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      I’ve spent my entire life trying to be something other than what I am. In every situation, I would think about what I wanted to do, and then I’d decide whether that would make me into the person I wanted to be, or whether it would make me more like my father.

      For the first two decades, my mom was my touchstone.

      I would think about the kind of person she was, and I could always decide how to act, because if she wouldn’t do it, then neither should I. But in the past few years, coming up on seven years now, I’ve had a wider array of examples.

      I have something I never thought I’d have: friends.

      Into a life born of darkness, Minerva, Clark, Xander, Izaak, and now Roxana have brought me a lot of light. Now, when I think about what I want to do in a given situation, I can think about any of them. Sometimes I wonder why they like me, why we’re friends, but I’ve come to realize something.

      Friendship can’t really be explained.

      Why are humans kind to one another? It defies logic in a lot of ways. Friendship is placing the life, the comfort, and the safety of someone else above your own. Somehow, even though they often irritate me, or cause me pain, or even sometimes make me miserable, overall, helping them, serving them, and spending time with them makes me happier, and it lifts me up.

      I’m not sure of many things, but my connection to my friends is good.

      But what if the only way I can save the people I love, the best and brightest people in my life, is by becoming darker than I ever wanted to be? What if I can keep them safe, but only at the cost of my entire life plan?

      Would it still be a terribly wicked plan, if it saved them?

      And what would that say about me? Deep down, maybe there’s no light in there, because as the forces against us move closer, and closer, and closer, threatening everyone I love, I’m not sure there’s much I wouldn’t do to keep them safe.
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      My twin sister Soki threw some real tantrums when we were children, truly impressive ones. Once she smashed an entire wedding cake. I don’t even remember why, but I do recall the groom’s mother chasing me, my sister, and my mother out of the wedding hall and onto the street with her hand raised like she was going to hit us if she caught us.

      Another time, my stinker of a twin knocked down an entire grocery store endcap, scattering bags of potato chips several aisles down. As if that wasn’t bad enough, she then took to stomping on all of them. When the grocery store attendants came running, she pointed at my mother and screamed, “That woman kidnapped me, and she keeps telling me to call her mother.”

      That landed Soki and me both in a temporary placement while my mother was investigated. My twin stole over eight hundred dollars from our foster family while we were there, for just four days, and she told them I had taken it. The tantrum she threw when they caught her made the grocery store endcap look like she had the hiccups.

      When I say I’m familiar with temper tantrums, I’m not exaggerating.

      But if Roxana does not get herself together, I’m going to slap her with a two-by-four. Her massive head’s bobbing up and down in front of the back window of my shop, and she’s half-roaring. “I’m schtuck schtuck schtuck!”

      At first her inability to pronounce anything with her massive dragon teeth was kind of endearing. But three days after she shifted into this shape, she’s still stuck, and she’s improved her diction on all but the s-es, and you might think that would make her happy, but it hasn’t. None of us are super happy right now, because Roxana is miserable.

      “I’m going to be a monster the resssht of my liiiife.” When dragons moan, it’s really, really loud.

      “I’m just trying to make sure these cabinets all fit,” I say. “I’ll come out and try the new salve Clark dropped off in a minute.” At this point, though, there’s no way a salve is going to fix her problem. Clark’s salves are brilliant. They could repair itching scales, and they’ve often made an enormous zit disappear for me, even ones I thought there was no chance they’d fix. But no salve on Earth is going to turn the massive rose-gold dragon behind my shop into anything other than a dragon. . .except dragon magic, and Roxana still stubbornly refuses to go home where there are lots of experts in exactly that.

      “The shalve ishn’t going to help,” Roxana says. “Call Minerva again!”

      With her being a fugitive, Minerva hasn’t been picking up for anyone but Clark, and I can’t really blame her. Her own boyfriend turned her in to the Illuminae. It was a pretty hard blow. “I’ll try Clark again.”

      He picks up on the second ring. “Hey.”

