particular poison you want injected?” he asked his wife.

      Simon grabbed the wand, snapped it in half, and threw it off the side of the platform. He pulled out three potions and threw them at Dragonox.

      Dragonox’s skin started to boil, melting off his body, leaving his skin to drip from the platform. His body continued to burn until he was a shriveled mess.

      Out of attacking potions, Simon lunged at Toxanna, punching her in the face and knocking her out. He knew he had to come up with a spell to get his baby back, but with her mother dead, there wasn’t a womb for the baby to go. He was going to have to watch Toxanna closely and devise a plan to get the baby back once she was born.

      In the meantime, he needed to get his wife’s body back home. He picked Danielle up gently and drank a potion that returned them home.
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      Samantha rushed in the front door. She dropped her bag and called up the stairs to her sister.

      “Kathy! Get the boys and the book and meet me in the kitchen,” she yelled as she walked by the stairs and into the kitchen. Pulling her brown hair into a ponytail, she pulled up her sleeves and readied a pot of water on the stove to boil.

      Kathy and the boys met her in the kitchen. Samantha’s younger sister was a strikingly beautiful woman, someone who didn’t need to do much to get attention from men. Not that it mattered much to Kathy, who was still married to Will.

      “You guys ready to use your magic?” Samantha asked the boys.

      “But, Mom, I don’t have powers yet,” Chris, the younger one, whined. He had always been the more adventurous between him and his brother. He held a large leather tome under his arm and placed it on the kitchen table.

      Always ready to use his magic, Chris was more than a little discouraged that at fourteen years old, he hadn’t developed any sign of his own active powers yet. Instead, he focused on the inherent magic that all witches had: the ability to cast spells.

      That wasn’t enough for Chris, though. Although he had become a great spellcaster and had a knack for coming up with quick and effective charms or spells, he didn’t want to be one of those witches that relied on spells for every bit of magic. He was already quite jealous of the fact that his brother, Josh, had developed the power to control the wind. Granted, it was more of a short gust that he was able to produce, but Chris knew Josh was going to practice and perfect his craft until he grew stronger and his specialty enhanced.

      “It’ll happen soon enough, Chris,” Samantha said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “I can sense it.” Samantha had the power of the mind. What started off as simple persuasion evolved into mind manipulation. With some weaker-minded individuals, she was even able to completely erase their memory. It wasn’t the flashiest specialty, but it certainly came in handy. Especially when she was able to reach into the minds of some of the lower-level demons and dark witches and control their powers to use against them. Sadly, the evils she faced nowadays were too strong-willed for that.

      “What’s up, Mom?” asked Josh. He was the leader, the responsible one, the one to think things over before rushing into an attack. Unfortunately, this also meant that he was a little more timid to attack. With his specialty focusing on the wind, he could develop that power into great things.

      “Aunt Kathy had a vision,” she said, opening the book and flipping through it. Kathy had the specialty of time. Her power had matured so that she was not only clairvoyant but could also stop time and travel through it. Her visions often led them to a new case.

      Samantha pushed the book toward her sister. “I don’t know exactly what I’m looking for.” She turned her attention back to the pot of water, which had just started to boil.

      Kathy skimmed through the pages of The Art of Magic, their leather-bound magic book, a tool that had been in their family for years through the various magical battles with all things sinister. “A man will be murdered by some creature with a giant sword for an arm. The creature has a lot of piercings and tattoos on his face. He…” She hesitated, not sure how descriptive to be with her nephews. “…uh…decapitates the man.”

      “Did you see when it is supposed to happen?” Samantha asked, throwing some essential potion elements into the pot. Her grandfather had taught her how to make potions. She had even dubbed herself The Potions Master.

      Kathy nodded. “Luckily, there was a clock in my vision. It will be about one this afternoon.” The hardest part about Kathy’s visions was nailing down the correct time. Whenever a supernatural murder had occurred, there wasn’t always a clock conveniently located so she could see.

