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      Wednesday, January 8, 2020

      Ellyria looked up at the night's sky. The moon was nearly full and high. She stood in her fenced off back yard, arranging things for the ritual. A line of salt arranged in concentric circles. Charged stones for power. Protective sigils worked in. She kicked off her shoes and stepped into the center of the circle. With a wave of one hand, five candles lit and flickered to life. Everything was in order. So, she sat down, closed her eyes and channeled power. She just needed a brief conversation with him. Even ten minutes would help. Hopefully, it would be enough.

      As Ellyria focused on her power, all the candles dimmed, and the sigils pulsed with energy. The runes glowed brighter, and the pulses moved to a rhythm that was unnatural. The moon grew brighter, and the stars seemed to disappear. Not that she saw it; had she, she would have seen the blue light shift to a shade of red. The flames of the candles sparked up from their ember like state to an inferno. The fire jumping and connecting to each candle formed a wall of heat that encased her within the circle. Finally, the circle she was sitting in seemed to melt away as the lines all moved to the outer circle, forming a wall as a tall, dark form emerged. Wings sprouted from its back, each as long as she was tall, and two ebony black horns protruded from its head, a tail swaying behind it. The fiend stood looking her over, let out a long sigh, bowing and kneeling before her. "I am Zangrunath. How can I serve you, master?"

      One of Ellyria's eyes peeked open to see the being before her and the fires surrounding them. She jumped, scooting backwards. "You're not my father!" she screamed in surprise.

      The fiend's head rose to look at her eye level. "No, I am not," he said with a curious look that bordered on annoyance. "You summoned me to be your weapon. Did you not?" he asked her, hoping that this was some sort of twisted trick.

      She shook her head in a bit of panic. "No. I- I needed to talk to my dad in the afterlife. I researched the ritual on the internet and thought that this would work."

      Zangrunath stood up quickly, now looking around at the ritual they were both trapped in. "No!" he said before moving mere inches away from her face. "End this, now!" he ordered her as his eyes glowed red with anger.

      Her lip quivered, but she saw the protective sigils pulsing low nearby. She looked him in the eyes without fear. "How do I do that?"

      "Break the seal before the moon turns white. Otherwise, this is permanent," he said with a rumbling growl low in his chest.

      She shook her head. "What seal?! Permanent?"

      "The one you drew to perform this!" he fumed, glancing up to see the red moon dimming. "This ritual starts and ends wars! That is what an 'Annihilation Seal' is!" he yelled, the candles raging in intensity as he did so.

      She nodded. "How can I talk to my dad?!" she asked, getting angry herself. "He never got the chance to teach me this stuff. I need his grimoire." She looked at the outer edge of the seal. As soon as she got the answer, she'd break it. It should make him go away. She hoped.

      "An Articulation Seal!" he said with a mix of anger and nervousness now as time was running out. "Now, break the seal, and end this! I will not be a tool for a child!"

      "I'm not a child!" she said into the demon's face, and with a huff, rolled over to brush some of the salt away to break the seal. When she looked back behind her, though, as the flames faded, he was still there. "Uh, does this take a minute?"

      As the red light of the moon turned back to the calming blue that it once was, there was an eerie silence that overtook the small yard. Zangrunath stared at the girl in front of him with seething rage just below the surface. "You were too late," he said, calculating the cadence of his words. "We. Are. Bound. Together."

      She sat up and brushed the dust from her leggings as she processed his words. "I'm- not sure what that means."

      A look of unbridled frustration came across the demon's face. "Until all your enemies are slaughtered, their kingdoms razed, and their blood painted across the lands, We. Are. One."

      "I don't have enemies."

      Quiet fell over the demon, and, as anger overtook him, he let out a corybantic yell, shattering all the windows to the teen's small house and the others nearby. He looked at the pathetic creature he was now bound to and stalked up to her. "Then you are a failure," he said before turning around and vanishing into a wisp of black smoke.

      Ellyria blinked several times, looking around the yard to find it looking, well, normal, apart from the broken windows. She pinched herself. She wasn't dreaming. With a sigh, she cleaned up after the ritual, brushing away the remaining salt, picking up the stones and candles and walking them inside. Next month, she would try again. 

      As she walked back into the house, she saw her mother's blonde locks splayed out as she zoned out on the couch and sighed. She averted her eyes and dipped down the hall, walking into her bedroom. What had Z- Za, whatever his name was, meant by them being one? She didn't understand. She scratched her head in confusion. 

      The light from the hallway and bedroom cast a shadow into the living room. Ellyria's mother opened bleary eyes to see her daughter's shadow, now with a pair of devilish horns gracing her head. Too stoned to call out in alarm, the woman succumbed to a fitful, drugged sleep.

      When Ellyria got to her room and laid down on her bed, face buried deep in a pillow, a sigh escaped her. There was a twinge of pain that shot through her back, followed by a warm feeling. The warm feeling soon became an intense burning, as a powerful magical seal branded itself onto her back. Ellyria grabbed her sheets, feeling tears fall from her face to the bed as pain lanced through her.

      When the pain settled down, the demon appeared. "Well, I hope you are ready for a fun eternity together," he said, glancing around her room with his growl still vibrating like it would never end. "We are now bound together, stuck this way until I help finish your task." He exhaled a mote of flame through his nostrils and shook his head. "Figures that it would look like this." 

      The door to the room was closed, and, on the back of it, there were a couple of posters. The first was a poster with information on different gemstones and their properties, while the other one was a poster for a local band called Omen. On the other side of the room was a window, which was covered up by a blanket with a black, white, and red evil eye design. Below that, purple and black bedding scattered pell-mell across the bed, and, on top of a long, low dresser to the right of the bed, rested a jewelry box that looked like she might struggle to pick it up with her slender frame. Around the room, there were random items scattered all about, mostly planners or journals, along with a few receipts. At the edge of one of these piles was a much larger pile of envelopes, which looked ripped open with hasty and shaking fingers; coming out of a few of them were yellow and pink notices, indicating Final Notice. Articles of clothing lay discarded next to the hamper instead of inside of it, and she had tossed her backpack against the wall next to her bedroom door.

      After a moment, the pain in Ellyria's back subsided, and she looked at the fiend. "Like what? This is what a normal girl's room looks like, you pervert. Get out of here."

      Zangrunath shook his head. "I cannot do that," he said, annoyance present in his voice. "Wherever you go, I go. That is what being 'one' means."

      He picked up a magazine from her desk, idly flipping through the pages. He glanced up at her. He sighed, tossing the magazine back onto the desk and continuing to look around the room. "As for all of this," he said with a flippant wave to the room, "I was hoping there would be more tomes, but given your ineptitude for magic, it now makes more sense." He sighed, tossing the magazine back onto the desk and continuing to look around the room.

      She looked away from him, laying down on her side. "I know." She sniffed. "I can't find them. My dad's grimoires."

