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  1
Spring Cleaning

Ryan


Ryan clears his throat and says aloud to the empty air under the light of a full moon: 

"From this realm to the next, 

I seek demon aid for trade.

For this night I bring you forth,

Until a bargain is made,

You're mine for the stay."


It's the stupidest thing he's ever read, and he feels even more ridiculous as he says it, but as the last word leaves his mouth there's a strange tingle along his skin. It's almost like the feeling the air gets before a lightning storm, but the skies have been clear all day. 
Frowning, Ryan repeats the words. As he completes the final line, the strange sensation returns, but it's stronger than before. Like the hairs on the back of his arm are about to stand on end. 
Heart racing, he repeats the chant a final time. And this time, the air on the rooftop seems to shift like it's being displaced.

      [image: ]Two Weeks Earlier
"We've got this, Mom," Ryan insists as his mother hovers over Justin's shoulder while he tries to uncover a rather large chest hidden beneath piles of boxes. Her once dark hair is now more salt than pepper, cut in a bob with thick-rimmed glasses perched atop her head.
She frowns and puts her hands on her hips as she turns her attention to him. "Well, can you blame me for wanting to spend time with my only son? It's been six months since you last came to visit!"
Ryan swallows down the protest that he's been busy. It's an old argument with her and not one he wants to waste time re-hashing. "The faster we can get this done, the sooner we can come downstairs and visit," he counters, running his fingers through his unruly, tawny hair. They’ve barely started, but he’s already working up a sweat in the stuffy attic.
"Very well, I'll go get some lemonade and snacks ready. We can order your pizzas when you're done. Just let me know if you need anything," she says, agreeing to go downstairs with their reassurances. 
"Your mom is really nice," Justin points out once she's gone. "I think she's just a little lonely. If you need a ride to come visit more, just let me know." 
Guilt twists in Ryan's stomach making him feel even more uncomfortable. "Maybe. Let's just get this over with."
It's a rather mundane day in early spring when unremarkable Ryan Smith finally cons his best friend, Justin Perez, into helping clean out his mother's attic. She's been harassing him to do it for years since his father passed, but he has finally run out of excuses to put it off. He is currently between work projects and is well enough off due to his frugal living to be able to spare the day to bum a ride out of the city and across the bay with his friend Justin. Justin is easy to persuade with the promise of pizza in exchange for a ride and some manual labor. Whether Justin agrees because he is a good friend or simply a self-employed photographer in his mid-twenties with nothing better to do is hard to tell. 
No, the most difficult part is insisting that Ryan’s mother leave the work to them and stop micro-managing. The task itself feels overwhelming, probably because he has been putting it off for so long. The attic is cluttered with old furniture, dilapidated boxes, and garbage bags filled with old toys and clothes. Most of which could have been donated years ago, the normal kind of mess that accumulates after generations of a family lives in one house. 
A single bare bulb in the rafters lights the space well enough to see the clouds of dust that are created whenever anything is picked up, shifted, or opened. Ryan and Justin have donned gloves and face masks as they set to the task ahead of them. 
Now that Justin has the freedom to move about without potentially knocking over Ryan's mother, he lifts a large crate from atop the trunk with ease. Ryan envies the man’s longer, darker hair that he’s able to pull back into a small ponytail to keep out of the way. Ryan’s hair has never been that long: he doesn’t think he can pull off that look. Instead, as they kick up dust, Ryan's hair just plasters itself to his head. Working together they manage to sort the items into into three piles: keep, donate, or trash. 
As Ryan debates over how to categorize some of the more keepsake-like items, Justin goes through and wipes down the furniture to determine if it's in good repair. Despite living in the attic for over a decade, Ryan's mom may want to keep some of the nicer pieces, but he may try to convince her to sell them. 
Time seems frozen in the attic like the decades have been thrown together haphazardly.  The only natural light comes through a small window near the roof, slowly dimming as the day turns to evening. The only other light is a single bare lightbulb dangling from the rafters.
"I think we've done as much as we're going to get to today," he admits, wiping a mix of grime and sweat from his brow with the back of his arm. 
Justin stands up and stretches his arms over his head, giving a long groan in the process. "I think we've hit most of it," he admits. "There’s just this trunk that is the last thing to be sorted, and we may actually need your mom to go through those items."
Ryan sighs and shuffles over to look down at the large piece of furniture. "Is there even anything in it?" he asks. 
"I think it's full." Justin proves his point by trying to lift the large chest, but he barely gets it to budge. It’s solidly built, but there has to be something inside.
Ryan runs his hand over the latch, brushing away the dust to read the letters etched into the front: T.A.S. "Maybe it's just more clothes?”
“Clothes wouldn't weigh that much. Only one way to tell,” Justin says and crouches down to open the trunk.
The latch sticks, but with some brute force Justin is able to force it open. Ryan has to admit to himself there is a benefit to going to the gym, but he just doesn't have the interest.
Lifting the heavy lid, they find the trunk does contain some clothes. There is a nicely folded gray suit and some spare bedding, but beneath that are several thick books. No wonder the damn thing is so heavy. There are old textbooks on biology and natural sciences that look like they've been around since the middle of the last century.
Ryan pulls out a book bound in burgundy leather and, opening the cover, finds it's a family bible. It obviously hasn't been touched in a long time since the family tree inside the cover seems to end with his dad's generation. The name at the top of the spreading branches is Thomas Andrew Smith, identifying him as Ryan’s great-great-grandfather. 
"T.A.S?" Justin asks, pointing out the name. The initials do match the latch. 
"Probably," Ryan has to admit. "Other than the bible and maybe some of the bedding, I don't think much else is worth keeping. These textbooks have to be horribly out of date."
Justin shrugs. "Some people collect stuff like that," he comments as he shuffles through the books. "Oh!" He pulls out a large bound book with a scrolling knot-work design along the spine. "This looks neat!" 
Ryan eyes the tome with mild interest. "What is it?" he asks.
As Justin flips through the pages, Ryan's interest dissipates while he glances at the headings over Justin's shoulder. Things like Wards to Trap Mischievous Spirits and Building a Basic Apothecary mark the sections of the book.
"It looks like some sort of fantasy novel," Justin comments, his own excitement still evident. 
Ryan sighs and turns back to the trunk. "It's probably just junk," he mutters, his attention turning to the suit as he eyes it curiously. 
"Do you think your mom will let me keep it then?" Justin shuts the book and holds it up to the light inspecting it more closely. "The binding on it is pretty neat! It could make a cool prop, at least." Justin is constantly on the lookout for interesting looking things in his line of work. The man has gone home on more than one occasion with something Ryan thought was just junk and he made something spectacular out of by using it in an uncommon way.
"You can ask," Ryan says. "Let's head downstairs and let her know everything is ready for her inspection. Besides, I could definitely use some food." 
Justin helps Ryan carry the small collection of items from the trunk down the rickety steps out of the attic for his mother’s perusal. 
As he guessed, his mother is most excited by the bible. "I think I remember your grandmother looking for this when you were born," she comments. "She probably wanted to add your name to it, but by then it had been misplaced." 
After looking over the clothes, she holds up the suit jacket to Ryan's back and insists he takes it home with him. "You need a nice suit," she comments, even though the thing is far from being in style. Rather than argue with her, Ryan chooses the path of least resistance and accepts the hand-me-down. It may  actually fit, which the last suit he bought for his high school graduation definitely doesn’t anymore.
"Do you know what this is, Mrs. Smith?" Justin holds out the old tome he wants. 
His mom's interest in the book seems to be on par with Ryan's. "I have no idea," she admits as she takes the book and flips through the pages. "Maybe it's one of those home remedy books?" 
Justin just hums and nods. Then he goes in for the kill and shoots her a big, innocent smile. A grown man has no business being that adorable and Ryan almost scoffs at how thickly he’s laying it on. "Can I take it? I think it has a really cool binding."
Ryan's mom is as much a sucker for Justin’s charm as anyone else, and she happily agrees. "You've been such a great help, of course! Now, go clean up and I'll order some food." 
While his mother orders the pizzas, Ryan and Justin peel off their work gloves and masks to wash the dirt and dust from their arms and face. Justin then carries around the old book, continuing to flip through it while Ryan quietly stashes the suit with his book bag so he won't forget it. 
For his mom's sake, of course.
After dinner, his mom surveys their work in the attic. They carry down the bags for donation, leaving the furniture for either storage or a junk removal service depending on the state it's in. She agrees that the textbooks are probably just junk, but insists he takes them anyway. His other friend Ethan (and truly he only has one or two more friends other than Justin) has a bookstore in the city. He'll either take it or dispose of it depending on his judgment. 
Ryan is glad they were able to get the work done in a single day. As Justin drives them back into the city with the moon high over the bay, Ryan lets the lull of the car's motion rock him gently into dozing. Now he'll have Sunday to do what he wants most with his free time: sleep and nothing. 
The two best things. 
Justin drops Ryan off at home with his old second-hand suit and collection of outdated textbooks. Both take up residence in the back of Ryan's closet and become a future-Ryan's problem. Justin seems happy with his heavy book as he heads home for the evening. 
And, like with most things in his life, all things from that afternoon become out of sight, out of mind. He doesn't even give the old book Justin made off with a second thought. 