      “Does this mean we don’t have to go to school?” Chris was hopeful. He was always looking for an excuse to stay home. Especially if he was staying home to use magic.

      “You’re still going,” Samantha said. “Just be prepared to leave early.” She turned to her sister. “What am I putting in this potion?”

      “I’ll pick them up,” Kathy offered.

      “Thanks, but I’ll pass,” Samantha snapped. She decided to make a standard run-of-the-mill potion for a midlevel demon. She guessed by Kathy’s description that this was what they were dealing with. They probably wouldn’t even need the boys, but she wanted them as a buffer between her and her sister.

      Kathy rolled her eyes and continued flipping through the book. She stopped and turned it to Samantha. “Here he is.”

      Samantha asked Josh to reach in the top cupboard for a spice for her, and she threw a dash in. “I’ll have to pick up more rosemary when I take the boys to school.”

      “Sammy, we’re going to have to talk about this sooner or later,” Kathy pushed.

      “Boys,” Samantha said, turning to her sons, “why don’t you brush your teeth and finish getting ready for school. I’ll be ready in ten minutes.”

      Josh and Chris shuffled out of the kitchen. As the door swung shut, Samantha stared at her sister. “You need to be more careful.”

      “They need to know,” Kathy insisted. “Yes, I screwed up. Of course I’m sorry, but I don’t think hiding it from them is going to do them any good.”

      “They don’t need to know that their aunt, their own flesh and blood, offered them up as sacrifices for her demonic marriage to a Dark Knight,” Samantha spat. She had one hand on her hip and the other lying on the kitchen table.

      “Don’t tell them all the details, then. But don’t you think they suspected something was up when I virtually disappeared for a few weeks, and then when I suddenly returned, you have a grudge against me?”

      “They don’t notice that.” Samantha waved her hand and pretended to look at the book.

      “You’re not that good of an actress, Samantha. I’m not saying that you should make an excuse for me, but I think it’s important that they know how easily and how deep you can slip into the darkness,” Kathy reasoned. “I don’t want them to hate me for what I did, but it is what it is.”

      Samantha stared at the book, not willing to look her sister in the eyes. She knew Kathy was right. The boys deserved to know. And it would be a great way to warn them about evil. But she didn’t want to scar them. She already stayed up at night worrying that she was corrupting them by bringing them into battle with her. Ultimately, she knew it would do them well. Set them up for adulthood when they could have these years of experience and guidance to go off of.

      Finally, she looked at her sister. “You stay here and make the potion, and I’ll take them to school.” She left before Kathy could respond.
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      Samantha had returned with a paper bag of herbs and spices to restock their potion ingredient supply.

      “Hey, did you get my text about the sage and the juniper berries?” Kathy asked. She was hunched over the magic book, studying their latest enemy.

      “Yeah,” Samantha said curtly. She hauled the bag onto the kitchen table and removed items to put away.

      “I can get those.” Kathy pulled the bag to her.

      “No, it’s fine.” Samantha tried to yank the bag away from her sister’s grip, but it started to tear. “Fine. Did you finish the potion?”

      “Mm-hmm,” Kathy hummed as she reached on her tiptoes to the spice rack. They liked to keep the potion spices at the top of the cupboard just in case any of their non-magical friends came over.

      “I told the boys I’d pick them up at noon—” Samantha was cut off by a knock at the back door. She turned and saw that it was Will, Kathy’s husband. The reason for their falling out.

      “I swear, I didn’t know he was coming. I told him to stay away from you and the boys,” Kathy explained. She got up to answer the door anyway.

      “Are you still seeing him?” Samantha seethed. After everything, Kathy still hadn’t told Will that it was over. Samantha felt the pain of the betrayal all over again.

      Before Kathy could answer, the door opened and Will stepped through. A reasonably attractive man, he looked about five or so years older than Kathy. Definitely her type. Samantha wasn’t sure of his actual age. She was guessing he was at least fifty years older than he looked. It wouldn’t surprise her if he was even older yet.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Samantha demanded. She had never wished for an attack specialty more than this moment.

