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CHAPTER ONE

 

Meghan Lenihan draped synthetic spider’s webbing across the corner of the ceiling above her computer desk giving it a touch of Halloween ambiance. Plastic spiders clung to the web but with a quick tug, she pulled one down so that it would dangle ominously above her head while she worked.

How she loved Halloween. It was her very favorite season. The little imp inside her got to come out and play and no one questioned if she was really 26 years old when she acted more like 13.

Her bunny ears shifted uncomfortably on her head so she readjusted them. She hummed along to Bobby "Boris" Karloff’s "Monster Mash" as she dragged her pumpkins onto the table to be carved into jack-o’-lanterns. Everything had to be ready for her cousin’s visit. Lucy was due to swoop in any minute. A justice-of-the-peace for a Las Vegas wedding chapel, she visited Meg every October so they could celebrate Halloween together. If possible, Lucy loved the pagan holiday even more than herself.

Immersing herself in the season’s spirit, Meg sliced the lid off the largest gourd and began scooping out the seeds and pulp, delighting in her very favorite scent. She kept pumpkin spiced candles burning year round, even in the height of summer. She would be ecstatic to live in a place where eternal autumn reigned. Colorful falling leaves, harvest golds and oranges, the slight chill in the air, all invigorated her. The only thing she liked as much as Halloween was a giant pumpkin patch, and face it--didn’t the two go hand in hand?

Elbow-deep in pumpkin pulp with a goodly amount of the orange stuff splattered on her face, she was in her element when Lucy waltzed in. "Cousin!" Having grown up next door to one another, staying over night, weekends, and going to summer camp together, they were closer than most sisters.

"Boy oh boy, you’re a sight for sore eyes." Lucy dumped her cases by the door and rushed to hug her, pumpkin pulp and all.

Giddy, Meg overflowed with joy. Life without Lucy had grown empty and boring. Heaven forbid, she’d even given serious thought to pulling up stakes and moving out to Las Vegas to be with her. Only the dismal prospect of perpetual summer had kept her rooted in the Ohio Valley. Somehow she didn’t think the desert sported many pumpkin patches or cool autumn breezes.

"How was your trip?"

"Awesome! I was about to puke if I had to marry one more Elvis impersonator this week." Lucy wiped a strand of pumpkin pulp from Meg’s cheek with a saucy grin.

Knowing her cousin’s aversion to the Elvis impersonators, she’d hidden her vast Elvis record collection. She couldn’t blame her and supposed she’d be sick to death of all the glitz and glamour, too, if she was fed a steady diet of it.

"Better you than me." The idea of flying nauseated her since 9/11. Turn her into a bat and then let her fly on her own steam. Only under extreme protest did she fly anymore and that was for work to visit Lucy. Unfortunately, it took four or five long hard days of driving to go from Cincinnati to Las Vegas and she only got two weeks vacation yearly. She always took one at Halloween when Lucy visited and then one in the spring to visit Lucy in Las Vegas.

"You’ve barely begun to decorate!" Lucy clucked her tongue and shook her platinum blonde head. "You’re falling down on the job, girlfriend."

Perplexed, Meg frowned as she checked out her apartment. Spider webbing hung from every other corner. A huge skeleton dangled across her sliding glass balcony door. Cute black cats and whimsical witches perched on several shelves. Lucy had to be getting at the fact it wasn’t dark and gruesome enough for her maudlin tastes. Practically a mistress of the night, Lucy would make an excellent vampire queen. She’d only be happy if they made the place into a crypt. 

"What d’ya mean? Every surface, every wall is decorated. I’ve even carved my first round of pumpkins." Turning the happy-faced cutesy pumpkin toward her cousin, she winked. "Isn’t he precious?"

Lucy’s amber eyes widened in shock. "Only you would ruin a perfectly good jack-o’-lantern by carving it into a smiley face. Get with the program. Halloween’s supposed to be creepy and spooky, not so-so cutesy." The way she said "cutesy" sounded more like "pukey".

Meg sighed loudly, shaking her head. "Halloween doesn’t have to be morbid to be fun."

"I’m still amazed our moms came from the same womb, we’re such opposites." But she threw a companionable arm around Meg’s shoulders and squeezed them affectionately.

"I could really use a drink. Want to go out on the town?"

"For some sizzling Cincinnati nightlife?" Lucy’s silvery laughter tinkled over Meg. Of course glitzy Las Vegas had made her blasé.

"Yep. I think there’s an Oktoberfest across town." And everyone knew the Germans had the best beer and brats around.