      He rolled his eyes in annoyance. "Then look harder." 

      She sighed, standing up and getting into his face. "You don't think I've tried that?! I've doused the entire house. His work. Everywhere I could think of. They're gone or hidden, and my one shot I had to talk to him stuck me with you."

      He scooped her up with little effort, lifting the slim girl back onto the bed and glaring into her chestnut brown eyes. "Then explain to me how in the Hells you summoned me with such little knowledge. Because the amount of power it takes to do such a thing shouldn't be possible by the likes of you," he bit back, looking her over before glancing at the door towards her living room, and thinking about the woman with the glassy blue eyes. "What about the woman? Your mother."

      "She knows nothing." Ellyria sighed. "My dad was the caster. Besides, she's been zonked out of her mind like that since he died. I looked up the ritual on the internet, and it took me two months to charge enough crystals with magic to get the power level I needed for it."

      He walked around her bed, scrutinizing her. "Crystals would not help with the power required to summon someone like me. They prolong the stability portion of the ritual, increasing its length and effectiveness," he corrected her.

      She glared at him and sighed with resignation. "Then just call me an idiot savant. I don't know. I found the instructions, thinking I could talk to him for a few minutes, but I got you."

      "Clearly." He grumbled and walked to the center of the room. "Where did your father work on his spells?" he asked her, growing curious about the man, thinking that he was the reason for her power.

      Ellyria gave him a withering look, but she walked him out of her room and into the garage, which shared a wall with her bedroom. She flipped on a light switch, and fluorescent bulbs lit the room with a bluish hue. She looked around the space paved with concrete. Her father had lined the walls with pegboard, and tools hung on the walls. There was an old silver Pontiac Grand Prix up on blocks near a workbench with several lights and other tools nearby. Over on the other wall, a bicycle collected dust while hanging on a rack. "He used to work on cars in here, but I caught him a couple times casting when I was little. Never knew what for. When I got my magic about a year ago, he started teaching me how to cast in here under the guise of fixing the car."

      "Then, in all likelihood, he hid it in here," Zangrunath said, melting into the floor as his shadow encompassed the room, blocking out the light for all but a moment before reappearing next to the car. He pushed the vehicle to the side without difficulty, knocking it off its stilts and denting the door slightly. He took a step back as he raised a hand, curling it into a fist and put it through the concrete below him, lifting the slab up and setting it to the side. "You weren't looking hard enough." He grinned with eyes alight with mischief.

      Her jaw dropped, and she did a double take between the car, the demon, and the hole in the ground. "No. No. I scried and doused this room a dozen times. It can't-" She grew still and quiet for a moment. "I'm an idiot. The concrete."

      "Wards can do wonders for things," he said, reaching down, and picking up a leather-bound tome before handing it to her. 

      "I'm not sensing a spell, but magic doesn't like to go through concrete that thick." She looked at the book and brushed some dust away from its cover. Her fingers ran over the runic inscriptions in old, long forgotten languages, and the supple binding felt pliable under her fingers. She unwrapped the leather strap and fanned the parchment pages to see the old ink writings of her ancestors. Automatically, her nose lowered to the book, and she smelled the comforting scent that she would describe as a combination of a bookstore and magic. She looked at the demon, deflating a bit. "Thank you."

      He shook his head. "I am a weapon of war. A tool. I am to be used as the- wielder sees fit." He sighed.

      She investigated the space beneath the floor and retrieved several other items there. She laughed when she found Paolo Santo. "I don't suppose that this will purify you out of the deal?"

      He scoffed at the light brown, pungent smelling wood. "It takes a large amount of holy power to get rid of me. Not that sense any of that coming from you. You are but a witch. How do you think the crusades started?" He chuckled before giving a small wave. "Hello."

      "Uh." She frowned. "I've never had a consistent teacher in the subject, so I haven't learned about that in history class."

      "You won't find that in any normal history book." He looked around the room. "This world's holy protectors, Section Seven, was very careful not to mention us during those times," he said, sauntering over and inspecting the tools. "Odd torture equipment."

      "No, I mean, I never learned about The Crusades. At all. And that's not torture equipment. Those are tools to fix the car you just wrecked." She shrugged, unable to describe the items with greater detail "Guess I'll have to look up how to fix that, too."

      He sighed and turned to face her. "Tell me where to look up the information, and I will learn how to fix it," he said. "It is my job to make your job easier, no matter how-" He looked at the curious hunk of machinery in the center of the room. "Odd."

      "How long has it been since you were, like, summoned, dude? Do you not know what a car or the internet is?" she asked, getting irritated.

      He ignored the phrase she called him and thought aloud. "I believe the last time someone summoned me I was near a place called Stalingrad." He smiled, enjoying the memory fondly. "The bloodshed was magnificent." 

      She shrugged and led him back to her room. "Well, you're speaking gibberish to me, but I can show you my laptop before bed. I've got school tomorrow."

      He followed her, not by choice, but with a purpose. "Show me how it works, and I will learn it," he said. "As for school, I will try to find a form that is more suited to your environment."

      "You can do that?" she asked as she booted up an old laptop, typing in her password. "You read English, right?"

      "I read all languages." He watched her type in her password and memorized it. "And, as for my form, yes. I can take on any form you wish or whatever the situation calls for," he explained, turning his arm into an obsidian black, wickedly long, and razor-sharp blade.

      "Woah, woah, buddy! Put that away! We don't use swords nowadays," she said with a whimpered shriek as she dodged out of the way of the weapon.

      "Then would this be more appropriate?" he asked, confused, turning it instead into a demonic-looking rifle, with bits of hellfire streaming up and out of it.

      She shook her head. "No. None of that. Weapons are illegal in schools. I will not go to jail for this." 

      He let out a growl and turned his arm back to normal. "Fine. I will find something that is 'legal'," he said, but it came out as a grumble. He rolled his eyes and made air quotes as he said legal.

      Finally, the laptop was up and running, and she showed him the shortcut to the internet browser. She clicked on a little icon in the corner. "This is the internet. It's a massive place where you can find data stored with information on all kinds of stuff. This is a search engine. You just type in what you want to know, and it brings up the information. So, I can type in 'The Crusades', and it'll bring up articles for me to research. Just don't believe everything you see. People can write anything they want on some sites."

      "I am not an idiot," Zangrunath said. He watched her as she showed him how to use the device, and after a few minutes, he shrugged. "It seems simple enough. I will find out how to fix the 'car', and then a form that works for your school."

      She yawned. "Alright. Good. Goodnight." She moved to lay down in her baggy oversized t-shirt and leggings without getting changed, and nearly jumped out of her skin when the fresh brand on her back touched the mattress. 

      He shook his head. "I don't understand what is so good about the night." 