      “I heard that you were going to be attacked by one of the Queen’s best men,” Will explained. “I thought I’d drop by and offer my expertise.”

      “We don’t work with evil, and we don’t want word to spread that we do,” snapped Samantha.

      “Samantha!” Kathy warned as she glared at her sister.

      “No, I get it,” Will said, then added, “Well, not really…”

      “That’s a surprise,” Samantha said sarcastically as she rolled her eyes. She stood with her arms crossed and stared him straight in the eyes.

      Will groaned and threw his hands up in exasperation. “I don’t understand why you’re refusing help! Sure, you say I’m evil, but I’ll be of help to you, so what does it matter?”

      “Get out of my house!” Samantha screamed. “I don’t want to see you near my sister, near my children, or near this house ever again!”

      “Will, sweetie,” Kathy said, trying to stop Will from getting mad. He ignored her as he glared at Samantha. In an even, menacing tone he warned, “You’d better change that attitude, because if you don’t focus on the task at hand, then Garmond will destroy you.”

      “Garmond?” Kathy asked. “That’s his name?” The book didn’t mention a name.

      “If you really want to help us, just give us his location,” Samantha said, giving in to Will’s presence. She knew Kathy had no idea where to find this guy. Her vision showed the inside of his office, not a lot to go on.

      “I thought you wanted me to leave?”

      “Leave or stay, I don’t give a damn. But if you stay, you’re going to help us.”

      “I’ll help you in my own way, on my own terms,” replied Will. “I’m not sure where he is, but I do know that he’s not very well protected at the moment. We can find him.”

      “I want you to look me in the eye and tell me that you’re not going to screw us like you have in the past,” Samantha said. Will didn’t say anything, so she added, “If you help, you follow our terms. Do you understand me?”

      Will held Samantha’s stare for a while before speaking up. “I will try to find out his plan of attack.” He kissed Kathy on the cheek. “I’ll see you later, baby,” he said and walked out the back door.

      “I don’t understand why you just don’t break up with him,” Samantha snapped. “After all he put you and our family through. Kathy, this is serious.”

      Kathy bit her lip. “I know. But I can’t help it, I love him. I just want to be with him.”

      Samantha was disgusted with her sister. “I can’t even look at you. I really hope whatever spell he has on you gets broken soon.” She grabbed her keys out of her purse and headed out the front door. “I’m going to pick up the boys. Finish that potion, and call me if anything happens.”
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      As Samantha and the boys ascended the front steps to their doorway, they saw the front doors ripped off the hinges.

      “Careful,” Samantha warned as she led her children into the house. The furniture was thrown throughout the room, glass and fabric scattered everywhere.

      Samantha used her power to sense if Kathy was in the house. If she concentrated enough, she could broaden the scope of her telepathic specialties to read any minds nearby. She breathed a sigh of relief when she recognized Kathy’s thoughts.

      “Kathy?” Samantha called throughout the house.

      “Be quiet!” Kathy hushed, walking out of the kitchen. “He’s knocked out in my bedroom.”

      “How did he end up in your bedroom?” Samantha asked. She put up her hand. “Never mind.” That was a can of worms she didn’t want to get into. “Are you okay?”

      Kathy nodded. “Yeah, but he must’ve known what kind of potion we were making, and he threw it on the floor. So that’s gone.”

      “Damn,” Samantha breathed. “Okay, we need another plan. Maybe a spell or something. He seems midlevel, right?” She hated to ask Kathy to call Will for help, but she was running out of time to consider other options.

      Kathy shrugged. “I thought so, but maybe somebody supercharged him or something. He was going for the kill, that’s for sure.”

      There was a crash upstairs. They heard some murmurs, as if two people were talking.

      “It’s just Garmond up there, right?” Samantha asked her sister, staring at the ceiling.