"The big Oktoberfest at Fountain Square?" Lucy’s eyes glittered. Obviously her home town measured up in at least one area. Meg seriously doubted Las Vegas boasted an authentic German Oktoberfest like Cincinnati did. She’d bet they didn’t cordon off their downtown for it like Cincinnati did. The more she racked up the merits of her hometown the more she decided to persuade Lucy to move back home. "Not yet. In another week or two, but any Oktoberfest has to be good as long as it keeps pouring the rich German brew...."

"You’re on, cuz. Lead the way." Lucy linked her arm through Meg’s, excitement thrumming in her touch.

 

* * * *

 

Hours later, loaded with the premium German lager, the cousins stumbled out of their cab and helped each other upstairs to Meg’s apartment. Laughter bubbled from their lips as they plopped onto Meg’s couch.

"I forgot how much I love Oktoberfest and Zinzinnati." Lucy’s tongue twisted around the special pronunciation usually reserved for Oktoberfests and Cincinnati Red’s home games.

Meg hadn’t forgotten. She loved her hometown about as much as she loved Halloween. To have the two best celebrations of the year in the same month was nirvana. Too bad she couldn’t take the entire month of October off from her interior decorating business. Really, October should be a national holiday. 

"So, tell me about the man in your life." Lucy gazed at her expectantly as she suppressed a wide yawn. 

Meg’s lips twisted wryly. "What man?" As far as she was concerned, all the good single men had fled town or were hiding extremely well. Everyone she’d met lately had been, well, freaky. It was almost as if they only showed their true faces during Halloween and wore normal masks the rest of the year.

Snorting, she finally admitted, "The only man in my life is the hottie who visits my dreams." Although he’d been showing up more frequently, he always evaporated in the mist of wakefulness. Not a very useful lover. She needed a real flesh and blood man in her bed to chase away the loneliness. Dream lovers were sweet but not very practical.

A frown tugged at Lucy’s lips and she shoved her fingers through her wind tossed locks. "My mission this visit then, is to find you a man."

Horror of horrors! That proclamation had not just tumbled off Lucy’s lips. "Now marrying people isn’t enough for you? You have to play match maker, too?"

Then a thought struck her. "Hey! Does this mean you’ve found someone special?" If not, then she just needed to back off. Lonely as the night could get, she would find a man in her own time to her own specifications. No freaks wearing normal masks for her. Working in Las Vegas, Lucy should be sympathetic to that.

Lucy snapped up straight in her seat. "Oh, no no no. I’m not in the market. Marriage isn’t for me. If you saw the same men getting married every year, you’d know what a lying, cheating bunch they are."

That rap on the male species could only mean one thing. Meg’s heart went out to her cousin. "You got dumped." 

Lucy sniffled and her lips pulled into an exaggerated pout. "Yeah, by an Elvis impersonator no less."

Meg did a double take and quickly tried to shutter her shock. She’d best ship off her Elvis collection to a friend for safe-keeping.

"The lying conniving scoundrel expected me to marry him to his new bimbo. Can you believe it?" Lucy punched Meg’s favorite throw pillow and then began twisting it as if choking the bastard.

"So did you?" Meg ducked fast when the pillow rocketed at her.

Lucy rose to her unsteady feet and braced herself against the wall. "Oh, go rendezvous with your dream hottie. On second thought, he’s much safer than the real men out there. On that note, I’m getting some shut-eye."

Fantastic idea! The beer was making it difficult to keep her eyes open. "Sweet dreams."

Meg’s eyes drooped the moment her head touched the pillow, and she rolled onto her side and gathered her covers over her. The chill autumn air made the perfect sleep aid, and she drifted into her netherworld.

Before long, the mists lifted and Jason, her dream lover, joined her. "I thought you’d never come, my love." The 6’4" hottie gazed upon her with a passion that made her groin tingle. His smoldering blue eyes seemed to reach into her very soul so that the chasm separating them magically disappeared.

A deep longing for him flooded her. She craved him more than life, needed him more than life. Theirs was a timeless, everlasting love.

Jason opened his arms and his husky voice washed over her making her quiver. "Come here, love. Let me hold you."

She was in his embrace before he’d finished speaking, snuggling impossibly, incredibly close. She pressed her eager lips to his warm chest, molding to him perfectly. "I missed you so much. I hate it when I wake up. I’m so very lonely without you."

He squeezed her tightly and feathered warm kisses across her forehead. "Soon, my love, we’ll be together all the time, again."

She frowned and pulled back far enough to peer up into his beautiful, beloved face. Never had she met such a gorgeous man, with a long straight nose, firm, chiseled lips, a strong square jaw, and a devilish, sexy gleam in the brightest bluest eyes she’d ever seen. "Again?"

"I promise it’ll all come back to you in time." Jason bent his head and captured her lips in a heady, mind-numbing kiss that stole her breath. Tingles cascaded through her and she shivered deliciously.