      “Any word from your sister? Because we could really use some of her unique brand of magic to help Roxana. She’s a little tired of being the size of a Mack truck.”

      Clark groans. “Minerva’s. . .” He sighs. “I’ll come by in a bit and we can talk.” He hangs up.

      Which basically means. . .no dice.

      I’m hauling a massive water bucket out behind the shop for Roxana to drink, along with Clark’s stupid salve, when I hear the bell at the front of my shop jingle. I could have sworn I locked the door, but I guess I’ve been distracted. Every single time I hear that bell, I cringe a little. It should be Henrietta squawking, but thanks to what I am, she’s dead. I shouldn’t really look for another spelled welcome chicken either, not while I’m still such a target.

      I set the pot of salve down. “Someone just came into the shop, so I can’t stay for long, at least not until I’ve gotten rid of them.”

      The breath that washes over me when Roxana sighs is warm and sulfurous. It reminds me of the torrent of flame she can now produce, and I’m glad we’re friends, not foes.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can, I promise, but please stay hidden. I really can’t be scaring off any new customers before I even open.”

      I can feel her presence behind me when I duck back into the shop, and a quick glance shows her massive head and huge greenish eyeball filling the back window. I knew she’d be curious about who’s here, but this is just what I didn’t want. Hopefully whoever it is won’t check out the back windows. I’ll just tell them we’re opening soon, and then get them out.

      I wish I could at least take Roxana out for a walk or something. She’s getting sick of hiding in the alley behind our building. Again, her dad would have solutions for this. They have places the dragons go fly, and a massive tower on top of which they can walk around at will, but Roxana won’t even consider going back home, not even for a few days.

      Even more obnoxious than dealing with a crabby dragon have been all the Illuminae sweeps that keep happening. They’re sending waves of trained battle mages out every day, all of them looking for Minerva. When they question me, which they have done on three occasions, they insist they just want to speak with her, or maybe run a few tests. They kept telling me it was for her own good.

      Most annoying of all, though, are the reporters pursuing a scoop. Honestly, as I approach the door, I prepare myself that it’s probably just another reporter. If it is, even after Clark cast the strongest threshold intention spell he could, I might lose it on them.

      “We aren’t open yet,” I say loudly as I approach. I flip the lock and yank the door open. “But if you—” I cut off and sigh heavily, because I recognize my unwelcome guest immediately. It’s my sister, Soki. She’s the unofficial emissary whenever the demon council I refused to join has a message for me. It strikes me as a little funny, since I imagine they’re sending her in an attempt to put me at ease. I’m anything but at ease with my sister around.  “What is it?” I snap. “What do you want now?”

      “It’s not about what I want,” she says. “It never has been. You always think I’m selfish, but actually you’re much more selfish than me.” Even her smile looks evil.

      “Okay, but what are you here for today?” I arch an eyebrow.

      “Do you really have to ask? I thought you were at least inspired enough to expect me.” She shakes her head. “Think it through.” She folds her arms. “I’ll wait.”

      I want to smack her, and I want to shock her, and I want to drain her energy until the light leaves her eyes, not that I would do those things, but now I could. And since I have the power to do that, every time someone annoys me, a desire to drain them entirely keeps rising up inside me, like a big old monster.

      “Oh, you’re mad.” She smirks. “Look at your eyes flashing like that. Sweet, cute, innocent little Bevin has a little power, and now she’s raring to use it. . .on her twin.”

      “I do not want to⁠—”

      She clucks loudly. “Ah, ah, ah, you’re dangerously close to telling a lie, Bev.” She sighs heavily. “Fine, fine, I’ll state the obvious, but only because you’re my sister. I suppose it’s probably not your fault that you’re the dim one.” She’s smiling again. No one likes to gloat like Soki. “Your friend whom no one can find—” She leans closer and her voice drops to a whisper. “Is she really angelspawn on the loose?” Her eyebrows lift.

      “Please.” I roll my eyes. “She’s half-human and half-mage. She’s less powerful than a normal witch.”