      She ignored his words and grunted in frustration, and rolled onto her stomach. She grumbled at the pain in her back before closing her eyes to rest. It took her a while to get to sleep. She wasn't used to the glow of her laptop screen while she slept, but, eventually, the exhaustion of using so much magic earlier in the evening and the following excitement caught up with her. Then sleep took her.

      He typed on the laptop, researching the things he needed to learn, and, when he was through with those tasks, what he had missed in the last century since he had been gone. After some quick clicks, he learned that not much had changed short of much more impressive weapons and tactics. Clearly, there were demons helping still in this day and age. He smirked, glad that his kind were still running things. Once that was done, he had to pause in order to find out where she went to school. He couldn't wake her, so he went through her school bag and found the school logo on a planner there. Using that information, he searched up images of what would be a 'new kid', and magically forged papers for his arrival tomorrow. Once that was done, he waited for his- master- to wake.

      Thursday, January 9, 2020

      At six in the morning, Ellyria got startled awake by the alarm on her phone. She turned it off and got dressed in a dazed and groggy state. The skin of her back was sensitive, tugging and pulling every time she adjusted her bra. It still didn't feel right, but in her hurry, she ignored it, pulling on a dark-colored blouse, not that anybody would see it given the cold weather under her coat, before moving down the hall towards the bathroom. She began her hair and makeup, running a comb through her straight, near-black hair. 

      As she was leaning forward to work on her eyeliner, her shirt sagged at the collar, revealing something on her shoulder. She made a face and pulled off her shirt to find a symbol burned into the entirety of her back. It looked like a modified version of what she'd drawn with salt the day before. She sighed, remembering the strange nightmare the ritual had given her before getting dressed again. She didn't have time for this. When she moved back to do her lips, she jumped when she noticed horns in her reflection, this time. "Okay, what the Hell?"

      "I am always with you," Zangrunath said, appearing next to her and leaning against the wall. "The reflection is just there to be a constant reminder of that." He smirked at the confused look he saw in the mirror.

      She clutched her chest as she tried to calm down. "I'm still dreaming," she said, pinching herself hard. "Okay. Not dreaming. This is real. Oh, I don't have time for this."

      "This is very real," he told her as he pinched himself, causing her pain as well. "We are one, so be mindful of that," he told her, looking on with the same serious expression.

      She flinched at the sudden pain he caused her. "Shoot. I'm sorry."

      He stepped back from her, and turned into a young man about her age with tanned skin, black hair and near black eyes. He was almost six feet tall and well built. "Will this form work for your school?" he asked her seriously.

      She gasped just as he transformed before her, and her breath caught. Where a devil was moments before, now there was a handsome boy. She reminded herself of what he was and looked away. His new form was just as tall as his true form, which was to say that he towered over her by more than half a foot. If she wanted to look at him eye-to-eye, she would have to stand on her tiptoes to do so. "Oh, great. I got changed with you around."

      "Nothing I haven't seen before countless times," he said, checking his form over a bit in the mirror before his eyes turned to hers. "You are not the first female to summon me." He looked his hands over with a sort of careless curiosity. To him, this was just another job.

      She sneered slightly, and looked at his face, which might as well have been a male model or movie star given the lack of diversity in the small town. "Does this contract thing have a privacy mode? What if I need alone time to cast or something?"

      "I will be there." His features were stern and serious. "It is also my job to protect you everywhere you go," he said, leaving no wiggle room for argument.

      "So, nothing's sacred? Showers?" she asked, pointing to the tub in the room.

      "I will be in the same room, if that helps somewhat." He sighed. He really hated explaining this to the caster every time some idiotic caster summoned him. "Again, nothing I haven't seen countless times before."

      She looked down at herself and sighed. "Great."

      He looked at her seriously. "You did this to yourself. You cast the ritual based on an image, which was wrong, mind you, knowing none of the consequences of what would happen. Deal with it.".

      "Okay, so we feel each other's pain, and you are always around. Anything else I should know about this before it comes up?" she asked, crossing her arms across her chest.

      "Once the deal is complete, your soul gets damned to Hell," he shrugged in obvious annoyance, "but that will be a while down the road."

      "I- excuse me?" She gulped.

      He facepalmed and groaned before gesturing to the door. "You know absolutely nothing about this. Let us go to your room so I can show you."

      She was shaking as she left the bathroom, too preoccupied by the news that her soul was damned to notice her mother before they collided. When the dazed woman bumped her, Ellyria ran into the wall and jammed her shoulder a bit, making her rub it in pain. The younger woman was just so slender by comparison that her mother could just throw her around.

      The older woman's eyes looked glassy from drug use, and she didn't apologize for giving Ellyria a bump. She hadn't even felt it herself. 

      "Oh, Mom! You okay?" Ellyria watched her mother for a moment with a sigh.

      "Uh, huh. Get to school." She replied mechanically as she went to the couch, where she promptly passed out.

      Ellyria put her fingers on her temples. "That's a problem for another day," she said, looking at her demon. Za- Zang-? What was his name again? "She can't see you?"

      "Not if I don't want her to. That being said, she didn't see me." He looked at the older woman with interest. Something about her felt off. "Wasn't trying to hide," he said, trailing off for a moment. He looked back at Ellyria while pointing a finger at the girl's mother. "Is she okay?"

      "You can call her Lynne. She's-" Ellyria frowned, finishing the short walk to her bedroom, and sitting down on the bed. "She hasn't been sober for a day since my father died. I'm not even sure what she's taking at this point."

      "Do you want me to fix her?" he asked her seriously as a grin dominated his face, which made his now human features look sinister. "It would be rather simple."

      "You, you can do that?" she asked, feeling hope form. It lightened her chest for the first time in a long time.

      "Well, she might have a heart attack, but I promise she will never touch whatever she is on again." He smirked, as his mind began coming up with ways to torment the drug addicted woman.

      "No. No, I can. I can fix her. I don't want her to get hurt." When he made it in, she conjured a little breeze to shut the door, glancing at the grimoire resting on the dresser beside her bed. She closed her eyes and shook her head. "I can- I don't know."

      Zangrunath sighed. "Fine. Suit yourself, but it won't last that way. She needs to have a reason." He shrugged, pointing at where Lynne would be behind the now closed door. "Magic will only delay the inevitable," he told her seriously, having seen things like this before back in Hell.

      Ellyria sighed and shook her head again. "Why am I not a good enough reason?" she asked, with a few tears in her eyes. She took a deep breath, and a more determined look washed over her features. "You were going to tell me about this deal."

      Not caring about her tears, he walked over to the laptop and quickly pulled up the image she used for the summoning before grabbing the grimoire and flipping through its pages. "First, the image you used is the wrong one." As he flipped through the grimoire, there were several blank pages and others with ritual seals, none of which matched the one on her back. He sighed, setting it down, and said, "It is also a pale imitation of the real thing. I am surprised you summoned me at all. That being said, the ritual is used to gain large amounts of power or complete a goal. Bodies usually, but the outcome is the same." As he finished speaking, disappointment rang clear in his voice.