      “It was…” Kathy’s voiced trailed off, wondering how long the second intruder had been in the house.

      “Let’s go get him!” Chris was exuberant as he headed for the stairs.

      “I don’t think so,” responded Samantha, pulling on the back of Chris’s shirt. “You boys stay back.”

      A tall man with piercings and tribal markings tattooed all over his face and arms strolled down the stairs. He smiled. His left arm was a sword from his elbow down to where his hand was supposed to be. He had two leathery black wings folded neatly on his back.

      “That’s Garmond?” Samantha asked no one in particular. Her heart beat a little faster as she realized she had no way of winning this battle.

      Chris took a step back and squealed, “Mom, kill him!”

      “Any ideas?” Samantha muttered to her sister. Despite her anger toward her for everything with Will, they still made an impeccable team.

      “Stabbing him doesn’t work,” Kathy said. “He’ll just heal himself.”

      “So we need to do a quick kill,” Josh said, “and make sure it sticks.”

      Will ran through the ruins of the front door. “Stand back!” He put out his hand and ushered Samantha, Kathy, and the boys back farther into the next room as he conjured a sword. As a Dark Knight, Will was able to conjure many useful battle implements, such as a sword or a shield. It also granted him eternal life, unless he was murdered. Dark Knights were often used as bodyguards and spies for demonic emperors. Will was currently a free agent, not committed to anyone’s protection.

      Garmond leaped from the stairs and moved to strike Will with his sword-arm. Will conjured a shield on his arm and blocked the attack. Samantha wasn’t convinced that Garmond’s attempt was as honest as it could have been. She wondered if Will was trying to play both sides still.

      “Stupid knight!” Garmond shouted. “You will pay for your betrayal!”

      His first lunge on Will having failed, Garmond turned on the others. Kathy dove out of the way, and Josh and Chris ran into the living room. Samantha was not about to run. Since she had no active powers, she made sure she was fit and skilled at fighting.

      Jumping in the air, she threw her foot against Garmond’s chest, knocking him to the floor.

      “Will, pass me the sword!” she called as she circled Garmond, who struggled to get up off the floor.

      Will hesitated, but Kathy shouted at him, “Give her the sword!”

      He tossed it in the air, and Samantha caught it one-handed and swung it in front of her. This was not her first time handling a weapon like this.

      Kathy was not about to let her sister take on this demonic soldier by herself. She told Will to take care of the boys and ran to her sister’s aid.

      Samantha and Garmond sparred in the foyer as Kathy approached from behind. She jumped, grabbing ahold of the light fixture on the ceiling, and kicked Garmond in the back with both feet.

      Garmond staggered but didn’t fall. Instead he swung and missed Kathy’s midsection, only tearing the front of her blouse.

      “No!” Will hollered and ran to his wife.

      “Will, it’s fine,” Kathy urged. “I’m all right.” Kneeling beside her, Will blocked her view of the ongoing attack.

      Swinging the sword in the air a few times, Samantha readied herself for another attack from Garmond. If he charged, she was ready. She saw out of the corner of her eye that Josh and Chris were hiding out in the next room. She almost wished Josh was more confident with his powers and could help her out, but she hated to ask. She didn’t want to put her kids in danger.

      “C’mon, give me what you’ve got.” Samantha beckoned.

      Garmond charged and she parried his attack, lifting her sword and using her free hand to push on the flat part of the blade against Garmond’s. In a swift move, he knocked the sword out of her hand and it went sliding across the floor away from everyone.

      Kathy struggled to get up, but Will pushed her back. “I’ll take care of it.”

      Standing, Will turned to Garmond. “Hey!”

      Garmond turned toward Will. Samantha moved to grab the sword, but Will conjured it into his hand. “Why don’t you pick on someone who is a little more skilled at swordfighting, huh?”

      Garmond sent another attack at Will, and they squared off. The room was silent save for the clanging swords.