      Soki’s grin widens. “So she is.”

      I’m scowling now. “That is not what I said. In fact, it’s the opposite of what I said.”

      I’ve never seen my sister smile so big. “But every time you fibbed as a child, and it almost never happened, you bit your lip. And you just bit your bottom lip, Bev darling.” She shakes her head. “But think about it. What if your friend really is angelspawn, and she’s not stuck in an akero prison. There aren’t wards up all over the whole angel-cursed world to detect her every move, and that means if she can ascend. . .” She spreads her hands out and twirls. “If she could ascend…” Her voice goes as shrill as I’ve ever heard, “It would be glorious. It would do the very same thing we’ve always wanted to do, breaking the akero’s ridiculous chokehold on this dumb old rock, and freeing our father to come and join us at last.”

      “A demon.” My voice is flat. “Our father the demon could join us.”

      “Daimoni aren’t demons,” Soki says. “You’re so stupid. They’re just like the akero, only they want different things, and the uptight, self-righteous bastards that they are, the akero locked them out, like you used to do to me in my own room when we were kids.”

      “Lock you in, you mean? When I would keep you from running away from home and breaking our mother’s heart?” I arch an eyebrow. “I was also keeping you safe, you know.”

      Her lip curls. “You are just as stupid and ridiculous as ever, but think it over, Bev, and you’ll see that you’re on the same side as me now. You always have been, but even you should be smart enough to connect those dots.” She tosses her head as she walks toward the door. “Stop piddling around in here with a shop you’ll never run and call me for some help.” She scoffs. “It looks like you really need it.” She blows a kiss to Roxana, whose desperate eyeball is still filling the back window.

      I practically skip toward the exit. “But wait—you think—would Minerva, and I’m not saying she is angelspawn, but if she was, would her ascending really crack things wide open? Because all the akero are already here. Would one more really matter? And if so, why?”

      Soki’s expression is insufferable. She turns toward me slowly, grinning like she knows she has me. “Bevin, you can either kill your friend like a dog in the streets, the way her precious guardians have been killing us for centuries now, or you can let her ascend. But if she doesn’t die, her ascent will wreck the balance between the outside of the akero shield and the inside. . .shattering it.” She shrugs. “That’s it. Unless another daimoni descended at exactly the same time as she ascended, her becoming an angel is all we need.”

      And that’s when I realize that the only way to save the world and Minerva is to do something I never ever wanted to do—become just like my horrible father at the exact same time she becomes like hers.

      Because if we ascend and descend together, balance remains.

      Irony really is a witch.
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      My entire life, if I had just one wish, I would’ve chosen the ability to shift into a dragon form. I never even knew it was something I could ask for.

      So now that I am a dragon, you’d think I’d be giddy.

      And I was, for a day or so.

      But there are so many things you can’t do when you’re a dragon. You cannot, for instance, brush your hair. You can’t scratch your butt. Or at least, it’s way less satisfying. But most notably, you can’t hold someone’s hand. You could try, but you might end up mauling them with your massive claw instead.

      I doubt Bevin’s really the one who can help me, but she’s the only one my presence isn’t a liability for, so I can’t seem to leave her alone. When her sister pulls her away with more threats and another attempt to get her to join the demon council, I wish I could help.

      But again, what could I do? Crash through her shop? Fly around and land in the front, torching her demonspawn twin? In all my irritation that as a female, I couldn’t shift into a dragon, I never once considered that as a dragon, there are so many things you can’t do because of your size alone.

      “I should have known I’d catch you spying on someone in an alley.” Xander’s voice, like always, practically bristles with humor.

      I straighten and spin around. “No—Bevin’sh shishter showed up.”

      He’s grinning. “If you keep crouching down like that, you’re going to get peep-eye from looking through that window.”

      I sigh, hot air billowing out of my massive mouth. “You’re just teashing me again.”

      “Yes.” He bites his lip. “I’m teashing.”

      I roll my eyes. “I hate thish.”

