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I

	Monday, June 30, 2031

	E
llyria woke up to the feeling of being lashed across the back. She sighed and picked up her phone, dialing Steve's number. It rang three times before he answered. "Hey, Steve," she said. "It's going to be a bad day today. I'm sorry. I don't think that I can come in."

	Steve groaned and nodded, even though she couldn't see it. "I will figure it out. Just let me know if it changes," he responded before hanging up.

	She put down her phone and rolled out of bed, going to the ice chest she'd bought a year ago and dumping as much of it in the tub as possible before hopping in. The cold rushed over her, and she once again hoped he felt it. "I'm sorry I fucked up so bad, Zane," she said for the millionth time.

	After an ice bath that would've caused hypothermia in a normal person, she got out of the tub and went about her day hoping that, come midnight, this would all be over.

	Tuesday, July 1, 2031

	Ellyria awoke from a sound drug induced sleep thanks to a burning sensation over her entire left arm where Lucifer's seal was located. She felt dozens of stabbing sensations all over her body. A sob escaped her as she thought that there would be no end, but before the thought could spiral any further, it stopped. Everything went numb. She felt nothing. She looked over at her arm, squinting her eyes in the dark. There was no more seal. She had never felt more relieved before in her life, nor more exhausted. Her eyes closed, and she passed out, falling down onto her pillows.

	A few moments after Ellyria went unconscious, Zangrunath appeared on the floor of their bedroom. The red pallor of his demonic skin was lighter than normal and heavy bags weighed under his eyes. His wings had tattered places now where the leathery material was once whole and solid. Scars, both old and new, along with cuts and bruises at varying stages of healing, covered his entire body. His muscles relaxed for the first time in a year. His form fell limp, just like Ellyria's moments before. For the first time in over a year, he fell asleep, right there on the floor.

	Ellyria looked up at the ceiling. Light filtered into her bedroom- their bedroom, she reminded herself for the millionth time. She should think about dragging herself out of bed and head to work, but she was far too distracted by something that was absent from this moment. She didn't feel pain. As she moved and stretched her muscles, they didn't burn or ache. She breathed, and her chest wasn't tight. She sat up, looked around, and a pair of wings stole her attention. 

	"Zane," she said, letting out a broken sob. She should be relieved, but she was nervous. After what happened, she knew she wasn't her old self. How would he feel? She moved over to his side, but she was afraid to touch him. She didn't want to wake him. After everything he'd been through, she was sure he couldn't love her. After hesitating for too long, her desperate need to comfort him won out, and she wrapped him up in her arms, holding him like she would a small child. "Mine," she said, rocking him.

	Zangrunath recoiled from the sudden touch and leapt away. His frantic eyes searched about for the danger of what attacked him and narrowed on what- who had touched him. She didn't look the same. Her shoulder length, near-black hair was several inches longer, and there was a slump to her shoulders that she never carried before. Even her brown eyes seemed more dull than usual. It took him several seconds to calm down before he released a long sigh. He stared at her for a long moment before he finally broke. "Why?" he asked, sobbing as tears streaked down his face.

	"I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry. He made me feel everything that happened twice over. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. You know I didn't mean for it to happen," she said, prostrating herself on the floor before him. She knew she didn't deserve forgiveness. He had endured too much because of her mistake, and he should know, should see, the magnitude of her remorse.

	He almost ignored her, much more interested in the look of his dilapidated arms. "Three days was all you had to wait. Three days." His voice caught in his throat and broke at the end of the last word.

	Ellyria nodded, gazing up at him as hope formed in her chest. "Now, I know that. I screwed up. I didn't know. When you disappeared, I panicked, and I-" She gulped. "If you hate me, I understand. I hate myself." Her words were low and dark as she finished her statement.

	"Hate you?" he asked. He seemed confused by the simple word. "I endured every torture method Hell could offer because of what you did. Hate doesn't even begin to describe what I feel right now!"