      [image: ]Ryan is lying in bed, scrolling through social media on his phone late at night a few weeks later when a pounding comes from his front door. He has half a mind to ignore it, but it's not like he's sleeping anyway. Rolling out of bed, he shuffles through his dark apartment in his boxers and an oversized t-shirt to a new round of door pounding. 
"What?" Ryan says, exasperated, as he pulls open the door. 
There, on his stoop, is Justin, his eyes wide and his long dark hair pulled back into a messy manbun. He's dressed in workout gear: shorts, a hoodie, and sneakers. In one hand is the bigass book he got from Ryan's mom's attic. 
"Ryan!" He grabs his friend’s shoulder with his free hand. "I think I summoned a demon."
Not amused, Ryan blinks up at his friend. "And this prank of yours couldn't have been done over the phone?" he asks. 
As if being reminded of something, Justin glances around. "Fuck, no, I think I left my phone in my work studio. But I'm serious!" He pushes past Ryan, flipping through the pages of the book as he lets himself into the apartment. 
Sighing, Ryan hits a light switch, illuminating the living room and lets the door swing shut in his friend's wake. He trails after Justin and plops down on the old second-hand couch that has moved with him from place to place since his college dorm days, watching his friend pace back and forth as he searches the pages of the giant tome. 
"Here!" Justin stops his pacing and comes over to hold the book out to Ryan. Begrudgingly, he accepts it and looks at the open pages. The heading reads To Summon a Demon. He looks from the scrawling script and intricate circle drawn upon the page and up to his friend. 
"This is what you're going with?" he asks, skeptical. 
"I'm serious," Justin insists. "I drew the circle thingy, and I chanted the words right there, and POOF! A man with horns appeared in my studio! I swear!" 
"Ah," Ryan nods. "Horns? Very original."
"I swear! In a ball of flame! He appeared out of nowhere and offered to grant me a wish!"
Ryan rolls his eyes. "Was it a demon or a genie? Did you have to guess his name? Or perhaps he had a creepy monkey paw for sale?" 
"Damn it, I'm not joking," Justin cries, throwing his hands up and pacing the tiny living space. 
If this is a joke, Justin is taking it just a little too far. Ryan frowns and looks down at the open book sitting in his lap. "Maybe you fell asleep in your studio," he offers. "Perhaps you had a bad dream?"
Justin stops his pacing and spins to face him, brown eyes narrowing as he considers the explanation. "If that was a dream, it was the realest damn dream I've ever had."
"Come on," Ryan complains, shutting the book and putting it on the cushion beside him. "Isn't this a little far-fetched? Demons?"
For the first time since he barged in, a bit of doubt enters Justin's eyes. "Maybe you're right," he says slowly. "Do you really think I could have imagined the whole thing?"
Ryan nods, crossing his arms over his chest and relaxing back into his couch. "It makes the most sense," he points out. 
"I'm not so sure," Justin says shaking his head. "Will you take a look at it, please?"
Sighing Ryan nods. "Sure, buddy. But why don't you head home and get some sleep first? I'm sure things will seem more reasonable in the morning." 
Justin's eyebrows pinch together. "Yeah," he says slowly. "Yeah, maybe. Um, I'm sorry for barging in like this."
Ryan stands up and takes the few steps to close the distance between them. He puts a hand on his friend's shoulder. "It's okay," he reassures him. "It sounds like a pretty wild dream."
"I don't think it was a dream," Justin repeats, but he lets Ryan slowly lead him back out.
"It's okay," Ryan pats his back. "We'll talk tomorrow. Okay? Get home safe."
Justin frowns, his shoulders slumping. "Yeah, okay. Goodnight, Ryan."
"Goodnight," he says and opens the door for Justin. His friend, looking defeated and a bit shaken, slumps out of his apartment again. Ryan would feel a little bad, but he's not entirely convinced this isn't just a giant prank. Alone once more, he shuts off the lights and heads to bed. 
When he wakes up the next morning, he has almost forgotten about the entire incident from the night before except the book is still on his couch as evidence. He gives it a curious glance before grabbing his work bag and heading out the door in his usual casual clothes: a black hoodie and black jeans that are a bit too faded even by stylish standards. 
Ryan could work from home since he is a remote data entry clerk, but he doesn’t have good WiFi in the basement apartment. For a change of pace he makes his way to a nearby coffee shop for the day. As he plugs away drinking far more coffee than a human being should and moving numbers from place to place, Justin's wild eyes and even wilder claims stick with him. 
When he finally comes home that evening, the book is just where he left it, but this time it feels like it's mocking him. He feels silly even considering Justin's claims and his plea for Ryan to look into it. 
Rather than letting the sensations linger and pester at the back of his brain, Ryan drops his work bag by the door and goes to settle on the couch. He picks up the hefty book and sets it in his lap to start flipping through the pages. 
The beginning of the book feels almost like the opening of a cookbook. There are basics of components, recipes, and measurements, but Ryan has no context for what the words on the page are even referencing. Like the book is written by someone using the same language, but somehow a completely different lexicon. 
As he flips through the pages, he finds each section has a very similar makeup: a specific purpose or intention followed by a list of components. Things like specific woods, herbs, or stones. The objects seem totally random and completely arbitrary to Ryan. Then each section usually has some sort of drawing: either a circle or strange-looking scribbles. 
He continues to flip past each section until he gets to the one Justin showed him the night before: demon summoning. It looks very similar to all the other sections. The purpose? To summon a demon and request aid. The components: nothing. Then a large elaborate circle with delicate drawings along the edge. Ryan can almost guess that if Justin had opted to mess around, he would have picked this one for the look of the circle alone. Maybe that there were no components helped as well – no last-minute dash to the market for some uncommon ingredient. 
He can't believe he's actually considering this, but honestly? Ryan has nothing better to do tonight. He can try out the stupid summoning and prove Justin is either messing with him or had a bad dream. It's not going to hurt anyone, and maybe it’ll even help put Justin’s mind at ease.
Glancing around his tiny apartment, Ryan figures there isn't really a clear space large enough for the circle. Besides, what would he draw it on? 
Sighing, he gets off the couch, tucking the book under one arm and going into his desk. He finds a stray piece of chalk that had come with a little blackboard that he had hung on his dorm room door to tell people to go away once upon a time. Then he heads out of his apartment and straight for the steps to the roof.
He lives in the basement unit of a rather basic four-story building, the underground apartment being cheaper than anything else, but there is a communal roof space for the building. No one ever uses it except for the occasional party, so he figures it'll be private enough for his silly experiment. 
With each step up the stairs that wind back on themselves, Ryan feels a little sillier. Each groan of the metal staircase as he makes his way higher is like a warning to go no further. By the time he reaches the roof he considers turning back, but he's already come this far. He flicks a switch at the top of the landing and a row of party lights left up year-round along the edge of the rooftop come alive. It's colorful, if not very bright. Just enough light to see by as the sun disappears behind the city skyline, giving the night over to a bright, full moon. 
Ryan sets the book on the roof's surface, and opens it to the strange circle to start copying it onto the gray concrete of the rooftop. His lines are messy because he's half-assing it as he goes. He makes the circle large enough that doing the details of the design isn't tiny, impossible work with the piece of chalk. In the end, he ends up with a circle that probably has an eight-foot diameter. 
When he's finally done, he tucks the mostly depleted piece of chalk into his hoodie pocket and slaps his hands together to get rid of the excess dust. Then, grabbing up the book, he sits on the outside edge of the circle, his back to the stairs he came up. All that's left to do is read the silly chant. 
Ryan clears his throat and says aloud to the empty air:
"From this realm to the next, 