      “On the upside, your speaking has gotten clearer and clearer.”

      “Being schtuck hash that effect.”

      He steps closer and presses one hand to my enormous shoulder. “I’m sorry. I have been doing research, and I’ve reached out to everyone I know about shifting, but the wolves know very little about the dragona shift, so I’m afraid all my efforts didn’t turn up much.”

      I nod. “I knew they wouldn’t.”

      His big warm hand seems so small when I’m a dragon, but he slaps me with it, kind of hard. It looks like maybe it hurts his hand, because he winces. “None of that, now. We’re going to figure this out. This is still the coolest thing that has ever happened to you, and frankly, also to me. I mean, how many guys can say their girlfriend could melt a city block?”

      I roll my eyes again.

      I mean it, he says in my brain. This is really freaking cool, and cool things are also usually hard. We’re still connected. You’re my pack, and we’re going to figure this out. He grins up at me. Together.

      A swell of unfamiliar emotion wells up inside me, and I can’t explain it, but I feel. . .like everything is going to be okay. I’ve never felt that before. Maybe because I never had someone in my corner who wasn’t also trying to tell me what to do. I love you, Xander.

      His eyes widen. “I—” He swallows. “You hold that thought. Because very soon, you’re going to say that out loud, and when you do, I’m going to drag you upstairs and. . .” His eyes almost darken, they look so intense. “I feel the very same way, but I want to say it when I can at least kiss you, you big beast.”

      If you had told me last month that someone I loved would call me a big beast and that I would like it, I would have laughed. Now, though, I’ve found someone who likes me even without my dragona charm.  He likes me when I weigh a hundred times what he does. He just likes me no matter what I look like, literally. It’s an unbelievable feeling.

      “Well isn’t this cute?”

      Xander’s head snaps backward, and he twists, positioning himself in front of me, as if I might need him to protect me from my own brother.

      “It’sh fine,” I say. “He’sh not a threat.”

      “Not to you,” Luka says. Then he clarifies to Xander. “I’m Roxana’s brother.”

      “Oh.” Xander nods. “Come to summon her home again?”

      I can’t blame him for his cynicism. Dad’s shown up twice, Mom another time, and so has my brother Mateo. All of them insisted on the same thing, dragging me back home. It bothered them that I was living apart from them all along, but now that I’m the only female dragona that has shifted, well, on Earth anyway, they really want me back.

      “I’m not leaving.” If I could fold my arms, I would. Dragon legs move strangely, so I settle for dropping down beside Xander and crossing my front legs. “I told Dad, thish ish my home now.”

      “Yeah, I think they got the message, though they aren’t pleased.” Luka’s smile is wry. “I actually came to talk to you about something else.” He glances at Xander and clears his throat.

      “You want me to leave?” Xander’s frown is pronounced. “I will.” He looks up at me. “If she tells me to go.” Now he’s scowling.

      “He can schtay,” I say. “He’ll hear anything you tell me through the bond anyway.”

      Luka’s the one frowning now. “So it’s true. You were somehow bonded by a wolf.” He shakes his head. “Dad thinks that’s part of your problem, but I’m not sure.” He narrows his eyes. “Because listen, Dad looked up some old records. When our people first came here, to Earth, the females could shift, or so the records say.”

      I straighten. “Truly?”

      He nods. “Dad has been reading some really old stuff, and it looks like they only shifted for the first time even then in instances of great need, so if that’s true, it might have been your bond to Xander that led you to shift in the first place. You were protecting him, from what I hear.”

      I blink.

      “And they apparently all got stuck like you did.”

      I want to cry. Then am I stuck like this forever? It’s hard, but I manage not to start wailing right now. If I’m stuck this way forever, it would be a blessing that quickly became a curse.

      “But. . .” Luka’s smile is almost evil now. “They did find a solution to it.”

      “They did?” I shoot to my feet, my tail lashing back and forth against the walls of the surrounding buildings. “How?”