	Ellyria felt a pang of regret coil within her stomach. She hoped it killed her. She looked down at the floor. "You can torture me. It would be a kindness coming from you after the last year of what I've been through."

	"I could do that and more." The look on his face was so dark that it promised pain without need for words. "I don't have to obey you anymore. The deal is complete. For all intents and purposes, I am free." He looked her over in a calculating manner.

	"Please," she said, staring at the carpet and seeing her tears fall there. "I deserve it for what I did to you."

	He stood and stepped into her personal space. He glared down at her before he picked her up, making her look him in the eyes. "I intend to," he said with a rumbling growl, tossing her back onto the bed and climbing over the top of her. "First I want you," he said, kissing her cheek.

	She looked up at him, confused. "What?"

	"I am pissed at you," he said. He let his words hang in the air for a moment. "But I still love you."

	Tears formed in her eyes for a different reason now. "I love you too." She reached towards the side table for her phone. "Let me just tell Steve that I won't be in again."

	"You're not leaving my sight for a week."

	"For a week," she said, sending the message. She looked up at Zangrunath and frowned. "I don't deserve pleasure."

	"I do," he said.

	Her lips curled up into the tiniest of smiles, and she nodded. "Then let me help you."

	Wednesday, July 2, 2031

	Steve McDonough hit the button for Ellyria's penthouse elevator. As he heard the quiet hum of the machine running, he took a deep breath. Panic would help nothing at the moment, but he was worried. He'd seen her be stubborn this year. Attending work when he wouldn't dare try became her norm. So, her text instead of a call about a week off of work made him feel more than a little heightened at the moment. 

	He let her rest for the first day. Today, however, he needed to check on what was wrong. A bag of Chinese takeout swung in one hand. He shook his head, trying not to think of how thin she'd become. Zane was going to be pissed when he returned to see the state of her, and he didn't want to be on the receiving end of the demon's wrath. He hoped she could get out of bed and eat something today. 

	The doorbell stole Zangrunath's attention from Ellyria. He glanced from the door to his witch. "Are you expecting someone?" he asked. 

	When she shook her head, he stood up. His body shimmered into his human disguise for the first time in over a year. "You just relax. I will go check on it." 

	Zane unlocked the door and stared at the man on the other side for a moment. After a beat, the memories kicked in, and he smiled. "Hey. Long time, no see. How have you been?" He chuckled at Steve's expression. 

	Steve blinked and shook his head, looking flabbergasted. He stepped forward once. "I've been fine. Just trying to make sure that Elly has been okay. I take it she's feeling better? How long have you been back?"

	Zane moved into Steve's path so that he couldn't enter the penthouse. "She is fine, but she needs some rest."

	"Alright." He handed Zane the food, since it seemed like he wasn't welcome inside. "Please make sure that she eats." He paused, lowering his voice so only the demon could hear. "I've been worried about her weight loss."

	"I will make sure she does. Thank you for looking out for her while I was away," he said, extending his hand.

	Steve took his hand, giving a firm shake. "No problem at all. Please don't be too hard on her. It's been a pretty rough year on this end."

	"I know." Zane nodded. "Don't worry. We are just working some things out. We will be fine after airing some grievances."

	Steve nodded, heading back into the elevator. "See you around, Zane."

	Zane watched as the doors closed and Steve disappeared from his view before he turned back into his demonic self. He brought the food over to the table next to the couch where Ellyria laid, and he looked her over for a moment. She was a little on the thin side. He helped pull her up into a seated position. "Let's get you some food."

	Ellyria leaned back on the couch. "I can wait to eat. I'm fine."

	"No," he said in a firm tone, shaking his head. "You are eating first. You are thinner than I last saw you. I don't want you to get sick. I am taking care of you."

	"Okay." She nodded. "Thank you. I don't deserve it, but I appreciate it."

	"Everyone deserves love," he said with a small kiss on the cheek. "Now eat up so that we can have more fun later."