      "The cost for the power, is the damnation of your soul to Hell to be used and tormented as the Dark Prince sees fit," he told her in a matter-of-fact manner with a little wave that made her realize how many times he'd gone over this before. "Until then, we are one and the same. Wherever you go, I go. I protect and do as you ask. Until we fulfill the deal, of course."

      She looked at the circle he showed her instead of looking at him. "How do I get out of this?"

      He chuckled. "Either you die, in which case, I get tormented for an awfully long time or an act of God. He doesn't do much, so good luck with that one." He gave a small smirk, knowing that it was highly unlikely to happen.

      She hyperventilated as a hand moved to rest on the center of her chest in her panic. "No. No. No. No," she said on repeat before adding, "Oh, fuck." Amidst the beginning of her oncoming panic attack, she looked at her clock, which, at least, distracted her from the feelings she'd been having for a moment. "We've gotta get out of here. What does a person do in this situation? Just embrace it and become a Dark Lady or what? Does that make the Hell thing worse? No, don't tell me. No, tell me. Argh!"

      Zangrunath rolled his eyes and let out a little sigh. "Some do embrace it. I've seen people become reckless when they do so. It ends badly when that happens." He sighed, shaking his head as he mentioned that. "Most already have a goal in mind when they summon me, so that makes it easier. As for Hell, some would much prefer to commit every sin and go down there a Lord versus committing one and being just a sinner. It is your call. I am just a tool to be used at your disposal."

      "This is too much." She stood up quickly, making her head spin. "Come on. I'll drive. Don't need to. It's barely a walk, but it's not like mom will use the minivan today."

      "I already know how to drive," he told her with a little chuckle. "The internet is rather remarkable." He smirked, remembering all the videos he'd watched last night.

      She looked at him with a cautious look. "Whatever. You can drive. Let's really make this fever dream kick into full gear."

      "Alright." He shrugged, following behind her, and out the door. He took the keys from her, got into the car, and started it, waiting for her to get ready as he adjusted the seats and mirrors for the short drive.

      She grabbed her backpack and tossed it into the back seat. As she sat down, she buckled up in the passenger seat. She closed her eyes. "Need directions, or did you look that up too?"

      "Already taken care of." He smiled, backing the van out of the driveway, and driving them towards her school. "Had to make sure I would blend in, so I did some research. We will need to stop by the front office to drop off the registration forms and whatnot, but that shouldn't be too troublesome," he said, sounding bored with the whole thing.

      "Look. I don't want to go either, but I'm not gonna have a truancy officer from the great state of Oklahoma going after my mom because of it." She sighed, stressing the drawl and twang to her accent for just a moment. They passed a few other kids walking to school. "Besides, only a couple more months to go, and I'm free."

      He gave her a curious look. "Free? Are you already under a different contract? If so, that would be fun to- negotiate." He grinned mischievously. 

      She waved a hand. "Just a human social contract. School goes until after we turn eighteen for most of us. I graduate in May."

      He deflated a good bit after hearing that. "And here I thought it would be something interesting."

      "Sorry to burst your bubble," she said, as her stomach rumbled. "Of course, I was so distracted by all this." She waved to all of him. "I forgot to eat."

      He shook his head at her. "Humans: always so frail and weak." He sighed, glancing at her as the car pulled to a stop at the corner just before the school parking lot. "Do you need to turn around to get something?" 

      She shook her head. "No time or money for that. I'll hit a vending machine later."

      "Fine, but make sure you eat. It would look bad if my quarry were to die of starvation." He gave her an odd look, not knowing what a vending machine was before shrugging as he pulled into the parking lot across the street of the large, fenced off area that was the school. It wasn't a big school, but there were multiple prefabricated buildings.

      "Humans are plenty sturdy. I can go days without food. It's just uncomfortable. I won't starve myself out of the contract. Besides, I'm sure you'll force feed me before that happens," she said with a grumble, grabbing her bag, and getting ready to walk to class. "Wait. Do I have to go with you?"

      "At least, near the office," he said as he parked the van and got out. "Can't go very far from you." 

      She sighed. "Fine. Alright. Let's go." After she hopped out of the vehicle, she muttered to herself, "So much for ever having a boyfriend."

      "Why is that?" he asked, hearing her words. "It hasn't stopped other casters before."

      "Most guys stay away from girls who have other guys hanging around them all the time," she told him. "Kinda puts off the wrong vibe."

      He blinked at her a few times before he spoke. "I can still disappear, if need be," he told her plainly. "I don't care who you sleep with. It does not matter to me." He shrugged.

      "First, don't say anything like that to me again," she warned him. "If I want to talk about that with you, I'll bring it up. Second, I don't even know why I'm worried about it. It's never going to happen, anyway. I'm just the girl whose dad died. That's all they know me for anymore."

      "Did I touch a nerve there?" He shook his head, taking a step away from her, and continuing to follow her. He looked around as he did so. The curious eyes of students of all ages were turning their way, and he said, "Forget about them. They are just cattle when all is said and done. Not worth more than the space they take up."

      She growled back in somewhat intimidating fashion, "Some of these cattle, as you so aptly call them, are my friends. Thank you very much." She looked around, seeing some other teenagers milling about, walking towards their classes while teachers led the much younger students or watched them play in the structures or sand nearby. She stopped at the door to the office and pointed. "Go, and you're going to need to have the same schedule as me. So, your elective class is Home Economics."

      Zangrunath looked around and saw just how much Ellyria stuck out here. The other kids all looked relatively the same. Blonde or brunette. Tall. Unextraordinary. But his master looked different from the other ones of her age. She was shorter, with black hair, and dressed differently. He shook his head, moved along to the next thing, and thought nothing of it. It wasn't his place to ask, nor did he really care. "I will be out in a minute," he promised, waving her off, and entering the office with the sound of a heavy door closing behind him.

      "Sure hope so," she said back in a snarky manner, leaning against the wall as the first bell rang. She looked up to see other students passing by through the gates of the school. She pulled her coat closer against her as she looked at the dusting of snow on the ground. Adrenaline had kicked in during the ritual last night. She hadn't even noticed the cold. 

      She nodded and waved at a few kids who greeted her, but people ignored her, especially the cheerleaders and their popular friends. One of them was Heather, and the slim blonde cheerleader turned up her nose at the sight of Ellyria on her way into the building. Even though the snubbing annoyed her to no end, she preferred it that way. Being ignored was a good thing for people like her, and ever since- She redirected that thought, and shook her head to clear away the memories. A few minutes passed, and the door opened with Principal Jones stepping out of the office with her demon in tow. 

      "Well, Mr. Grunath, it's nice to have you as part of our family." The older gentleman with greying hairs on the side of his head smiled, looking at Ellyria waiting beside the door. "Ah, Miss Grant, glad to see you are bringing our two families closer together," he greeted, placing a hand on both of their shoulders. Mr. Jones smiled, leading the way to their first class. "Well, let's get you to class, shall we?"