      “Yes, please share.” Xander looks almost painfully hopeful. Maybe this has been harder for him than he’s let on.

      “Dad’s done more than just finding the answer. He’s actually set up the solution.” Luka pulls a face. “The thing is, you may not like it very well.”

      “Jusht schpit it out,” I say. “What ish it? Do I have to roasht shomeone?”

      Luka shakes his head slowly. “Much worse.”

      “What’s worse than killing someone?” Xander’s hands have clenched at his side. “Just tell us.”

      “The other female dragona were able to shift after a tournament held in their honor.”

      “Okay,” I say. “Dad’sh held lotsch of thoshe for me before.”

      “Yeah,” Luka says. “But the tournament’s just to winnow down the competition. The tournament doesn’t help you shift. It does get the number of potential males down to a manageable number.” He clears his throat. “Then you fly as high and as fast as possible, and one of the males catches and mates with you, and then you can shift.”

      “No way.” I say. “No.” I shake my head.

      I shouldn’t even be surprised, though. Of course the dragona way would be anything that gets a dragon baby in my belly. Even now that I’m able to shift, my real value is in making new little baby dragons. That’s always how it’s been.

      “What if I refushe?”

      Luka sighs. “Well, I guess you’d better get used to being. . .” He gestures. “Really big and scaly.” He shrugs. “Dad didn’t make this up, Roxie. He’s actually trying to help. The tournament’s set for two days from now, and if you come, great. If you don’t come, well, you can let him know when you change your mind, I guess. I might worry he’ll bring the dragona to you, if you refuse.”

      “It’s the day after Thanksgiving?” Xander asks. “Really? Black Friday tournament to mate with Roxana?”

      My poor brother probably had no idea it was Thanksgiving. The dragona don’t really celebrate human holidays much.

      Xander slaps his forehead. “I forget you guys don’t follow human stuff—I’d have thought you’d be all over roasted turkey.” He shrugs. “This year, we don’t even have to cook one.” He pats my shoulder. “We’re letting Roxie do the honors.”

      His little jokes have been the only thing that has kept me from a state of all-out panic. “He’sh kidding,” I say. “No one ecschpects me to cook anything.”

      When Luka looks at Xander, he actually seems to feel sorry for us. “I wish I had better news. You two are actually pretty cute.”

      My jaw drops. “You—you can tell that Xander and I. . .”

      Luka grins. “I feel like anyone with eyes can tell. I can’t believe Mom and Dad ever thought you liked that stupid, pompous wizard.”

      “Thank you,” Xander says. “I really hated that guy.”

      “For what it’s worth, I’m always on your side, Roxie. I’ll keep looking for another way, but this may actually be the only way.” Luka bobs his head in my direction, and then he pivots on his heel.

      “It’s not,” I say. “It can’t be.” But with the bond, I’m pretty sure Xander can tell I’m lying.
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      Since I attended a normie college, I had to take my magical classes at night, along with all the rejects and dropouts. The night courses at the New York Institute of Magic didn’t include all the normal class offerings, because we were limited to adjunct professors and the occasional regular professor who wanted extra income. There were quite a few times I lamented the lack of variety in my coursework. I’m not proud of this, but I took about four classes on covert magic just because the professor was super hot. Because of that, I discovered that I had a natural aptitude for disguise, along with a surprisingly high innate skill at both transmutation potions and cloaking spells.

      If I hadn’t taken those classes, I never could have helped Roxana.

      And Minerva would definitely have been caught already. So far, the Illuminae appear to have turned out basically every single flunkie they have to search for her. There have been roving patrols, several drop-ins, and lots of witches and wizards who just happen to be loitering around my place.

      Luck has also been on our side thus far.

      And, of course, it helps tremendously that Giggles can teleport her short distances when she winds up in a bind.

      The second the most recent interrogation squad leaves my house, dumping all my cleaning towels, potions ingredients, and two dozen regular recipe books on the floor to torment me on their way out, Minerva and Giggles pop back into my living room.