I seek demon aid for trade.

For this night I bring you forth,

Until a bargain is made,

You're mine for the stay."

It's the stupidest thing he's ever read, and he feels even more ridiculous as he says it, but as the last word leaves his mouth there's a strange tingle along his skin. It's almost like the feeling the air gets before a lightning storm, but the skies have been clear all day. 
Frowning, Ryan repeats the words. As he completes the final line, the strange sensation returns, but it's stronger than before. Like the hairs on the back of his arm are about to stand on end. 
Heart racing, he repeats the chant a final time. And this time, the air on the rooftop seems to shift like it's being displaced.






  
  2
Well, That's New

Skylar


Skylar is hanging out with her best friend, Kris, when she feels the familiar pull. She’d promised to help Kris get his horns buffed this evening, like doing mani-pedis on a girl’s night. They are both relaxing in their comfy lounge clothes, just getting started when the tug behind her belly button starts. 
Kris is sitting on a stool in the middle of Skylar’s kitchen, the container of horn shine on the counter and a towel wrapped around his shoulders. “He wasn’t terrible,” Kris is saying about the last warlock to summon him to the mortal realm. “Total muscle bunny, you know? Big arms, tiny waist, long dark hair. It totally worked for him.”
“Lucky.” Skylar is about to complain about the crusty old men who keep summoning her and asking for wealth or power or the downfall of their rivals. Blah, boring. “And here we go again. Sorry, Kris. Looks like I’m off to fulfill the completely predictable desires of another loser.”
Kris sighs. “It’s okay. I just really wanted to spend some time with you, is all. Besides, you never know! This warlock could be like my muscle bunny.”
“Doubt it,” she says as she recaps the horn shine. 
“Well, I guess I’m his demon technically.” Kris stands up, stretching his arms over his head with a satisfied groan. He shoots a sly smile at Skylar. “But yeah, he’s my new warlock.”
Skylar blinks at him. “Wait, you didn’t fulfill his deal yet? How are you here?”
“I was going to tell you, but I guess it’ll have to wait. Good luck!” Kris looks entirely too smug and Skylar wants to insist further, but her situation is getting more urgent. The pull is getting stronger and the longer Skylar ignores it, the worse it’ll get. From an annoying tug to a pull so strong she feels like she’s about to be turned inside out. 
“Fine, keep your secrets,” she pokes at his side where she knows the man is ticklish. “I promise I’ll do your horns next time.” She reaches up and presses the tip of a finger to the end of a horn that sweeps forward and up from Kris’s temples, the base hidden behind the taller demon’s fluffy, curly hair. “Maybe we can sharpen them, too.”
Kris waves her off. “I just want them to look shiny and pretty right now.”
“For your bunny?” Skylar smirks.
“Just go!” Kris laughs and gently shoves her shoulder. “Message me when you get back.”
Skylar laughs, pulling Kris into a side hug. “Fine! Talk to you soon, I hope.”
Kris pats Skyler on her back, just below the junction of her wings and gives her a quick kiss on the forehead. “I believe in you. You’ll be back in no time.” 
Just then another tug comes that causes some actual pain. Skylar grimaces and gives a nod to her friend. She shuts her eyes and lets the metaphysical string that is pulling her drag her from the demon realm to the mortal one. It is like standing with her feet solid on the ground before being yanked by an incredibly strong bungee cord. 
When her feet meet solid ground again, she conjures up a giant cloud of smoke to obscure her incredibly off-putting sudden appearance. She even makes it smell like brimstone, since that’s what the humans seem to expect. If she gives the summoner what they want, she can usually go home faster. 
So, in that vein, she stands tall (or as tall as her five feet and then some will allow her) and waits for the smoke to clear. She holds her black-feathered wings up and back, not sure how big the space she is being summoned to will allow. She rests her hands on her hips, crossing one leg in front of the other, and tries not to squint through the smoke. She wants to seem impressive and disinterested at the same time. Her dark blue hair is swept back and she stands with her chin up. Gone are her comfy joggers and loose T-shirt and she makes sure to appear in her tightest black leather pants and a silky black button-up shirt tucked in at the front. 
Slowly the smoke clears, but she doesn’t see anyone standing before her as she expected. She pouts and is about to say something when the smoke near the floor shifts away and she sees a human low to the ground outside the summoning circle. He is sitting cross-legged with a large book in his lap and eyes round in surprise. It’s dark enough that she can only tell that they are a light color: blue or green perhaps. The man’s hair is a tousled mess of sandy strands, and he looks a bit pale as if all the color has been drained from his face.
He looks absolutely gob-smacked.
Skylar can’t say she doesn’t like the way this is shaping up. With the human on the ground, she towers over him. It gives her the ability to look down on the warlock with disdain, which is a rare opportunity. This human is dressed in all black, which isn’t unusual, but there are no ceremonial robes or funny artifacts. Just an oversized black hoodie and jeans. She has to give it to Kris: so far this is nothing like she  expected. 
Especially since once the smoke clears it is obvious they are on someone’s roof terrace. The moon shines brightly overhead and there are party lights strung up around the railing that marks the edges of the roof. She can’t help but quirk an eyebrow as her gaze drops back to the warlock. 
The man hasn’t moved. He is sitting perfectly still, even once the smoke has all but completely dissipated, his mouth hanging open slightly. Skylar waits an extra-long beat before deciding to take the initiative. 
She steps forward, sweeping her arms and wings wide to perform a low bow from the waist. She drops her head to look at the toes of her boots for a second before raising her gaze to meet the warlock’s once more from her bowed position. “What does the warlock wish of me?” she asks in a low, silky voice. 
Finally, the warlock blinks. Then he shuts his mouth before it can catch any flies. Skylar stands back up and waits for the silly human to start making demands. Instead, the human scrambles to his feet, turns on his heel, and starts to speed away.
“Hey,” Skylar calls after him in her normal voice, dropping the affectation. “Wait! Where are you going?”
The warlock walks across the roof towards what looks like the stairs heading down.
“Stop!” Skylar shouts with an edge of desperation. “Warlock? Wait!”
That doesn’t work. The human makes it to the stair landing and starts to disappear out of view as he makes his way down. 