	She took a bite of the offered food and hummed. "It tastes better than anything I've eaten this year." She sighed, closing her eyes as she savored the flavors. "Thank you for forgiving me. I love you, and I really am sorry."

	He smiled at her and gave her a long, loving kiss. "You are a hard person to stay angry at. Now eat. We're going to use your time off to the fullest."

	Friday, July 11, 2031

	Ellyria cuddled into Zangrunath's arms on the couch. Sleep was fleeting at the edges of consciousness. The television played a movie she wasn't paying attention to. For right now, life was perfect. She heard her phone go off, and her head perked up. She checked it and sighed, sitting up. 

	"Great," she said, groaning in exhaustion. "Daniel called a partner's meeting about my absenteeism this year."

	She ran into the bedroom and quick changed into something presentable. "I need to be at the office as soon as possible. Steve already knows about the truth and will play ball, but if you're willing, I've had a game plan for this all year."

	Zangrunath nodded as he transformed into a human. "What do you need me to do?" he asked with a smirk, standing up.

	Ellyria frowned. "I need you to look like a cancer patient, to be honest."

	He paused, thinking her words over for a moment, before he nodded again. "I can do that. How bad do you want me to look?"

	"Thin and bald, I guess." She sighed. "I hate asking. I don't even want to see it."

	"It's fine. It's not like it will affect me." He shrugged, changing his body to match her description. He gave a dramatic cough. "Better?"

	She threw herself into his arms. "I hate it."

	"Then they will feel like jerks for seeing me walk in like this," he said, rubbing her back in comforting circles.

	"Steve knows almost everything. It will just be Daniel on the guilt trip," she said, taking his hand and heading to their elevator. "Let's get this over with."

	"Let's." He smiled. It looked wan and pulled at the skin near his cheekbones. He waited in the elevator in silence for a moment before asking, "So how has everything been in the last year I have been gone?"

	"Well, there were a lot of days that I couldn't get out of bed, so I have been working from home a lot." She sighed. "I'm pretty sure the finances are in shambles compared with how you left them, but I did my best."

	Zangrunath sighed when he imagined the mess he needed to deal with. "It's fine. I will take care of it when we get back from this," he said as the doors opened. "It will give me something to do, if nothing else."

	"You can do anything you want now." She smiled, squeezing his hand and walking around to the driver's side. "You're free."

	He sat down in the passenger's seat and smiled back in kind. "I know. It feels more daunting than before. During a deal, I would have some sort of goal, which gave me an idea of how to achieve it. Now I need to figure out what I want to do." He hummed to himself as Shelby roared to life.

	"I'll be there to help you every step of the way." She smiled, taking off towards the office.

	"I know you will." He leaned over to kiss her cheek as she drove.

	"For the record," she glanced at him for a second before looking back at the road, "I know I've said it, but I'm sorry for everything. Even without Lucifer's punishment, I would've felt terrible. I screwed up. I love you."

	"It is fine. I am sorry you went through that," he replied with a frown. "I tried to make sure you felt as little as possible, but some days were hard." He winced at the memories that flooded him and reached over to squeeze her thigh in a reassuring manner. "I love you too. Now let's get this over with so that we can go back to making up for lost time."

	Ellyria parked Shelby and shook her head. "I just want to be with you for a while. I know we were talking about adoption."

	Zangrunath gazed at her for a moment before he spoke. "We will. I am worried about it, that is all. Kids scare me a bit."

	"Having an infant scares me, but once they're walking and talking, I'm much less afraid," she said, getting out of the car and putting on a show of helping him out as well.

	He tried to look a little winded as he stood up, following Elly towards the office. "Agreed. I can deal with a creature I can talk to, not so much a tiny ball of meat that poops all the time." He chuckled.

	She shook her head at his choice of words with a goofy smile on her face. She missed Zane's sense of humor this past year. "I'll take some time off to deal with that when the time comes." She gripped his hand as they walked into the office. Leading him into the conference room, Steve McDonough and Daniel Hannon waited, turning their heads to look at the couple entering. "Good evening, gentlemen."