      “I hate this nose,” Minerva says, rubbing one finger along the bulbous thing now squatting in the middle of her face. “Why did you have to make it look so ugly?”

      “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that your appearance can’t at all resemble your actual appearance.”

      “I may not be the prettiest person in the world, but I have a nice nose.” She sighs pitifully. “Usually.”

      Giggles bumps her cheek from where she’s perched on Minerva’s shoulder. She may sometimes expand and turn into something else, but she always seems to revert to her original pigeon form when nothing’s at stake. At least I don’t have to disguise her. When danger threatens, she’s made herself look like a stork, a pelican, and even a mouse, albeit a tufty one.

      “Alright, here’s your potion for today.” I hold out the ketchup bottle that none of the Illuminae enforcers thought to check. “You don’t have to refrigerate it, but I thought it sold the whole thing better.”

      She doesn’t reach for it. Her shoulders droop instead. “How long do you think we can keep doing this?”

      “Minerva.” I shake my head.

      Before I can say anything else, Giggles launches from her shoulder, winging her way round and round in the kitchen, until she drops into the corner. She snaps her head down, and when she pulls back, there’s a wriggling cockroach pinched in her beak.

      “Ew.” I shudder.

      But she doesn’t eat it.

      Giggles whams it against the ground, repeatedly, until it bursts open. Tiny bits of metal and plastic shatter, skittering across the floor.

      “Whoa, they’re using human tech now. Those guys must be getting really desperate,” I say. “I cleaned yesterday, and believe me when I say, no roaches were getting through my wards. I should have known it was something non-magical and not real.”

      “Shoot,” Minerva says. “Do you think they heard that I’m here?”

      “They could have heard me say your name,” I say. “But my guess is that they aren’t great with the normie tech, so by the time they do listen in on that thing, you’ll already be gone. Otherwise, they’d be stomping back in right now.”

      She frowns. “I should just turn myself in. If I really could cause the collapse of the Earth, I shouldn’t just wander around. I should let them put me down or lock me up or whatever they want to do.”

      “No way,” I say. “You aren’t going to cause the collapse of anything. You’re just Minerva.”

      “You didn’t see it,” she says. “The great, sucking spell that’s been sitting on my chest for years and years and is finally unwinding. . .” She shivers. “I’m not just Minerva. Clark, Ricky handed me over to the Illuminae for a reason. He was terrified, once he learned who I am and what spell was cast on me. It should have killed me, and I think it might have killed Dad.”

      “What I want to know is, where’s your birth father? He was irresponsible, fathering you and walking away. He should take responsibility. You’re not a problem to be dealt with—you’re a person. A fun, kind, big-hearted person, and I just get really angry when I think about how you’ve been forced to hide all this time, and it’s all his fault.” I can’t help my sigh. “Although, the fact that you had to hide is the only reason I know you, so I can’t really get that mad about it.”

      “What could Michael do, really?” Even her shrug’s half-hearted.

      I pull her close and hug her. “I’m glad you’re my sister, Minerva. Don’t give up. We’re going to figure something out.”

      “In this case, being a deadbeat was probably better than shining his literal light on my existence,” she murmurs.

      “Don’t get too discouraged.” I drag her toward the window. “Life is still great out there, and we have a plan to include you in some fun things. Tomorrow we’re celebrating Thanksgiving, and we’ll have a pack meeting. Everyone’s been working on their own part of the plan, and we’ll⁠—”

      “Do we even have a location for that yet?” Minerva’s brow furrows. “Because right now, if more than two of us go to one spot, the Illuminae converge and interrogate everyone at wand-point.”

      “We’re going to figure that out,” I say. “Just like we’ve figured out everything else.”

      “My nature’s not like the other problems we’ve faced,” Minerva says. “My very existence is dangerous, and everyone but us seems to know it already. I’m starting to think we’re the delusional ones.”

      “You’re supposed to be doing your best to research the akero and the daimoni and the walls they put up to keep the demons out. What they are, why your existence or ascension will break them, and how we can fix that.”