“Hey asshole!” Skylar screams after him. “I can’t leave this stupid circle if you just walk away!” But the human is already out of her line of sight.
Skylar drops her wings and lets her arms fall to her sides. She looks around the roughly sketched circle. This warlock is either extremely messy or completely inept. She is surprised the stupid thing had managed to summon her at all.
She tries to puzzle through how she got here in an effort to figure out how to get back. Skylar runs her fingers through her hair and turns in a circle. The moon is still fairly high in the sky. Maybe if she waits until sunrise the magic that brought her here will break? She doesn’t know. She’s never been summoned out in the open before, let alone abandoned in the summoning circle. What were the chances another human would happen to wander by on this rooftop and break the circle for her? It didn’t seem likely if the warlock had chosen this spot to do the summoning.
Skylar is about to cry out in frustration when the mop of messy hair reappears from the stairwell.
“You’re really stuck in there?” calls out a voice, low but hesitant. 
“No,” Skylar growls. “I’m standing here spinning in circles for fun! Of course I’m trapped. Your circle may look like shit, but the magic that binds me here isn’t.”
The warlock slowly makes his way back up to the landing and steps onto the roof, but he doesn’t move any closer. He just stares at Skylar, clutching the tome he is carrying to his chest like a shield. 
Skylar stares back at him. “Well?” she calls out across the distance. “What is it that you want so we can get this over with?”
“What do I want?” The warlock seems truly confused. “You’re really going to grant me a wish?”
Skylar sighs and feels her shoulders slump. “I’m not a freaking kapre with a magical white stone, but that’s kind of the deal. You summoned me, you get to make a request. So, what is it that you want?”
“I don’t want anything,” is the warlock’s immediate response as he shakes his head.
“Then why did you summon me?” Skylar throws her hands out to gesture at the summoning circle. 
The warlock shrugs but takes a few careful steps closer. “I didn’t think it would work.”
Skylar slaps her hand on her forehead and groans. She knows humans were more skeptical of magic now than ever, but a warlock who doesn't believe his magic would work is something new. If he didn’t think it could work, honestly, it shouldn’t have. “You must have believed a little. The proof is that I’m here.”
“I didn’t expect it to work,” the warlock seems to correct himself. 
“Well, Warlock,” Skylar crosses her arms across her chest and levels her gaze back at him. “It did work. Congratulations. If you didn’t think it was going to work, why did you do it?”
The warlock shrugs. “My friend said he did it, so I did it, too. To call his bluff.”
“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,” Skylar says flatly. “But, now that I’m here, what can I do for you?”
The warlock frowns at her. “You’re not very nice, are you?”
The entire situation is so ridiculous Skylar can’t help but laugh. “Oh, I can be very nice,” she smirks at the warlock. “I can grant you riches. Or fame. Or admiration. Tell me: what do you desire?”
The warlock is wandering closer. “And what do you get in return?”
Skylar blinks at him. No one has ever asked her that before. “What do I get? I get to go home, I suppose.”
“Why did you come?” The warlock is only an arm’s length away from the circle if Skylar could reach out of the circle at all. Which she can't.
“Luck of the draw, I suppose. I didn’t really have a choice,” she responds curtly. “Do you really not know how this works?”
The warlock shakes his head. “Not really. So, what’s your name?”
Skylar takes a step back from the warlock, surprised by the sudden question. “Why?”
“I’m Ryan,” the warlock offers instead. “I’m sorry if I inconvenienced you, Ms. Demon.”
“Well, Warlock Ryan,” Skylar says, and she can see the warlock visibly cringe at the title. “If you’re so reticent you could just let me go.”
“How?”
“Either let me grant you your desire, or you can dismiss me from the human realm. Though, to be honest, no one has ever really done that to me before.” She shrugs.
“Why not?” Ryan opens the book he’s holding. “I didn’t see anything about that in here.”
“Well, probably because everyone who summoned me wants something from me.” Skylar begins ticking off the reasons on her fingers. “Money, fame, revenge.”
Ryan looks up from the pages of his book. “So, why won’t you tell me your name?”
Skylar shifts, uncomfortable under the weight of the warlock’s gaze. Why is this human so off-putting? He is incredibly dense, and it makes Skylar wonder: if this hapless human had managed to summon someone or something dangerous would he still be alive? 
“Because my name would give you power over me,” she finally answers. 
“Don’t I have power over you already?” Ryan challenges, a little more sass in his tone than plain open curiosity. 
Skylar scoffs. “Not really. This circle has more power over me than you do right now.”
Ryan frowns as he shuts the book and tosses it to the ground at his feet. He shoves his hands in his hoodie pocket and looks at Skylar. Now that he’s standing so close, she is forced to look up to meet his gaze. “But I really don’t want anything.”
“Nothing?” she asks, shocked.
“Nothing I can think of.”
“You’re a funny one, aren’t you?” Skylar narrows her eyes, trying to figure out what game he is trying to play. “Well, what about your friend? Did he tell you how he got rid of the demon he summoned?”
The warlock shifts his weight from one foot to the other. “Not really. If he made a wish, I don’t know what it was.”
Skylar groans. She really just wants out of this entire disaster of a summoning. “Okay, tell you what. I’ll tell you my name so you can cash in your wish at a future date if you promise to never ever try to do this again. You may not get someone as nice as me next time.”
Ryan licks his lips and looks Skylar up and down. “And if I want to get you again?”
Skylar blinks, shocked by the question. Is this guy flirting with her? “Then you’ll have my name, won’t you?”
The warlock seems to consider Skylar again before he nods. Whatever hint of playfulness she had glimpsed is gone. “Fine, I won’t summon a different demon if you give me your name. And I’ll only summon you back if I can think of something that I want. Is that a fair deal?”
Skylar puts her hands in her pockets and walks as close to the edge of the circle as she can. “Since when do mortals care about fair deals? They summon demons to take what they want and can’t get on their own.”
“I don’t want anything,” Ryan points out.
“Ugh, fine!” Skylar throws her hands up. “My name is Skylar.”
Ryan smiles. “Nice to meet you, Skylar. I guess it’s time to send you home.”
“Sure,” Skylar says, skeptical. “Thank you, Warlock.” 
The warlock cringes again. “Please don’t call me that. It doesn’t make me feel very good: like spiders crawling over my skin.”