	Steve nodded. Although he knew what Ellyria's excuse for missing work was, Zane's disguise shocked him. His eyes widened. This made Ellyria's lie more than convincing.

	Daniel looked taken aback by the sight of Zane. He had met the handsome young man several times before. Now he looked like a different person. He turned his attention to Ellyria. "Evening, miss Grant," he said, but his eyes kept cutting back towards Zane.

	"You know you can just call me Ellyria. We've been partners for almost four years now." She helped Zane get comfortable and sat down beside him with his hand in hers. "You wanted to meet?"

	"Sorry. Force of habit." He sighed before his entire countenance became much more serious. "Yes. I wanted to talk to you about all of your absences this year. There have been a lot of inconsistencies."

	"I'm sorry, Daniel. It's been a tough year," she said, feeling the honesty in her bones and looking at Zane. "We've been through a lot."

	"Yeah. The cancer treatment has been rough," Zane lied, releasing a dry cough to punctuate his sentence.

	"You didn't have to come in, Zane," Steve said, but the corner of his lip twitched upwards as he continued. "You have already been through Hell."

	Zane tried not to chuckle at the inside joke. "I have, but I felt good today. Things are looking up for me," he said, while looking at Daniel. It took even more restraint to keep himself cordial knowing that they were there because Daniel felt dissatisfied with Ellyria's work ethic over the past year. In his opinion, she'd done well, given the circumstances.

	Daniel released another sigh. Seeing and hearing all of this was not how he expected tonight's meeting to go. Not that he wanted to lose another partner, but he'd been picking up a lot of Ellyria's slack this year. "Let me guess. You found out when the office opened, didn't you?" He already knew his question was rhetorical at this point.

	Ellyria nodded. Her lips pressed together into a thin line. A few tears came to her eyes, which she wiped away. "I couldn't let him go through this all alone."

	Daniel flipped the documents in front of him over so no words were visible. He turned to look at Steve. His tone wasn't accusatory, but annoyed. "Why didn't you just tell me what was happening?"

	"Because my mother went through the same thing. It's hard enough to deal with on its own without having people butting their noses into your business. It was a personal matter, and it was hitting them hard. I was just trying to help them out as best as I could," he said without a moment's hesitation.

	Daniel shook his head and looked down at the ground before locking eyes with Ellyria. "I'm sorry that this happened to you," Daniel said, glancing over at Zane now. "I just wish you told me sooner. We are partners. I would have been far less worried had I known about all of this from the get go." He gestured to all of Zane.

	"I'm sorry." She gave him a sad smile. She kept her words as honest as possible. "I tried to get by for a while. Things got better before getting worse again. So I never got around to telling anybody besides Steve, who was there for my breakdown when I found out. Zane's doing so much better. I promise I will too."

	"Yes, it is in complete remission. From here on out, everything should go back to the way it was before this mess started." Zane smiled at Daniel and squeezed Elly's hand.

	Daniel nodded and waved them off. Despite himself, a small smile crossed his features. This week had been long enough, and he wanted to get home to have a stiff drink. There was a long drive ahead of him. "Thank you. Now you two go home. Enjoy the rest of your weekend."

	"Thank you, Daniel." Ellyria stood up, helping Zane out of his seat. "I know you say that I fuss over you, darling. I'm sorry."

	"It's alright." Zane smiled at her as she helped him up. "It was just nice to get out of the house for a change."

	He nodded at Daniel and waved to Steve. "Have a good day."

	"You too," Daniel said.

	"Thank you for being so candid." Ellyria winked at Steve.

	"It's the least I could do," Steve said, but he regarded her with a look that told her they would talk soon about what she owed him for help with the cover story. "Go enjoy your weekend."

	When Elly and Zane were back in their car, she rested her head on the steering wheel. "That was almost too easy."

	"Yes, it was. I remember back when this type of thing would have been much harder to cover up."