      "That's how you pronounce your name? Zane Grew-nath?" Ellyria looked over to the fiend in disguise, muttering to Zangrunath under her breath. "Families closer? What?"

      "Zang-roo-nath," he corrected her, as they walked. "Zane is the name I gave him to sound more human. I told him we were distant cousins on your father's side," he explained quietly. "The man was gullible enough to believe it," he explained, shaking his head.

      "Wonderful." She sighed, looking at the appealing form he took one more time before focusing on the task at hand. She already knew where they were going, but people shouldn't find her looking at her supposed cousin. "Zangrunath." She tested the name on her lips again. "Algebra is first," she added for his benefit.

      He shrugged. "It won't bother me at all," he told her as they approached the class. "Math is relatively simple."

      As they got to the class, the principal opened the door and led them in. He briefly talked to the teacher before he left. The teacher, Mrs. Dorsett, looked at the two of them before she got the attention of the class. "Alright, class. We have a new student joining us today. His name is Zane Grunath. He is Ellyria's cousin, so let's treat him well, alright?" She smiled, getting a few claps, and letting Ellyria show them to their seats.

      Ellyria blushed at the newfound attention, but sat down and handed 'Zane' a spare notebook and pencil. "Sorry. I only have one calculator."

      He took the paper and pencil before he did the calculations on the paper without issue. "It is nothing too difficult," he said, placing the pencil down and staring out the window several minutes later when he was done. "Child's play."

      "Well, fine, but I find math difficult. Okay?" She sighed as she tried to follow along with the teacher, doing the same calculations with a calculator that he'd blown through in minutes. "Please, be quiet."

      "Alright." He shrugged, sitting back in his chair, and relaxing a bit as he idly watched around the classroom. He saw a few eyes dart his way from some of the other girls and scoffed. 

      Ellyria could feel the eyes on her and Zangrunath, and she tried to ignore them as much as possible. After doing two or three problems and still feeling the eyes on them, she looked up to glare at the other girls, especially Heather. When they flinched away, she looked back down. "You look too good," she whispered to him.

      "Too good?" he asked, almost sounding offended. "This is being modest." He grinned, gesturing to himself. "Had I actually tried, they could not speak." He sighed, looking them over with a serious look. "All they care about is looks. They aren't worth it."

      She scoffed. "There are better things."

      Zangrunath turned to look at her. "And what is it you think is better?" he asked her seriously.

      She glanced at him as she finished the last question with five minutes to spare after finally catching on to the hang of the new material. "Well, you told me about it earlier, didn't you? Power."

      He gave her a smirk. "Indeed. It all just depends on the power." 

      She pulled the chain from around her neck to show him a lightly pulsing quartz crystal attached to it. "My preferred method."

      He shrugged. "That is one type," he said. "There are many. My favorite is unbridled destruction. The truest form of power." He grinned with a small fire in his eyes.

      She tried not to laugh at him. "Pathetic."

      He let out a small growl and looked at her directly. "What?" 

      "Power." She took the stone back and held it to her lips, whispering to it under her breath. Even though she didn't have to, she felt like she needed to prove herself to this demon.

      Seconds afterwards, the teacher walked up to them and smiled. "Since you're still new and learning the school, why don't you and your cousin leave a few minutes early?"

      Ellyria smirked, eyeing Zangrunath as they quickly packed up, ignoring the stares of Heather as she gave a couple of glances their way while they grabbed their things. When they left the room, she finished the sentence. "Control. That's the power I prefer."

      He smiled and leaned against the wall. "Manipulation and coercion," he said, letting some air out. This witch impressed him. "I wasn't expecting that from you." He smirked.

      She looked at him for a minute before walking to their next destination. For some reason, she expected more praise from him over the matter. "You never asked."

      "I just wasn't expecting the demonstration," he said, following her towards the next class.

      They made it about halfway to their history class before the bell rang. "If we're going to be with each other for a while, then you should get used to my magic. I use it to make life easier."

      "Don't worry. I intend to, and, as I've said before, it is my job to make your life easier," he said as students walked to their next classes. "You shouldn't need to worry as much."

      She grabbed her crystal again, and cast another spell, which had the other students avoiding them by a wide margin. "Sorry, but you're most my worries at the moment. No offense."

      "Give it time, and you will forget I am even here." He shrugged. "This is just part of the process," he said, having been through this many times before. He eyed the few students who glanced their way. "Even if it is annoying." He sighed.

      "Tell me about it. Just five more months, and then we never have to see this place again," she assured him as they made it to their next room. "Hey, Mr. Harrison."

      "Ah. Ms. Grant, I see the rumor is true then." He smiled, looking at her and then at Zangrunath. "This must be your cousin. Hello," he greeted, outstretching his hand for the young man.

      "Hello, sir," Zangrunath replied, shaking the man's hand with a small sigh. He hated keeping up this ruse.

      "Uh, yeah. We had some family move back into town, so here we are." She smiled. "We can sit anywhere, right?"

      "Of course." He nodded, gesturing to the classroom. "And don't worry, the principal already explained it to me. You don't need to worry about anything." He smiled back.

      She found a seat at the back of the room and looked at her new shadow. "Alright. What did you even say? Don't answer that." She shook her head. "I don't have any other notebooks for you. Sorry."

      He chuckled at her. "I simply spoke the truth and asked him to let the teachers know in advance. Like I said, he is very gullible." He chuckled a bit more before looking at the board. "Oh, I am not worried about history. I helped write it." He smirked a toothy grin at her.

      "Are you worried about any of my classes? I have Home Economics fourth period," she said.

      "How do you think some of the best chefs got their skills? Let me tell you this, it wasn't sheer luck," he said in a whisper.

      "Really, now?" she asked. "So, like, selling your soul is actually a thing?"

      "Of course it is." He nodded. "It is one of the easier ways to get a soul. One gift or special ability, for the cost of their soul? Done," he said with a wave. "Sure. Why not?"

      She thought that over for a minute. "Can you see which people have done that?"

      "Of course. It's like looking at an empty glass. It might be a fancy glass, but empty nonetheless."

      Ellyria frowned, thinking about that. "So, instead of looking like me." She gestured to all five foot three and one hundred ten pounds of her. "I look darker? Like something's missing?"

      Zangrunath shook his head. "Not yet. Our deal has yet to be fulfilled," he told her with a sigh. "Selling your soul is easy; you instantly get the power you want. This ritual is different. There are two halves to the deal. I need to make sure you get what you want, and you need to make sure I am doing everything to help you get it. It is a two-way street. Only when both parts get fulfilled does your soul get taken," he explained for her.

      She thought it over. "So, once I get what I want, you go away, and my soul is damned? Is that basically it?"