Skylar cocks her hip and appraises the warlock once more. He doesn’t look like much, though his power is evident in his ability to summon her there without the faith it would work. And with a circle that looks like it was drawn by a third grader. “It’s not spiders,” Skylar says. “That’s the power you control. Or at least you would if you learned how to use it properly.” 
“Yeah, right,” Ryan says dismissively. “And who could teach me?”
“Maybe your other warlock friend who summoned a demon?” she suggests. Then after a beat. “Or me.”
Ryan runs his fingers through his hair. It doesn't make the tousled mess any neater. “I’ll think about it. But for tonight, let’s just send you home. Shall we?”
Skylar stands up straight and moves back to the center of the circle, her wings shaking as if to settle ruffled feathers. “At your will, Warlock Ryan.”
“Gah,” Ryan shivers again. “Please don’t call me that again.”
“I won’t, if you send me away.” Skylar gestures for him to continue, tickled by how the tables have turned. 
“Brat,” Ryan mutters. “Fine. Skylar, I release you from the mortal realm to return home until I summon you again. Just don’t call me a warlock, again.”
And just like that Skylar feels the bungee cord that keeps her there snap. It is like she is free-falling, and it ends only when she reappears back in her kitchen. Since she is home, she doesn’t bother with the theatrics. She just suddenly exists where she hadn’t been before. 
Kris is still in her kitchen, raiding her cabinets. He has an apple stuck in his mouth as he rummages through the shelves, but he pauses to look back at Skylar in surprise. He opens his mouth, arms still frozen over his head, and the apple drops to the countertop with a dull thud. “You’re back!”
“You’re still here,” Skylar returns, looking at her friend in surprise. 
“Yeah,” Kris grins bashfully. He lowers his arms and turns to face Skylar. “I was kinda hungry and was looking for a snack.”
Skylar waves away his explanation. “It’s fine. You’re welcome to stay. You know that.” 
“Thanks!” Kris picks the apple back up and takes a big bite. Then, with a mouth full of apple chunks asks: “How’d it go? That was pretty fast.”
Skylar sits down on the stool that has been abandoned when buffing Kris’s horns got put on hold. “To be honest, I’m not sure.” 
“What did the warlock want?” Kris takes another bite of the apple and leans against the fridge. 
“Nothing,” Skylar answers. “He wanted absolutely nothing.”
Kris smirks. “I guess it’s time to tell you about my bunny.”
"Fine,” Skylar sighs. She hops off the stool and pats the empty seat. “May as well buff your horns while we chat.”
Kris picks the towel back up from the counter where he’d tossed it and puts it back around his shoulders before settling onto the stool. “So,” he says around another mouthful of apple. “It was last night, and I got summoned.”
Skylar slips on pair of gloves before uncapping the horn shine again. “Like one does,” she comments.
“Yup,” Kris crunches into the apple.
Skylar takes the opportunity to pick up the rag she had pulled out earlier that day and scoops up a decent amount of horn shine. She closes the distance between them to begin rubbing it across the other demon’s horns.
Kris chews and swallows the bite of apple. “I did the whole ‘fire and brimstone’ routine. You know? Create the illusion of fire and rise up from the flames to the smell of brimstone.”
“Fire looks good on you,” Skylar hums in acknowledgment. “I prefer just smoke.”
Kris beams. “Thank you! So yeah, I did the whole fire thing and the next thing I know I’m getting blasted with a fire extinguisher!”
“No way,” Skylar gasps and stops what she’s doing to look Kris in the eye. When Kris meets her gaze and nods, they both burst into laughter. Shaking her head, Skylar goes back to shining the horn. “That’s got to be a first.”
“It was,” Kris says before crunching into the apple again. Once he swallows he continues his story. “Anyway, I’m coughing and trying to tell the guy to stop. When I could finally breathe again I was completely blown away. There stood this guy in black gym shorts, one of those dark muscle shirts, and sneakers. Tattoos up one arm. Hair long enough to pull into a bun on the top of his head. Total gym bunny, you know?”
Skylar is holding Kris’s curly hair out of the way so she can get down around the base of the horn. “That’s different for a warlock,” she as to admit. “Even my guy tonight looked different. Not the usual ceremonial robes. Just a normal guy off the street kind of look.”
“If this is a new trend for warlocks, then I approve,” Kris jokes before finishing off the apple and tossing the core into Skylar’s sink. “So my whole spiel is ruined, right? How can I be all ‘What mortal summons me?’ in my big booming voice when I’ve just finished choking on chemicals?” Skylar just nods as she moves onto the other horn. “Instead, I just look at the guy and go: really? Like he was just standing there ready to spray the first demon that showed up?
“Next thing I know he’s dropped the extinguisher and is apologizing to me! ‘I’m sorry, Mr. Demon. Please don’t smite me.’ Ha! As if I could from inside a protective circle.”
Skylar shakes her head. “I swear, warlocks today don’t know shit. The one who summoned me tried to just up and walk away!” 
“That may actually be worse,” Kris has to admit through his laughter. “Long story short: the guy didn’t know what he wanted. Like yours, I guess. He said he wanted to prove he could do it, because he was under the impression it wasn’t real.”
“What are they teaching warlocks these days?” Skylar commiserated. 
“Right? I tried to offer him stuff, you know? Riches. Fame. Sex appeal, not that he really needed it. I felt kind of bad for the guy, so I told him I’d take a rain check on it. Honestly, we spent the rest of the time talking and I was actually enjoying myself. He's into photography, too! So we discussed that for like an hour.”
“Kris!” Skylar scolded. “Summonses aren’t dates! Can you imagine what the higher-level demons would say if they heard you talking like this?”
“Look, I’m just saying: if warlocks are changing, maybe we should, too? Not every demon has to be trying to fit some bullshit image of demons. Maybe some of the elder demons are scary and mean, but there’s so few of them! I don’t think that applies to us. Do you feel evil?”
Skylar shakes her head. She and Kris had both been born this way. They couldn’t help what they became. “You’re not evil,” Skylar admits.
“And neither are you.” Kris grabs Skylar’s wrists and pulls her hands into his own. "It’s just a role we play, but wouldn’t it be nice if we could just be us?”
Skylar frowns and thinks about Kris’s words. Normally she doesn't care if the warlocks that summon her think she is evil, because they are just projecting themselves onto her. They are evil, greedy, and lustful. Skylar is just a tool they use to get what they want, but what if a warlock isn't any of those things? If they don't project those negative things onto her, then what would Skylar be to them? Could she be herself?
“You’ve still got shine on your horns, I’m almost done.” Skylar tugs her hands free to finish buffing Kris’s horns. 
“You’re the best,” Kris beams up at her. 