      “I’m trying.” Minerva slumps against my side. “But even disguising me like Rudolph-the-Red-Nosed-Reindeer, figurative black clay all over my nose to disguise the shining red, there’s just not a lot to be found. Or at least, not in the places I can access. I think most of the solid information out there is probably kept by the akero themselves, and they’re the ones who want me dealt with.”

      It was always a long shot that she might find books or letters in one of the old libraries that had some information on how the walls were initially erected, or that she might be able to discover exactly what caused the rift between the akero and the daimoni to begin with, but knowing more is critical to us formulating a successful plan. Knowledge really is power, and right now we don’t have any of it.

      I hug Minerva one more time, and then she and Giggles blink out. I still find it very very strange that her familiar can pop her in and out of places like some kind of Star Trek miracle. That’s not something normal mages can do, even if it is common in normie shows and movies depicting us. I really hope that the library in Yonkers, reputed to have an extensive collection of strange and old texts, will have something useful. I mix up the ingredients for tomorrow’s potion that need to age, and then I stretch and grab my jacket.

      I need some gloffee, and I need to see my friends. Now that Xander bonded us, it actually gets uncomfortable not to see them with regularity. It’s an odd quirk, but I don’t mind. It gives me an excuse to make sure I see my friends every day, and who would hate that? It might have been harder on me, with Xander and Roxana ‘dating’ or whatever they’re doing, but seeing her stuck as a dragon and Xander moping around has gone a long way toward calming me down.

      Their relationship is fraught with problems.

      I’ve had more than my fair share of problems in the last year.

      First my divorce, probably my fault for marrying a normie, and then losing my job. I was almost squashed like a bug, and roasted, and then my new job, which I sold my friend out to get, suuucks. With all the time I’ve spent making potions and spells for Minerva, I’ve had a lot of time to think. I’ve realized that more than I wanted to date Roxana, and I did like her a lot, I want to be the friend Xander, Izaak, Roxana, and even Bevin deserve more. I want to be the brother Minerva should have. I hated how I felt when I was selling my friends out to try and get what I wanted. The guilt was giving me an ulcer, and the last thing I need to add to my life right now is a preventable health issue.

      But being a better person? Letting go of my anger and jealousy?

      That’s harder than wanting to do it.

      So when I walk into Grand Central Gloffee, I glance around to see who’s there, trying to be prepared for anyone. When it’s just Bevin, I’m relieved. She’s a little odd, but she’s also safe.

      She isn’t dating the girl of my dreams.

      She isn’t stuck as the dragon she never should have been able to become and asking for my help in reversing it.

      She isn’t hiding from the angel council and asking me to create her a new and different daily disguise while the Illuminae’s goons are breathing down my neck.

      She’s just a lowly demonspawn, trying to be good.

      I plonk down next to her and order my gloffee with a sigh. It’s going to be nice to just be for a moment. Just hanging with a friend. I smile. “Bevin, we don’t spend enough time just chatting. Don’t you think?”

      She inches closer and drops her voice. “Clark, I have an idea. A strange idea.”

      Oh, dear.

      “Can you shield us?”

      I sigh heavily, hoping to warn her off, but she doesn’t waver, so I do it.

      “If Minerva ascends, and I really think she might, it could break the world.”

      So much for a little innocuous, friendly conversation.

      “But if I descend at exactly the same time. . .” Her eyes widen and she nods. Her hands bounce back and forth, palms up. “Balance. Right?”

      I clear my throat. “Let me get this straight. You’ve always tried not to descend. You wanted nothing to do with it. Now you’ve lied, stolen a file from the angel council, and then killed someone, and you’ve descended three times. You’re proposing you just, what?” I raise my eyebrows.

      “Descend three more times, fast, with a plan for a fourth, so that when Minerva ascends, boom.” She beams, for all the world like she’s telling me she found a new magical chicken doorbell. “Smart, right?”