      "Yup." He nodded, idly flipping and spinning a pencil in his fingers. "It still has to be worth the price of your soul, which, given the ritual, needs to be fairly good. Thus, killing hundreds, usually."

      "I don't know what I want," she whispered as the bell rang again, and other kids took their seats. "Hell, I haven't even gotten acceptance letters to college or anything. How will I know that whatever I ask for adds up?"

      "Hell, if I know," he told her with a shrug. "I have seen people do it for a plethora of reasons. Murder, revenge, money, leadership. Even had one guy who wanted to experience everything life offered," he said, listing off several things. "In the end, you will feel it in your soul what you want your goal to be, and it is my job to help you get that." He sighed, idly sketching a map of the Balkans. 

      Mr. Harrison started class, but she felt too distracted by the conversation to care. "I just want things to be easy for a while." She sighed.

      He sighed. "Then, I guess this will be a long one." He stretched a bit and looked at her paper. "So long as it doesn't take a century, I don't mind."

      "It's actually gonna be interesting to see what you agree with on what he's teaching."

      "I bet the details will not be nearly as vivid as what I know, and it will be very general compared to what actually happened." He sighed and looked at a textbook. "Well, at least, Caesar got what he wanted."

      She looked at him so quickly her neck popped. "Caesar?"

      "Yes, that Caesar." He nodded. "Et tu brute?" he said in perfect Latin. "He asked for his name to go down in history, and humanity should never forget him. Now you are learning about him." He smirked.

      "Vini, vidi, vici," she said, looking up at the ceiling as she pronounced the Latin 'v's with the 'w' sound.

      "Not bad." He smirked. "Et ego quæ numquam oblivione delebitur," he quoted without skipping a beat.

      She eyed him. "I only dabble, but I heard oblivion?"

      "And I shall never be forgotten," he repeated in English. "Forgotten has many definitions, including 'to be destroyed'."

      "You're going to have to teach me Latin," she told him. "It's used in witchcraft, but I've really only been learning it case by case since it's a dead language and nobody speaks it."

      "Well, that's what happens when empires burn." He shrugged before nodding at her. "That will be no problem. It is easy enough, and it is the basis for 'most' languages."

      She let out a derisive laugh. "Caucasian languages."

      "Yup." He nodded. "After that, it is just reverse researching."

      Ellyria looked back up front, before getting hit in the head by a piece of paper. It fell on the table in front of her, and she unfurled it with a deepening frown on her face. When she did, she glared at Heather's blonde hair and pink, well, everything. Nobody was looking, so she burnt the paper with a little snap. "I hate this place," she muttered to herself.

      "Do you want me to burn this place to the ground? I can use her as kindling," he said, looking at the waste of air that existed in the same room as him.

      "No." She shook her head. "She's already peaked. I'll just watch her crash and burn once she leaves this place."

      Zangrunath gave Ellyria a look and then looked back at the girl in question. "Say the word, and I can expedite the process."

      She shook her head again. "I'm already about this long game, so I don't know why you're trying to rush me now."

      "She attacked you," he told her simply. "I let my guard down, and you got hit," he complained, still eyeing the girl with murderous eyes.

      Ellyria rolled her eyes and waved a hand so she could properly speak to the demon without others noticing. "Did you feel pain?" She didn't notice the girl behind her doing a quick double take.

      "No," he said without hesitation. "It still happened."

      "Look, she's a bitch, but she doesn't deserve to die for that. I'm perfectly content to watch and wait as her perfect little world burns around her in a couple of years."

      He looked at her and sighed. "People have died for less," he grumbled, looking back at the blonde and smirking. "No dying, right?" He asked seriously.

      She shook her head. "No killing. No accidents. If you have to get back at her, have her get detention or something. I don't care."

      A smile crossed his face, and he glanced around the room before vanishing. A moment later, he reappeared. "Done." He smirked, looking at Ellyria. "I can see why you were playing the waiting game. It was too easy."

      "You're right. I don't have enemies for that reason." She looked back at the teacher, ready to watch the show. "I'd much rather watch their mistakes ruin them while I sit back and watch."

      Zangrunath nodded, and, a few minutes later, the girl raised a hand to use the bathroom. Mr. Harrison let her go, but when she stood up, her purse fell off the desk. Its contents toppled over onto the floor. Seconds later, a lighter and pack of cigarettes slid to their teacher's feet. "Heather!" Mr. Harrison yelled at her. She'd had the sense to turn beet red in embarrassment now. "Principal's Office. Now!" he ordered, pointing to the door. She nodded, and made her way to the office, her face looking humiliated as she left.

      "How was that?" Zangrunath asked Ellyria with a grin.

      "That, I like." She smirked. "This is the beginning of a beautiful friendship."

      He thought that over for a long moment. "I think I could get used to this." He smirked.

      "Good. If we're stuck together, then we're doing this my way, and I'm not a big fan of blood." She winced.

      "Then we shall manipulate them as you see fit," he said without hesitation. "I have to listen to you, after all."

      "Only ninety some school days to go," she told him seriously as she sat back. "I'm dispelling the masking spell now."

      "So be it," he replied before he added in her head. "This will suffice for now."

      She glanced over at him and responded in her head. "Is this two-way?"

      "We can talk like this, yes," he replied in kind.

      She smirked before turning her attention to the lesson. Her eyes glanced at a clock. Where did the hour go? They only had five minutes left. "I've got English next," she told him mentally.

      He chuckled back in her head. "Oh, I love language." He smiled, leaning back, and looking at her. "How you word a deal can literally destroy a person's life."

      "Let me guess, contracts?" she asked.

      "Oh, yes." He smirked. "Where a comma can literally mean the difference between life and death."

      "I read about a family whose deceased parents forgot to use the Oxford comma in order to split the inheritance equally three ways. They went to court, and the oldest, whose name was at the front of the list, won. Effectively, splitting the inheritance fifty, twenty-five, twenty-five."

      "Exactly." He nodded. "It is so much fun!" he said. A wide smile appearing on his face.

      She thought about it. "It's kind of fascinating, but it seems like a lot of work."

      "It is," he said, "but the payoff can turn out wonderful. As that family would know all too well." He chuckled. "Your class will be a cakewalk."

      She thought about his words for a while, even getting up and packing her things, when the bell rang. "I think I'd like something like that."

      "Money?" he asked her curiously. "Or the ability to use words as weapons?" 

      She tapped the crystal around her neck, and her fingers sparked with a small amount of magic. "My words are already weapons if I want them to be, but you're right. I like the idea of power, if I have to do this."

      "That can be done." He smiled. "You are going to have a lot of homework." He chuckled at her as they walked.

      "A lot more school." She deflated even more. "And a lot of debt."

      He shook his head. "Don't worry about trivial things like that. I will make sure those things get taken care of," he told her, going over plans in his head.