  
  3
Questions Upon Questions

Ryan


And just as suddenly as she’d arrived, the world shifts ever so slightly and the stunning woman is gone. Ryan finds himself alone on the rooftop, gaping at the center of the now empty circle where just a moment before stood a beautiful and terrifyingly real winged demon. His mind reels as it tries to make sense of this new reality. He’s not sure if wings are any better than horns, but that seems secondary to: Oh my god, demons are real! 
“Holy shit,” he whispers to himself. He really didn’t think that would work. Even as he’d gone through the steps to actually summon a demon, he had been 99.9% certain Justin was just messing with him. 
A cool breeze kicks up on the roof, making the twinkling party lights sway and pulling him from his thoughts. Quickly, he looks around as he tries to figure out what happens next. The next time there’s a rainbow, will Ryan be able to find a leprechaun at the end? If demons are real, then what else is out there? 
He bends down and picks the book back up, glancing around and looking for what his immediate next step is. The clumsily drawn circle is the only evidence left of what transpired this evening. And if he can summon a demon using it, does that mean anyone can? Nervous about the drawing being discovered, Ryan starts scuffing his shoe over the chalk lines blurring them until they are unrecognizable as anything other than smudgy marks on the rooftop. 
Clutching the book to his chest, Ryan scurries back down the stairs all the way to the street level before ducking down another small staircase to his own basement apartment. Darting inside, he makes sure to lock the door behind himself before heading directly to his bedroom. He throws open his closet and tosses the tome in, causing the stack of old textbooks to topple over, before slamming the door shut again. 
There’s only one other person he can talk to about this! He sits on the edge of his bed and pulls out his cellphone. He immediately has a message window open to text Justin, but pauses before he even starts. Is it safe to talk about something like this in text messages? Can it be used as evidence that he’s lost contact with reality? 
No, better to discuss the whole matter in person.

Ryan

Hey, you free for dinner tomorrow? My treat.



Ryan holds the phone with both hands, waiting for Justin to respond. 
The text sits unread. And with each passing minute Ryan feels a knot of anxiety twisting tighter in his gut. He needs to do something to release it, but what?
Tossing the phone aside, Ryan goes over to his desk and pulls out a spiral notebook. He flips past the first couple of pages of scribbled work notes to a fresh page and picks up a pen to start immediately jotting down the details from tonight. Suddenly he’s worried that if he forgets anything, he won’t be able to repeat the summons. 

-Drew the circle to the specifications
-Read the chant
-Time passed – how much? Minutes?
-Puff of smoke & smell of rotten eggs (?) signaled demon’s arrival
-Demon: dark blue hair, brown or black eyes, large black wings, unearthly beauty
-Name: Skylar
-Can grant a wish and until the wish is fulfilled is somehow tied to summoner?
-Cannot leave the circle
-Why do they have to grant wishes?
-Where are they summoned from?
-Why did my family have this book? Look for more information on Thomas Andrew Smith?
-Are demons trustworthy?


That last question leaves Ryan frowning at his own tiny, scrawled writing. Demons aren’t trustworthy. Right? Isn’t that what it means to be a demon? And who is he supposed to ask to find out? The whole thing is starting to give him a headache. 
He gives up trying to make heads or tails of the entire situation and pushes himself up from the desk. He kicks off his shoes before he strips off his hoodie and jeans. In just his shirt and boxers he crawls into bed, even though it’s not even that late. He keeps his phone next to his pillow in case Justin gets back to him soon. 
Sleep, which usually comes easily to Ryan, is elusive tonight. He tosses and turns, thinking of black feathers, cutting words, and the tome tossed in his closet. His mind keeps churning over all this new information, making twisted dreams of possible scenarios when sleep finally comes. 
His text alert goes off rapid fire pulling him from a fitful dream. Groaning, he blindly reaches out to search for his phone. Peering at the screen with one eye, he sees Justin has finally gotten back to him.

Justin

Your treat? Any time!

Well, except before 5 tonight.

I have a photo shoot with a client until then. 

Ryan

That’s fine. 

Text me when you’re done and we can figure things out from there.

Justin

Perfect! See you tonight! 