Against her mouth, he asked seductively, "Cold?"

Uh-uh. Just the opposite. "Feverish." For him. Only for him.

His hands explored her body, one coming to rest on the swell of her breast, the other cupping her buttock. "Guess you’ll be needing some special first aid."

"Uhm. Desperately." Quivering with lust, she pressed against him and coiled her arms around his neck. Parting her mouth, she licked her lower lip with the tip of her tongue as she tip-toed up to him. Although not a small woman at 5’10", it was still a stretch to reach her tree-top lover.

"Desperately, huh?" His gaze sparkled down into hers, love blazing in them.

"You wouldn’t be making fun of me, would you?" Coquettish, she batted her lashes up at him. God, but he was so very excitingly normal. Wonderful. Luscious. If only he was real.

"I am real," he said as if reading her thoughts.

A wave of sorrow tried to drown her euphoria. Biting her lower lip to keep it from trembling, she got a grip on herself. "I mean alive."

Jason slid a long finger under her chin and forced her to gaze up into his hypnotic eyes. "I’m more alive than you know."

Perplexed, their gazes locked. "What does that mean? Must you talk in riddles?" Why did dreams have to be so annoyingly complex and symbolic? Did everyone have such confusing dreams?

"Hey! Don’t get sad on me. Being with you makes me the happiest man in the universe."

Now she knew he was too sweet to be real. He was in her dreams so of course he had to say what she longed to hear, fulfill all her most cherished fantasies.

"I don’t have to. I just want to," he drawled against her lips. Gathering her close, he pillaged her mouth with kisses as he slid her gown from her shoulders. "I want to be everything you desire, the only man you’ll ever need."

How she yearned for that, too! But he wasn’t real. Still, she needed him now and she’d take what she could get. If it was merely as a dream lover, so be it. Anxious to be one with him body and soul, she unbuttoned his shirt and pushed it off, revealing a smooth, muscular chest.

He drank deeply of her lips, intoxicating her. "You’re so very beautiful. I’ve missed you so very much. I will find a way for us to be together forever."

Bewitched, his sultry voice washed over her and she basked in his adoration. "Why can’t real men be so wonderful?"

"But I am real. Have faith."

He spoke so oddly for a dream. Dreams with Jason felt so much more real than any of her other dreams. If only....

Faith in dreams.… "You’re no more real than Lucy’s Elvis impersonator." And no more dependable. He’d leave her before she awoke.

He treated her to a very stern look. "Trust me. I will find a way. Follow your instincts."

Her instincts told her there were much better, more erotic uses for his tongue than empty promises and assertions. To test her theory she plundered his lips and molded herself to him, writhing against his delicious length. "Love me."

"Always and forever." His charm and sweetness oozed over her as he kicked off his slacks.

She detested the doubts and pushed them aside. When his finger massaged her clit, and his mouth found her nipple, she arched against him wishing this exquisite love would never end.

Needing him more than any other man she’d ever met, she curled her fingers around his thick, pulsing cock. "Love me."

"Always...." He straddled her, his weight pressing her deeply into the mattress, his cock teasing the hyper-sensitive flesh between her legs.

Burning up for him, she thrust her eager hips to him until she just grazed the tip of his velvety slick penis. "Ravage me."

"I’ll devour you. You’re all mine." He plunged into her with a deep, sure stroke.

Gasping from the wonder of him, of their soulful love, she clung to him as the powerful rip tides threatened to drown her with their force. Lost in him, she met him stroke for desperate stroke.

His cock filled her, seared her, setting off an all-consuming out-of-control wild fire. If the flames weren’t sated soon, she would surely burst into flame. She had never been so wickedly, delightfully on fire for any man. Since when were dreams so vibrant? So very real?

"You have a lot to learn about dreams. They’re so very much more than you know." His rhythm accelerated. His thrusts intensified, his sheer power thrilling her.

They were one, body and soul, united mystically. Spoiling her for the real men of the world, she belonged to him. In a strange, hazy way, she somehow knew she had always, would always, be his. And he was hers. They were bound by forces more powerful than Earthly bonds. Their love would transcend death and dreams. They were but temporal phases. How she knew that, she hadn’t a clue. It was just a deep, abiding, gut feeling.

Crazy! 

She couldn’t dream away her life, yet all she truly desired was to be with him. She’d gladly give up Halloween forever to be in his arms.

Give up Halloween? This was seriously insane. Spooky. Thrilling.

Lightning flashed and thunder rocked her very being as brilliant white light exploded in her. Needing all of him, she ground her hips against him, milking every last ounce of his precious seed. 