	"In my lifetime, or just the Salem witch trials?" she asked as she started the car.

	"Both. Sometimes a good excuse was a hard thing to come up with."

	Ellyria nodded. She wanted to get home now. Her voice was a little hollow as she felt guilt about the past year roll through her again. "Cancer is right up there on the list." She looked at him while at a stoplight. "Please change back. I can't handle that."

	His form shimmered back into his normal, more filled out, healthy visage. "There. Feel better?"

	"It's not my Zangrunath, but it's better." She sighed.

	"When we get home, I will turn back. I don't want anyone besides you to see me like that."

	Ellyria nodded again. "That's fine. I think it would even startle Steve to see you in your true form after all this time."

	"Yeah." He sighed. "I don't want him to see that either. At least, not for a while."

	She shook her head as she parked. "I don't think he ever saw Astratoth in her true form either."

	"He hated her, so it makes sense he ignored her like the plague. No one likes her."

	Ellyria growled like a demon. "I loathe her. Good riddance."

	Zangrunath chuckled. A smirk pulled at his lips as he got out of the car. "I like it when you hate people."

	"You are a terrible influence."

	"Yes, I am." He laughed a little harder. "And I can be so much worse now that I can do whatever I want." His grin widened as he hummed with excitement. "What will I do?"

	"Teach me about the rules not in the code so that I don't screw us over again," she said as they made it to the elevator.

	He turned serious. "Done. Any more fuck-ups like that and no amount of contract, demonic or otherwise, is going to save us from what happens." He shivered a bit, transforming into his true form.

	She hummed in agreement. "Lucifer wanted to have you be the one-" she trailed off. "But couldn't follow through."

	He made a face at her words and sighed. "He would say that."

	"It makes logical sense."

	"Yes, it does. He knows how to torture people in the most punishing and creative ways possible." He gave her a serious look. "If something like that ever happens again, promise me you will wait before you do anything. Ask somebody before you act on whatever outlandish plan you come up with."

	"I will wait a year and talk to Tarso. After that, I'm finding you, Zangrunath."

	"Going crazy is a last resort, okay?" He looked directly into her eyes. His expression was one she rarely saw, if ever. He was deadly serious right now. " commands me to do something, I literally cannot do anything to stop it from happening."

	She bit her lip, looking into his fiery eyes. A sigh left her as they stood at the entrance to their penthouse. "Okay."

	"Good." He released a sigh of relief. "I want you by my side in Hell, not torturing you for all eternity."

	"I know. I almost screwed that up for us." She placed a hand on her chest. It tightened with emotion before she shuffled towards their bedroom to get changed.

	He followed her into the bedroom. "Thank your lucky stars. It was a year and no longer."

	Ellyria made a flippant gesture at the air. "Good ol' Mom looking out."

	Zangrunath nodded, laying back on the bed and closing his eyes. "Yeah. Thank you, momma Grant."

	She changed into pajamas and joined him. She rested in his arms and kissed his cheek. "I love you."

	"I know." He smiled up at her, giving her a kiss and wrapping his wings around her.

	"Would you mind hitting up the leys tomorrow? I couldn't summon the energy over the last year."

	"I don't mind. It's not like I have anything else to do."

	"You will. I know you won't just sit around here amassing money and playing video games." She laughed.

	He chuckled at her. "Sometimes it's amassing money while playing video games."

	"Hilarious, and I don't know how you can manage your output in some games. It's all I can do to keep up."

	"I will beat your ass any day of the week." He smirked. "You make it sound like you could win."

	She growled. "If I become a general like you one day, then I should've beaten you one time. I'm competitive."

	"I know you are, which is why I will not let up. When you beat me, I want it to be of your own accord. Hell is much tougher than a game, so I need to make sure you can take it."

	"I know." Ellyria grumbled. "I'll get there. I'm battling a three thousand something year old general with not even thirty years of experience myself."

	"You need to relax more. Often, you will lose because of a surprise attack. You need to remain calm in battle."