      Samantha and Kathy rushed to the boys.

      “Do you think we can come up with a spell?” Kathy asked.

      “I don’t know; do you think you could freeze him so we could recreate the potion?” Samantha asked.

      Kathy shook her head. “It wouldn’t be enough time. My magic would wear off before the potion was done.”

      They heard furniture crashing as Will and Garmond made their way through the next room.

      “Maybe we should just run?” Josh asked.

      “No,” Samantha said. “He came here for a reason.” She looked at her sister. “I don’t get it, your vision showed that he was killing someone else at this time. How did he end up here?”

      Kathy shrugged. “I don’t know! Maybe he got different orders? These things can change.”

      There was a loud thud, and the four witches turned to see Garmond turn on them. Will was in the corner, lying still.

      “Oh, Will!” Kathy cried, running to her husband’s side.

      “Boys, get to the kitchen and get upstairs,” Samantha ordered. They ran to the kitchen as Samantha stepped out into view of Garmond.

      Swinging his sword-arm, Garmond lunged at Samantha, who moved swiftly out of his way.

      “You’re going to get tuckered out eventually.” Samantha smirked.

      With his non-sword hand, Garmond grabbed Samantha’s arm and swung her into the wall. To her surprise, he was very strong. Feeling warm liquid run down her nose, she reached for her forehead and saw that it came back bloody. She could already feel her lip swelling up, too.

      In the time Samantha took to lick her wounds, Garmond was beside her once again, sending a powerful kick into her midsection. With the wind instantly knocked out of her, she fell to the floor gasping and clutching her side.

      “Leave her alone!” Kathy warned, sending another kick toward the enemy. Before it had a chance to collide, Garmond grabbed her foot and twisted. As it crunched, Kathy shrieked in pain and crumpled to the floor.

      Garmond turned back to Samantha and delivered another kick to her side. Samantha tried to lift herself, but when Garmond kicked her a third time, she began coughing up blood.

      “What do you want?” she choked.

      “Not so tough anymore, huh?” Garmond sneered, swinging his foot back to kick her again—but a brush of wind stopped him. He turned toward the kitchen and saw Josh with his arms out, palms open.

      “I told you it wouldn’t work!” Josh said to his brother.

      Garmond walked slowly toward Josh but stopped when a vase crashed near his feet. He turned back and saw Samantha.

      “Get the hell away from them. Run, boys!”

      Will started to stir, and Kathy called to him, “Will, wake up! Samantha needs your help!” She still clutched her foot.

      Garmond saw Will rising and lifted his sword-arm and drove it through Samantha’s back. She gasped, collapsing on the floor.

      Kathy shrieked as tears poured down her face. Josh and Chris stood frozen in the doorway to the kitchen.

      “You killed her!” Chris shouted, his fists shaking. “You monster!” He shook with anger as Garmond screamed out in pain, and one of his wings shredded in a flash of flame.

      “What was that?” Josh asked, looking at Chris.

      Chris looked down at his hands. He threw them in Garmond’s direction, and Garmond’s other wing was blasted to bits.

      Falling to his knees, Garmond pointed his sword-arm at Chris.

      “No!” Will shouted, bringing down his sword on Garmond’s sword-arm, severing it. Garmond screamed in pain.

      “Chris, you have the power to kill him,” Josh said. “Focus.”

      Chris took a deep breath and waved his hands in front of himself once more, obliterating Garmond.

      Kathy gaped. “Whoa.” Reality set in, and she crawled to her sister, desperately reaching for her wrist to check for a pulse. There was none. She grasped Samantha’s hand and kissed the back of it, tears streaming.

      Josh and Chris were at her side, both of them sobbing.

      “Aunt Kathy, can’t you go back in time and stop this?” Josh asked.

      Kathy shook her head. “I don’t have that kind of power, sweetie.” She sniffled and slung her arms around both of her nephews, pulling them in.

      They only had each other now.
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