      As they walked to class, she nodded. Her expression looked thoughtful. She didn't use the spell that kept others away this time, so of course, the captain of the football team ran straight into her. She blushed. "Sorry, Corbin."

      "No worries, Elly." Corbin smiled, winking at her. He spiked his short, brown hair up at the front a bit with gel, and his muscular build was apparent, blocking the hallway from her view. He wore a well-worn letterman's jacket that smelled lightly of cologne. The scent reminded her of oranges.

      Zangrunath watched from a few feet back, not doing anything but keeping a careful eye on Corbin.

      Ellyria stepped around the boy, who was much taller than her and even a little taller than Zangrunath's disguised form. She brushed off his letterman's jacket. "Uh, have a good day." She sighed as she walked away. "Every stinking time," she said.

      "Running into him?" Zangrunath asked her curiously as he looked back at the athlete, who was walking away.

      "We used to be friends. Our conversations now are basically that." She shrugged.

      "If you want to spend time with him, I can make the arrangements," he said.

      She shrugged. "It doesn't matter. Had my shot. Screwed it up. It's not happening."

      He looked at her and then back at the young man. "You know he likes you, right?" he asked her in a pointed tone, sounding a bit confused.

      "I know," she responded. "We were literally." She gestured, her fingers almost touching. "This close to being an item when dad died. I got the phone call right before our lips touched."

      Zangrunath groaned and rolled his eyes. "And?" he asked her seriously. "You can still have that." He gestured to the boy. "Go get him."

      She shook her head. "I accidentally used my powers during the call. Used a spell to wipe his memory. Hasn't been the same since."

      He smacked his face so hard that the area echoed with the resounding smack before he pulled his hand away. "Teenagers, I swear." He sighed. "It is always the same with you."

      "Ouch!" she complained, feeling the smack. 

      He let out a sigh as he followed her again. "You wiped his memory. Okay. Good. Now you have a clean slate. He still likes you. You can start over," he said, hoping she would catch on to what he tried to explain.

      She looked at him as they stopped outside of English class. "I want to be better before that happens."

      His shoulders sunk, and he sighed. "Fine. Whatever you want to do," he grumbled. "All work and no play for you. Got it." He muttered under his breath, shaking his head a bit.

      "Have you seen my house?" She rounded on him, feeling defensive. "I take care of it. I do the chores. I buy the groceries and make meals. I pay the bills. Obviously, since my mother's out of commission. I don't have time for that. I don't have time for you and don't get me started on the casting. There is a grimoire I need to study.

      At her sudden onslaught of words, he took a step back. He listened to her carefully as she spoke. Clearly, this was a tremendous problem for her that needed to be fixed. He looked at her intently, and when she finished speaking, he nodded in understanding. "Sorry," he said. "I will make it easier on you. I promise. You have my word."

      "I'm sorry." She sighed, walking into the room. "I'm not normal." She looked him over. "Obviously."

      "Clearly." He nodded back. "It is alright. Everyone needs to vent."

      "What I need is a day off, a ley line, and a clearing to blow up." She only half-suggested, knowing it wouldn't happen. She had too many responsibilities to get to let loose like that.

      He thought it over and gave a nod. "Alright, I will see what I can do," he said, sitting down and focusing on something else entirely.

       She raised an eyebrow, but, from his look, he wasn't all there. She turned her attention to class, but she wasn't really listening either. There was just too much going on in her head to give Ms. Hoffmann's class the attention it deserved.

      The class was almost over by the time Zangrunath looked around the room. He took a breath and shook his head before he looked at Ellyria. "You said that home economics is next. Correct?"

      "Yeah."

      "And what are you making in that class?" he asked back, looking at how tired she was.

      "Not a clue. We're talking about yeast lately, so probably bread. But the teacher didn't say."

      "Do they allow for some variation?" he asked as one of his eyebrows raised with interest.

      She shrugged. "To a point."

      He nodded and looked at the clock. "Then be ready for some good food." He grinned at her.

      "I expect good things then." She smiled. "Home Economics is my last class of the day, too."

      He thought about her explanation with rising curiosity. "Have school days shortened?" 

      "I overloaded my schedule in other years. I only need three credits this year, but the school requires four minimum. So, I took home economics." She shrugged.

      "Good to know. It will look better on paper as well," he said with a nod as the bell rang. "Let's get you some food." He smiled, gesturing for her to lead the way.

      She showed him to a room, which was at the back of the lunchroom. "Ta-da," she said with no enthusiasm.

      He looked around at the kitchen and shrugged. "It will do." He made his way to the teacher. "What are we supposed to be making today?" he asked seriously. 

      Miss Nelson blinked a bit before she looked at the fiend in disguise. "Bread today," she said. 

      "It should be more of a free day. It would encourage more diversity." He smirked, using a somewhat entrancing voice. 

      She nodded, in a bit of a daze, and looked over the class. "That is an excellent idea. Thank you, young man. I'd like to see what it is you can make, since today is your first class with me."

      He shrugged, and walked to the workstation next to Ellyria's, and began making food as the rest of the class filed in. When the bell rang, the teacher explained the assignment, or lack thereof, and she dismissed the group to do their work.

      Ellyria wasn't feeling creative, so she decided to just go through with making a simple loaf of bread. She separated the flour and dry ingredients and added warm water to the yeast. She didn't really have a plan, per se. Maybe just some sweet bread. Right now, she was more interested in what Zangrunath was doing. She almost couldn't take her eyes off him.

      Zangrunath was hard at work, taking flour and eggs and kneading them together before taking the dough and stretching it out thin. He repeated the process several times before he cut it up. After a few moments, he finished making pasta. He started boiling some water and got a few tomatoes for a simple sauce. He chopped up the tomatoes and put them into a pan with some tomato paste, adding a few herbs and spices for flavor. By the time the water was boiling, he had the sauce simmering. He put the pasta into the water, adding some salt, and just a few short minutes later, he drained the pasta. Then he quickly plated it all up. He took the finished plate and placed it in front of Ellyria. "There. Enjoy," he said with a small smile.

      Ellyria's stomach growled loudly, and she blushed. With no hesitation, she took the plate and started eating it. After a few bites, she paused. "Thank you." About halfway through her plate, she paused long enough to take her bread out of the oven to let it rest before returning to her meal. She saw the girls at the workstation beside them staring at her and turned her head to look back. A sigh escaped her. Diane and Taylor were the closest she got to normal, but from the looks of the stars in their eyes with Zane beside her, that looked less than promising at the moment. 

      "Do not mention it," he said with a wave, going back and cleaning up his area as he spoke to her. "You were hungry and needed food. Clearly, you couldn't get a meal at the cafeteria, so I made you one."

      "I could've waited, but I appreciate it." A minute later, the bell rang, and a smile took her face. "Let's get out of here."

      He nodded. "Lead the way." He gestured, waiting for her to go. "You shouldn't have to go without food," he said, wondering what led her to this point.