	She laid her head down on his chest. "I just want to be seen as strong when I get down there. I don't want to be the wet behind the ears disrespected whelp."

	"Then calm down and focus more on the battle. Ignore the distractions. Don't worry. I will teach you, and it will be easy."

	"Teach me everything that I need to know," she said with a yawn.

	"That was my plan, but for now, get some sleep. Tomorrow, we will get started on some of the training." He kissed her cheek.

	She nodded into his chest. "Sleep well, my Zangrunath."

	"You too, Elly." He held her as she fell asleep in his arms.

	
II

	Saturday, August 30, 2031

	S

	teve's house stood before Ellyria. She took a moment to gather her thoughts before hopping out of Shelby, heading towards the door. She glanced around. It had been a while since her last visit here, and she noticed the fresh paint and updated landscaping. The wards were different, which she was curious about, but they weren't weaker or stronger. Just different. It wasn't worth worrying about. Maybe one of his kids was learning magic. She rang the bell and waited.

	A couple of noises came from inside the house. It sounded like the kids were playing a game of some sort. A few moments went by before the door opened and Steve gave Ellyria a soft smile before giving her a hug. "Hey, thanks for coming." He gestured her inside, closing the door behind her as she entered. "How have you been?"

	She smiled, accepting the hug and holding on for a second. Steve was as close as she got to hugging her father anymore. "I do kind of owe you. Besides, I got to open Shelby up on my way here." She chuckled. "I'm much better than I was. Still kind of adjusting." She sighed. "There's been some difficult moments and conversations."

	"Well, you look better," he said, seeing her looking less sick and having more color in her face. "I'm glad things are getting back to normal for you. It was a hard year for everyone." He released his own sigh, leading her to his home office so they could talk in a more private setting.

	She followed him, waving at the youngest child, who was playing on the floor and watching television. She didn't see the others, but she heard them goofing around. Walking into Steve's office, she took a seat, looking at some of the work he'd brought home for the weekend. "Daniel would murder you if he knew you were working without logging it."

	He waved a hand at her as he sat down, setting the work off to the side. "He could try. Though he still doesn't know about what we are doing and what has been happening in the background for the last year." He leveled Elly with a serious gaze. "That being said, there is still a lot of work to be done after your little stunt."

	She groaned and nodded. "I know. My backlog is outrageous right now. Sorry it came down on you, too."

	"It's alright. It happens when your name is on the firm." He shrugged. He was used to the workload and pressure. "I know you will make it up. You are good at your job. That being said, I do have a favor to ask of you," he said, trying to figure out how to word this in the best way possible.

	"Once again, I kind of owe you. What do you need? A few gold bars?" she asked, half ready to make them for him.

	He chuckled and shook his head. "No, that would be way harder to get rid of than I care to admit." He took a deep breath before staring at her with intensity. "I know it is a lot to ask, but I was wondering if you would join a coven with me," he said, far quieter than he planned.

	"Oh." She was shocked, and her mind reeled. This wasn't what she expected at all.

	"Like I said, I know it is a lot to ask, and I don't expect an answer right away," he said, spelling it out for her as best I could. "I want to protect my family, and you are by far the most powerful witch I know. You summoned the actual Devil." He still struggled to process the disgusting amount of power that the feat must've taken.

	Ellyria gulped and looked down at the floor. "You know that, if you need anything, I am with you. There are a few passages in my grimoire that warn me to not do it."

	He nodded. "I understand. I know you can't be in two places at once. This last year made that clear," he said. "Now we haven't had issues here at the house, but if one were to happen, it wouldn't take long for Section Seven to find out and pay us a visit."

	"I could get here within minutes if need be, Steve, but if it will help ease your mind, I will also trace a sigil here for Zane to travel through."

	He closed his eyes for a moment and sighed. For some reason, he knew this wouldn't work out in his favor. He gave a small, dismissive gesture. "If that is what you think is best, you can do it."