A quick check of the time tells Ryan that he has at least ten hours to figure out what he’s going to tell Justin. The idea of just stewing in his dark apartment all day does not sound appealing. What better way to distract himself than with work? He typically doesn’t like to work on Saturdays if he doesn’t have an impending deadline, but the idea of doing nothing seems worse for once.
He shuffles out of bed and starts getting ready for the day. Once he’s dressed and refreshed, the events of last night seem further removed from reality. He opens his closet to get a fresh hoodie and his eyes fall to the large tome sitting atop the messy pile of textbooks. 
A creeping uneasiness gives Ryan pause. Is it safe to leave a book like that lying around? If he can summon a demon, then anyone can. No, best to keep the book with him, even if he doesn’t like the idea of carrying such a heavy weight around. 
Having made up his mind, Ryan grabs his work bag and shoves the giant volume inside. Along with his laptop and work essentials, the added book makes his bag look like it’s going to burst at the seams, but it’ll have to do for today. 
That leaves the pile of neglected textbooks and Ryan decides fuck it. He grabs a delivery box and fills it with the books. He’s been avoiding Ethan’s store for weeks now and he might as well just bite the bullet and take these in. Besides, he does miss his friend and feels like having him nearby may be a comfort today. 
So, laden with old books and an overtaxed work bag, Ryan makes his way out into the world. The spring season is in full swing, so the mornings are still chilly as Ryan makes his way through the bustling city streets. Cars crawl by, the people on the sidewalk moving faster in some areas as everyone tries to get where they are going. He’s sure some of the poor fools are off to work like him, while everyone else is out to enjoy their weekend. 
The walk to Ethan’s bookstore, Much Loved Books, isn’t far, but feels a hundred times farther with Ryan’s increased load. He’s sweating and struggling to maintain his grip on the box by the time he shoulders his way through the front door. The bell that hangs over the entrance tinkles as Ryan rushes the last few steps to put the heavy box down on the checkout counter. In his effort to not drop the damn thing, he knocks over a small pile of books, and a bookmark display goes crashing to the ground. 
“Hello, welcome to—,” comes Ethan’s baritone voice as his head peeks around a corner. As soon as his dark eyes land on Ryan, he drops the customer service spiel. “Oh, hey, stranger.” He smirks as he comes around the row of shelves and walks towards the front counter.
“Sorry for the mess,” Ryan apologizes, dropping to a knee to gather up the bookmarks that fell to the ground. 
“No worries,” Ethan reassures him as he steps behind the counter and collects the tumble of fallen books. “At least it was you making the mess this time instead of me. Did you bring me something fun?”
As Ryan sets the bookmark display back on the edge of the counter, he gives the taller man a shrug. “Not really. Last month I finally caved and went up to my mom’s place to empty her attic. She had a bunch of these textbooks sitting in a trunk, but we weren’t sure they’d be worth anything.”
Ethan hums as he reaches into the box and pulls out a few of the books in question. “They’re in pretty decent shape,” he comments, turning them over before setting one down to flip through another. “You’d think science and biology textbooks would be good for a long time, but a lot has changed since these were published back in—" He pauses to check the copyright date in the front of one of the books. “—1942.”
“So they’re worthless?” Ryan guesses. 
“Every book has worth,” Ethan counters. “I just don’t know if I can get much money for them anymore, but I’ll take them off your hands. I can get them recycled at least.”
“Thanks,” Ryan gives the man a grateful smile. “How have things been around here lately?”
Ethan puts the textbooks back in the box and lifts it with an ease Ryan finds wholly unfair. “Not bad,” he says, setting the box on a table behind the counter. “Without my loiterer hanging around, things have been pretty boring.”
“I buy coffee,” Ryan protests.
“I don’t sell coffee,” the bookstore owner laughs. “It’s okay, man. I’m just teasing since I haven’t seen you in so long. I was starting to think you’d finally fallen into a sleeping beauty-like slumber and were never coming back again.”
“Ha ha,” Ryan deadpans. “Just say you missed me, and we can call it good.” He adjusts the bulky work bag on his shoulder. 
“Your presence was missed,” Ethan admits. “Welcome back. Your favorite table is empty, as usual. I’m pretty sure the padding in that seat is officially molded to your ass at this point.” 
“Thanks.” Ryan lingers by the front counter as Ethan starts sorting through the box of textbooks. “Um, I’ll be around if you need any help.” In exchange for using the store’s WiFi and space, Ryan sometimes helps when it gets busy. And Saturday is more likely for that to happen.
Ethan glances over his shoulder, raising a dark eyebrow. “If you’re working, it's fine. Thanks for offering.”
Ryan just nods and goes off to find his favorite spot. There’s a table in the back corner of the store for people to sit and read, but he usually co-opts it for his workspace since there’s an outlet nearby. The bag makes a heavy thud as he sets it on the table thanks to the extra cargo it’s carrying today. Ryan settles into his chair sinking into the comfy cushion. Its position puts his back to the history section, but allows him a clear view of anyone coming in through the front door. He likes to people-watch when his eyes need a break from staring at his computer screen. 
The rest of the morning flies by as Ryan works on sorting the data from a survey for this company to input into a findings report. The next thing he knows, there’s an ache between his shoulder blades from being immobile for too long, and Ethan is sitting down across from him. 
“Lunch time,” Ethan announces, placing a wrapped sub by Ryan’s mouse pad. “Take a break and eat with me.”
Ryan quickly saves his work and shuts the laptop. “Thanks,” he says, giving his friend a smile as he pushes the laptop to the side in exchange for the sandwich. “Things been slow today?”
Ethan, who is unwrapping his own sandwich, gives out a laugh. “No, actually. It’s been pretty busy. You’ve just been too tunneled in on your laptop to notice.”
“Oh,” Ryan blinks. “Sorry.”
“It’s fine. Is what you’re working on that riveting?” Ethan takes a bite of his sandwich and watches Ryan expectantly. 
“Not really,” he has to admit. “Just really tedious data organizing.” As he unwraps his own sub, Ryan’s stomach gives a pang at the aroma of deli meat and cheese. Bits of shredded lettuce escape from the sandwich as he picks it up. 
“Must be pretty important if you’re working here on a Saturday.” Ethan is digging into his own sandwich from his favorite deli down the street.
“Maybe I just missed hanging out here,” Ryan teases and takes a bite. Food is exactly what he needed. “Besides,” he says after he swallows, “I’m waiting for my friend to get done with a client. What better place to kill time than here?”
Ethan laughs and just shakes his head. Their lunch repast is cut short when an elderly couple comes in asking for help finding a graduation gift for the granddaughter. Ethan folds the last half of his sandwich back into the wrapping and excuses himself.
Before reopening his laptop, Ryan texts Justin that when he’s done with work he should just come by the bookstore. He works for another couple of hours and finally shuts his laptop. It feels wrong to be working any longer than he has to on a Saturday. He packs up his work stuff and stashes his bag behind the front counter where Ethan is ringing up a couple of teens and their stack of yaoi manga.
“Have a good day,” the clerk tells the girls as they hook their arms together and leave giggling. 
Ryan smirks and glances at him. “Have you been hiding your yaoi section from me all this time?”