      “Have you even gotten your power yet from the third time?” I blink. “Or did I miss that?”

      Bevin huffs. “No, my stupid powers take forever every single time, like a dad who won’t pay child support.”

      “Didn’t the demon council say that means it’ll be a powerful one?”

      She looks skyward. “Focus, Clark. I’m asking if you think that might work.”

      I shrug. “I mean, we aren’t even sure that her ascension will break the shield on Earth. We don’t know enough to know.”

      “And the people who would know can’t be trusted with Minerva’s life details or whereabouts.” She scowls. “I hate all this.”

      “Me too.” At least we agree on that.

      A moment later, Izaak shows up, beaming even bigger than Bevin was. I hope he doesn’t have some kind of cracked plan, too. “We start filming day after tomorrow.” He plops down on the far end of the sofa, shaking his head slowly. “It’s really happening, if Xander can stop worrying for long enough to come with me.” Then he yawns so big, it almost splits his face in half.

      “Why are you awake at nine in the morning?” Bevin asks. “And why does Xander need to go with you?”

      Izaak stares at us blankly, yawning again. Then he points at me. “You need to drop the privacy shield, fam. And then tell me what you were talking about that made you put it up in the first place, because I did not hear a single word you just said.”

      I forgot about the privacy shield, so I drop it right away. “Sorry about that. Bevin was asking why you’re still awake this late in the day.”

      “I’m training for the shoots, obviously. I have got to get used to being awake when vampires all sleep, or I’ll yawn my way through every scene.” He yawns again, as if saying the word summoned it.

      That makes me yawn.

      And Bevin, too.

      Then Izaak starts all over again.

      I slap a hand over my eyes. “Not again. We can’t just yawn all day.”

      “So are you going to tell me whatever secret you were talking about?” Izaak tilts his head.

      “I can’t.” I glance around. “Too many people in here.”

      Izaak throws his hands up. “Obviously make a new shield or whatever, that I’m inside of this time.”

      I do, and then Bevin fills him in on her wacky plan.

      “I love that idea,” he says. “Two of my best friends would be akero and daimoni!” He arches one eyebrow and whistles. “Plus, think how hot you’d be as a daimoni!”

      “That is so not the point,” I say. “If she’s a daimoni and this insane and ill-advised plan even works, she’d be thrust out of Earth’s atmosphere and stuck. . .” I scowl. “I’m not sure where they are exactly, but that’s where she’d be stuck. I doubt it’s a great place, or they wouldn’t be so keen to be free of it.”

      “I hadn’t thought about that part,” Izaak says. “Had you?” He looks at Bevin expectantly.

      She shrugs. “It’s better than Minerva dying.” Wow, she’s a good friend. She had thought of the extremely significant downside to herself.

      “Right now, we’re just trying to figure out enough about the situation to really be able to make a solid plan,” I say.

      “Speaking of that,” Bevin says, “Soki came by to tell me that the demonspawn are on our side now.”

      My jaw drops. “If the akero want to contain Minerva. . .”

      Even Izaak gets it. “Then the demonspawn will want her out here, effervescing or whatever it is she does that the akero don’t want.”

      “Exactly,” Bevin says. “So if we met with them, they might tell us whatever we need to know.”

      “Or. . .they might lie shamelessly just to manipulate us,” I say.

      “Sure, that too.” Bevin nods. “I mean, they are demonspawn.”

      “Hey, why do you need Xander with you at the shoot the day after tomorrow?” I ask. “You never said.”

      Izaak sighs. “Something about being alpha lets him suppress my scary vampire-ness so the humans don’t freak out.”

      “Ah, which lets you act as a hero,” Bevin says.

      “That’s the hope anyway,” Izaak says. “But if Xander’s too busy with Roxana. . .”

      “I’m sure for your first day of filming, he’ll figure something out,” I say. “He’s just that kind of guy.”

      “He’s never had a girlfriend before,” Izaak says.

      “Does he really have one now?” I ask. “I mean, they
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