	Ellyria bit her lip, looking at her partner and friend. She shifted, feeling uncomfortable with the situation. "I'm sorry. I want to help, but it sounds like my bloodline is kind of the solo type of witch."

	"I figured as much. I was hoping for some sort of miracle, I guess." He shrugged. "Can't say I blame you. It's not like you have much to worry about, anyway."

	"I have a lot to worry about. Section Seven has always been around for me. They killed my father." She paused for a moment to collect herself, pressing a hand to her chest as she tried to calm down. "I can help you with your wards if you'd like. I've been working on some experimental runes that I can't use in the penthouse." She shook her head. "They should keep everything out."

	Steve thought for a long moment. He knew how good she was at using wards and spells. He considered it in silence for a minute before he agreed. "Fine. I just want to protect my family. I will always put them before anything else."

	She nodded, hoping that she would be the same way one day when she had her own child. "Of course, I will do that for you." She took a deep breath and sighed. "There's just one small thing you should know, just in case."

	He gave her a withering look. "Which is?"

	"If something were to go wrong and," she pinched the bridge of her nose, "the Devil shows up pissed he can't get in. Please, blame me. I'll take the brunt."

	He closed his eyes and sighed. "If that were to happen, and I'm putting heavy connotations on the word if. I was planning on blaming you entirely, since you have his general at your side and made a deal with him." He shook his head as he reached into a drawer to pour himself a drink.

	She nodded. "Good." Standing up, she pulled her wand out of her purse. "I'll take care of this. You relax."

	He nodded and took a drink. "If the kids get in the way, tell them to go inside. They are pretty good at following directions."

	"Kids don't bother me, Steve," she said, trying really hard not to think too much about the fact that she wanted them and couldn't have them.

	"Good, because they are a curious bunch."

	She smiled. She couldn't blame them for that. "They already know the secret?"

	He chuckled. "We wanted to make sure they knew at a young age. If we bring them up knowing about magic and to keep it a secret, then they will be far better at learning and keeping those secrets. That's how my parents taught me, and it worked out well."

	"Then they can be curious. I've got this."

	He slid some of the paperwork back in front of him, giving her a thumbs up. "Have fun then." He chuckled, trying to get through some of his workload while he could.

	She nodded and stepped out of the office, heading towards the backyard to work on the wards there first. She drew a few complicated runes based on what she'd learned of demonic, and she added a few extra runes there for good measure while she was at it. It wasn't blood wards, but it was about as strong as a person could get without them. She realized this would take a while, because the runes were so complicated. It wasn't too late in the day yet, so she tried not to worry about it.

	Halfway through the work as Ellyria was in the middle of a rune, Zane spoke into her head. "Is everything going alright?" he asked curiously, having not heard from her for some time today.

	Elly jumped before calming down again. "Yes, I'm helping with some wards for Steve. It's taking a while. That's all, darling."

	He sent her a mental nod. "Alright. Just wanted to check in on you. If you need anything, just let me know."

	"I will. Thank you," she said, reaching up to stroke her cheek so that he would feel it.

	A moment later, she felt his response when he massaged his own arm for her. "You are welcome. See you at home soon enough. Let me know when you are on your way, and I will have dinner ready for you. Love you." 

	"Love you," she said, going back to drawing the runes. By the time the warm part of the afternoon hit, she was ready to channel magic. Not that she needed to do it, but she kicked off her shoes and rubbed her hands together, concentrating for at least another hour to make sure the wards were as strong as possible around her friend's house.

	As Ellyria warded the house by funneling her magic into it, a set of curious eyes watched her. They didn't speak, observing as the much more powerful witch used her magic with little effort.

	Ellyria took a deep breath, letting the flow of magic taper off for a moment. She opened her eyes and stepped away, gazing at the wards. Since they were almost invisible, an untrained eye would think they were seeing things, but to her, they looked good. Giving a satisfied nod, she stepped back into her shoes. She didn't look back at the set of eyes on her. "Let's head inside and get some water. It's warm."