“Not at all,” Ethan laughs as he picks up a stack of books. “I actually get a lot donated, but they never stay on the shelves long. Are you done with work for the day?”
“Yeah,” Ryan says. “Anything I can help you with before my body freezes in a hunched-over position?” 
Ethan pauses, the stack of books resting against his chest as he considers Ryan’s request. “What are your feelings about dusting?” 
And that’s how Ryan spend the rest of his afternoon: dusting the shelves and tops of displays while chatting with Ethan and the occasional customer. It’s actually really relaxing, interrupted only occasionally by a moment of panic to check that the book is still safely in his bag behind the counter. 
At about a quarter after five, Justin strolls into the bookstore. The man is dressed like he just came from a photo shoot where he was the model instead of the photographer: black leather jacket, blue jeans, crisp white shirt. He smiles when Ethan comes around the counter to greet him. Justin has been by the shop a couple of times to meet Ryan in the past. 
Ryan goes to put the dust rag away and grab his bag as the two catch up. “Thanks for letting me chill here today,” he says to Ethan as he steps out from behind the counter. 
“Any time, you know that. Have a good evening, you two.” Ethan waves them off as they head out of the shop. 
“So,” Ryan says as they start walking down the street. “What did you want to eat?”
Justin laughs. “Do I even need to say?” he teases. There is a small hole in the wall taqueria near Much Loved Books that is their usual go-to, so honestly Ryan probably didn’t even have to ask.
“Just making sure,” he says. Ryan has done such a good job of not thinking about this today that he doesn’t even know where to start, so he keeps things light. “How’d the shoot go today?”
“Today was pretty cool, actually,” Justin says, the excitement for his work bleeding into his words. “The client was this sixteen-year-old girl who designed an awesome futuristic-fantasy elf cosplay. We hit up the park and a couple of the statues in the city to take some shots. Her parents paid for the whole thing. Can you imagine having parents that supportive of your passions? I’m actually kind of bummed that we finished early, but it let me get over here that much faster.” 
“Yeah, cool,” Ryan mutters, distracted. To be fair, he isn’t sure what a futuristic-fantasy elf would look like. 
He’s spared from having to come up with a new topic of conversation when they enter the taqueria. Not waiting for Ryan, Justin walks up to the woman and starts ordering their meal. Other than some basic Spanish, Ryan isn’t able to keep up as the two banter back and forth. He just waits for the total to come up and hands over his card, thanking the woman for her help. 
While Justin waits for the food, Ryan nabs a table in the back. There are only five tables in the tiny restaurant, but he purposefully chooses one that’s away from the front windows, even if that’s where Justin usually likes to sit. This table at least offers the illusion of some privacy for their conversation. The work bag feels particularly heavy as he places it on the floor between his feet. 
A few minutes later Justin walks up with a tray covered in food: tacos on corn tortillas, rice, beans, a massive burrito, chips and salsa. He sets the tray down and smiles at Ryan. “This is mine. Where’s yours?” he jokes.
“Rude,” Ryan says and reaches for one of the tacos. 
“So,” Justin says as he cuts the burrito in half, “have you looked into that book anymore?”
Ryan freezes, taco almost to his mouth. There is no more stalling, so he lowers it once more. “Maybe,” he says cautiously.
“And what do you think? Do you believe me?” Justin pushes, even as he picks up half the burrito and takes a bite. 
Ryan sighs and puts the taco back on the plate, his appetite gone in the wake of nerves that he’s actually about to admit this. “Yeah, Justin. I believe you.” 
Justin blinks and stares at him with wide eyes. “Wait, really?”
“Yes, really,” Ryan repeats.
The blank stare continues. “Why did you change your mind?”
Ryan squirms under Justin’s scrutiny. “I have my reasons.”
A light seems to spark behind Justin’s surprised stare and his mouth drops open. “You did it, didn’t you!” His accusation is a little too loud for Ryan’s comfort. 
“Lower you voice,” he hisses as his eyes dart towards the ladies who operate the restaurant. They aren't paying them any mind, but it still makes him twitchy. “I didn’t say that.”
Justin puts the burrito down and leans closer over the table. “That’s the only thing that would make you change your mind.”
“Fine,” Ryan huffs. “I did it. And it worked. Happy?”
Justin sits back in his seat, but he seems less proud of himself than Ryan expects. “Yeah, I guess. Did…” His sentence trails off.
Ryan picks the taco back up and takes a bite, waiting for Justin to continue. When Justin remains silent, he asks. “Did what?”
“Did you talk to Kris?” Justin asks and Ryan can’t quite read the emotion behind the question. Was it hope or dread?
“Who is Kris?” he asks, confused by the shift in the topic. 
“You know,” Justin whispers. “The demon.”
Realization dawns on Ryan as he chokes on a piece of shredded lettuce he’d been attempt to swallow. Maybe eating is too dangerous at the moment. He drinks some water to help clear his throat. “What? No, I didn’t. And should you be telling me their name? Doesn’t that give you some kind of power over them?”
“Does it?” Justin gasps and slaps his hand over his mouth. “Shit, forget I said that.”
Ryan rolls his eyes. “I guess asking you any of the questions I have after last night is kind of pointless.”
“Sorry,” Justin mumbles. “But I left you the book. Why didn’t you just look it up?”
“I really can’t make sense of a lot of what’s in the book,” Ryan has to admit. “The language is kind of archaic.”
Justin perks up in his seat. “Maybe we can try to figure it out together?” 
“I’m sure as hell not going to ask anybody else,” Ryan says. “I think we should also try to look up my relative Thomas Andrew Smith. Maybe he has some sort of connection to the book?”
Justin swallows another bite of burrito and nods. “Maybe your mom knows something?”
“I don’t know. I guess I could shoot her an email and ask,,” he thinks aloud.
“Totally,” Justin continues to nod. “And we can comb through the book and see if we can figure anything out together.”
As much as Ryan appreciates Justin’s offer, he isn’t sure what the two of them can figure out that they couldn’t have done alone. In addition, he is deeply reticent to involve him in this. But what other option does he have? Maybe he will have to summon Skylar back to answer his questions, but he really wants to save that until there is no other possible source of information. 






  
  4
When A Demon Is Born

Skylar


2008
When people warned Skylar that puberty isn’t easy, they really undersold it in her opinion. Her mother does her best giving Skylar a book about what kind of changes to expect to her body and answering her questions. Now that she’s thirteen and still hasn’t had her first period, her mother is starting to worry, even though her pediatrician assures them it’s normal. 
What her mother can’t help her with is the strange itching between her shoulders. It started out as just a nuisance, like a bug bite, but the sensation has spread like a rash. She asks her mom and her little sister to check from time to time, but both of them say there’s nothing there to see. 
“Except for where you’re scratching yourself,” her mother scolds her. “Leave it alone and it’ll get better.”
Skylar wakes up one night from a fitful rest because the itching has become a burning sensation. She sits upright in bed on the verge of tears, shoving away the covers to get some relief. It feels as if a red-hot poker is trying to pierce between her shoulder blades and Skylar lets out a painful scream. 
She catches her reflection in the vanity mirror through the haze of tears. Wisps of dark hair have escaped from her messy ponytail as a small, scared girl in a sleep tank top sobs. Suddenly, as if her back has torn itself open, two large wings with feathers
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