      "I can't afford to go out, and we didn't have time to get snacks. It's fine." She shrugged.

      He looked her over and shook his head at her. "No, it isn't," he said through the telepathic bond. "You have the power to summon me. You shouldn't be living in squalor." 

      She glanced over at him with a pathetic expression that she simply couldn't cover up. "It's not squalor. Things are just- tight. I need mom to go back to work. The life insurance won't last forever."

      "How long ago did your father pass away?" he asked her curiously, as they made their way to the parking lot.

      "A little over a year," she said. "He just didn't leave behind enough to get us through the worst part of everything." She sighed, and said, "That, and my mom's drug addiction has taken a sizeable chunk of that."

      "It seems to me like her problem is quickly becoming your problem the more you talk about it," he said as they approached the van.

      She looked away from him. "I've been babysitting her for a year, so yeah, it's my problem."

      "Then let me fix it," he offered seriously.

      "I just- wish I was a good enough reason to be clean." She sighed, getting into the car.

      He got into the car and started the engine. He paused for a moment before he looked at her. "She will see the error of her ways. I just need you to say 'yes'."

      "She won't die?" she asked seriously.

      "She won't die," he said. "She will wake up. It might take a few days for her to feel normal, but she will get back to normal. I'll fix her."

      She looked out the window, leaning her head against the cool glass. Her eyes closed. "Why does this actually feel like a deal with the Devil?"

      "It isn't," he said in a reassuring manner. "It is me doing my job to make your life easier."

      She looked over at him. "I'm not selling her soul?"

      "If she keeps it up, she will lose it before you ever have the chance to fix her," he told her honestly.

      A few tears came from her eyes. "Yes. Do it."

      He nodded, and backed the car out of the parking space, pulling out of the parking lot. "It will be done," he said with a determined look in his eyes as they drove the short distance back to her house.

      "Thank you," she said, wiping her face clean. "Sorry. Not very 'witch with a demon contract' of me."

      "Do not worry." His lips turned up into a small smile, giving her a quick glance. "People have cried for less."

      "I guess so." She sighed. "Just get me home so that I can study that grimoire finally."

      "Of course." He nodded at her, and he remained quiet as he drove her home.

      She took a moment to settle down and quickly thought of something in order to change the subject. "Do you get summoned less since the witchy thing isn't exactly a big thing anymore?"

      "Yes." He sighed. "People are becoming less accustomed to the ways of magic, and summoning is occurring less often. To be fair, your weapons are becoming more like ours, so I think people are giving into their sins more often." He sighed again and pulled into her driveway. "Either way, it is nice to see some people still using the old ways." He smiled at her. "Even if it is an accident."

      "I'm sorry that I'm such a trash witch. By all rights, I shouldn't have been able to summon you. I guess, I just kind of- brute forced it." She grabbed her things and started towards the door. "Oh, I forgot about the windows," she said with a frustrated groan.

      He was about to reply to her previous statement, but saw the mess. He sighed and looked at her seriously. "I can fix it. I just need more space." 

      "What?" she asked.

      "So far, I can only move about twenty feet away from you at most," he said, explaining by looking at the gap between them. "I would need to go around your entire house in order to fix it. It would just take time." 

      "It's fine. I can do it. It's just going to take more energy than I wanted to use," she said. "I already used a lot last night."

      "That is fine. I expected as much, and you casting today didn't help," he told her simply. "This would just take some runes being engraved around the house, like a border for me to roam around in," he explained simply. "It should be in the book."

      She opened the door, thinking about it as she walked in and finding her mother where they'd left her covered in her own sick. She looked away and stepped down the hallway. "You draw the runes. I'll read the grimoire. I need to rest before I do much more right now."

      He looked at her mother and sighed. "I can't do that." He hung his head. "Only the caster can be the one to draw the runes. If I do that, bad things happen to me."

      "Oh. Got it," she said as she closed the door to her bedroom. "I just need to recharge before I can do runes, then. I can probably draw from some of Dad's old stones."

      "That is fine." He nodded. "Rest for now. We can worry about it later."

      She nodded, tossed her pack against the wall and grabbed some items from a drawer. Incense, lighter, salt, and several rocks of different colors: orange, purple, and green. She made a pattern on the ground before looking up. "Crud. Are salt circles a problem?"

      "It isn't a problem," he told her, shaking his head and sitting down outside of the circle. "Just do what you have to do."

      She sat inside of the circle and took off her shoes, tossing them outside of the circle. After lightning some incense, she blew it out, leaving it to smolder. She held the rocks in her hands and closed her eyes, focusing on regaining the energies she'd used the previous night.

      As she sat and focused on getting her strength back, Zangrunath looked around the room. He wanted to get to know the young woman he was helping more. He knew she had issues at home, but he wanted to know about other pressing matters. After seeing the amount of bills on the dresser, he had a rough idea of what she had to put up with, but he was seeing just how bad it was. He glanced towards Lynne in the living room through the closed bedroom door, and growled low. The woman irked him in the worst way. He was going to make sure that she realized what she had done wrong, and he would start by making sure she never went back to that lifestyle. Even though he wanted to step out of the room, he couldn't; he was bound to Ellyria. He sighed and sat back down. The stronger she was, the stronger he would be. He could wait for now.

      Ellyria could feel her father's magic still stored in the stones. She felt sadness as she drew it into her so she could selfishly use it, but he didn't need it anymore. After about an hour, the stones sat empty, and she opened her eyes. When she looked up at Zangrunath, her eyes were rotating colors from blue to green to grey from her normal brown, thanks to the influx of power. She took a breath. "I feel better."

      He nodded at her. "Good." He stood up and walked around some more. "Forgive me. I am not used to staying in one place for long."

      "Sorry." She smiled sadly. "Let's get you a little more freedom. Shall we?"

      "Don't be. I should be used to it by now," he replied, stepping to the side to let her lead the way. "By all means." He grinned at her.

      Ellyria grabbed her father's book and brought it out back with her. She opened the book and found several of the pages on warding blank. Her stomach sank for a minute before she remembered something she'd seen her dad do when he was first teaching her to cast. She moved her thumb to her lips before apologizing, "sorry," as she bit into the finger, and pressed her thumb to the page.

      As the blood smeared over the magically bound pages, letters of red revealed themselves to her. She moved her finger over the page, but where she expected a trail of blood, there was nothing, just more letters and symbols. She pressed her finger for a few minutes before Zangrunath gestured to her. "That should be enough," he said in a firm but quiet tone. "Don't want to lose all that power you just got back."

      She nodded. "It's just blood binding. The book does most of the work," she said, though she stopped when he asked. "The runes shouldn't be too hard. Activating them-" she trailed off, making a face.

      "It will be troublesome, yes." He nodded, finishing her thought. "Once you do it, though, you will have more space, and I
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