	The little girl gasped in surprise before nodding and following the older woman into the house. She looked up at the lady with growing curiosity. "How did you know I was there?"

	She smiled, looking at the small child. "I have known some very sneaky people before," she said, thinking about Zane.

	She looked up at the older woman in awe. "That sounds amazing."

	Elly smiled. "They can sometimes be scary, but they are my friends now." She let them into the house and snagged a hug from the little girl after closing the glass door. "Thank you for keeping me safe while I was casting."

	The girl hugged Ellyria back as tight as she could muster. "You're welcome. Any friend of my dad is my friend, too." She smiled, glad she got to help.

	"You'll be spelling circles around your daddy in no time," she said, mussing the girl's hair. "I've gotta get going. I live all the way in New York. It's a long drive."

	She frowned, but nodded. "Okay. I hope you had a fun time while you were here," she said, giving her a little wave. "Bye, magic lady. It was nice meeting you."

	Ellyria's smile grew wider. "It was nice meeting you, too. Be safe, sweetie." She stood up and wiped a tear away from her eye as she went to grab her things from Steve's office. She wanted her own little girl to call sweetie, like her father called her.

	Steve watched Ellyria enter his office and gave her a soft smile. "Did it go well?" he asked, seeing her looking a little flustered. "Everything alright?"

	She packed up her wand, grabbing her car keys. "The runes took longer than I expected. I am running late," she lied in the same manner Zane would, making sure that she sounded all business and no play.

	He looked her over for a moment before he nodded. "Sorry for keeping you. Thank you for doing that. Have a good rest of your night and good luck with the wedding planning." He led her to the door and waved.

	She chuckled at that. "I count myself lucky that it is going to be a small affair. I only need a dress, and Zane is dealing with the officiant."

	Steve nodded. "Fair enough. Glad it's going well. It will go a lot smoother than our wedding, that's for sure." He chuckled, shaking his head at the memories.

	"I don't know if I can handle that sort of crazy at the moment. Have a good rest of your weekend." She waved, heading out to her car.

	"You too. See you soon," he said, closing the door behind her.

	Ellyria hopped into Shelby, firing her up and gunning it towards the highway. "On my way home," she said to Zane through their mental connection.

	"I will have dinner ready for you when you walk in the door. Hope you like roast chicken."

	"You know everything I like. It's been over a decade," she said, smiling to herself.

	"I know, which is why I made stuffing just the way you like." He chuckled.

	"I'll see you in a little under three hours," she said, seeing that she was speeding and weaving between several other vehicles on the road.

	"Alright. Drive safe and I will see you soon. Love you." He sent her playful smooching noises.

	She chuckled at his antics, giving him the mental equivalent of a playful swat. "Love you."

	Friday, October 31, 2031

	Steve McDonough, who dressed nice but much more casual than a day in the office, watched Ellyria as she created the ritual circle to speak with her father while wearing a wedding dress. "You know, most people get married during the daytime, for pictures."

	Ellyria returned his gaze. "I am not most people," she said, looking over at her groom and their werewolf companion, Tom. "My wedding is full of weirdos. You included."

	Steve chuckled. "You're right. I'm surprised you don't have a vampire or a mummy here."

	"Mummies are still just zombies. You realize that, right?" Zane asked the lawyer.

	"They are?" Steve asked in shock, trying to process this new information. Hell, he didn't even believe that the undead existed.

	"Yeah. It doesn't matter if it is undead or undead in bandages. It is still undead."

	"Speaking of undead." Ellyria smirked, summoning her father for good measure. "Hey, old man. Sorry I missed you last year. It's a long, complicated story."

	After appearing and taking a moment to assess their surroundings, Sam smiled at her. "It's fine. As long as I still get to see you, I don't mind the wait time in between."

	"I've got a special night lined up just for the occasion." She laughed.

	"If it's to celebrate a birthday, mine is long since passed." He chuckled at his own joke
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