When they were sated, he cradled her against him and she pillowed her cheek against his warm chest. His strong, steady heartbeat lulled her as his arms wrapped securely about her. "Stay."

"I’ll find a way. I think I have...."

His puzzling words echoed in her mind until she could think no more.

  

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Jason signed his name on the contract at the Adopt-A-Demon center, promising to let a human adopt him for Halloween. It was quite harmless on his end and it was a long shot, but it provided a possible escape from his demonic plane where he’d been trapped for centuries. The closest, before the Internet, he’d come to escape was on the dream realm which was simultaneously invigorating and more frustrating than hell.

He could visit his reincarnated love, Meghan, in her dreams, just to have her evaporate in his arms upon her wakefulness. And she was surprisingly lucid on the dream realm, doubting his existence even as she gave him a taste of heaven.

He snorted. Heaven. What business did a half-demon, half-human have wanting a slice of heaven? His demon side damned him to hell, much as he longed otherwise. His hell was being separated from his soul mate, getting a taste of her, wetting his appetite, just to have her yanked from him time and again.

Was it asking so much to be with his soul mate? Didn’t his human side promise him some happiness?

The beast within raged while the human indomitable spirit sought a solution. As long as Meghan lived and breathed there was hope. If only he could control the raging beast. The dichotomy of his two halves forever battled for supremacy and it was only with sheer determination that he kept the beast caged. But the locks were weakening and the beast grew in strength. If he wasn’t careful, it could devour their love--again. It was the beast which had sent her to her death before....

He hated the beast and he couldn’t blame her if she did. But the beast wasn’t the whole summation of him. He was so very much more. Foremost, a man deeply in love and longing for his soul mate. 

The proprietor of the site looked him up and down. "You seem awfully sedate to be a demon. You sure you can live up to your part of the bargain?"

The bargain called for him to cause mischief and mayhem for the season of Halloween, which worried him that the man had a larger plot brewing. If he was 100 percent demon that prospect would faze him, would probably tantalize and delight. As it was, it concerned him. But he was desperate to escape his prison bonds, to be with Meghan again. He snarled fiercely. "Let me at them."

Seemingly reassured, a slimy smile spread across the master’s face.

Jason unleashed the demon, taking a chance of forever losing control. The demonic rage boiled up inside him, shooting out in a ferocious roar. "You dare question me, human? You play with fire." Steam hissed from his ears and his eyes tingled, a sure sign they glowed a fierce red.

"You’ll do." The slime tore off a copy of the contract and handed it to him. "This is binding."

Jason snatched it and stuffed it in his pocket, gulping in several ragged breaths, trying to tame the beast, losing the battle. "How soon will I appear on the site?" Eager to find his mate, he wanted to hear "yesterday".

"No later than October 3rd. Don’t want to fritter the best month away." The guy laughed demonically making Jason wonder about his lineage. Somehow he doubted it boasted any angels.

"Good. I’ll be expecting a call soon." With that, Jason marched off, burning up with an ancient fever. Now to put the rest of his plan in motion, to lure Meghan outside the dream realm....

 

* * * *

 

Meg was in a mood to cut loose and get into the full-blown Halloween spirit. Today she wore her floppy bunny ears and slippers around the house earning an arched brow from the vampire-caped Lucy. "This isn’t Mardis Gras, it’s Halloween. You look like you jumped out of a Saturday morning kiddy cartoon."

Meg wriggled her nose at the Mrs. Dracula wanna be. "You have your way of celebrating and I have mine."

"Maybe your mom was adopted." Lucy dangled a black licorice spider over her mouth and dropped it in. Closing her eyes, she licked her lips ghoulishly. "We have to mix with demons and ghouls so they won’t come after us. Frankly, my dear, they’ll devour you if you insist on such a get up."

Her cousin sounded as if she actually believed the silly blather. Being in such close, constant proximity to all those Elvis impersonators must have addled Lucy’s brain. "Lighten up, cuz. It’s all about having fun."

Lucy eyed her quizzically and an ominous note rang in her voice. "Don’t be so sure."

Surprise flickered in Meg. Lucy was superstitious. "Don’t tell me you take this junk seriously?"

Lucy paused, staring at Meg. "I’ve seen some weird shit. Let’s just say there’s a lot of inexplicable things in this world and I don’t totally discount anything."

Pop-ups littered the computer screen, the uppermost window blinking like mad. Fascinated by the flash of light, Meg read it aloud. "Get a load of this. ‘Want to immerse yourself in spectacular Halloween fun? Adopt your very own demon for Halloween’."

Lucy unfolded herself from the couch and wandered over to Meg, peering over her shoulder. Trembling, she ordered, "Close it out."

Meg’s perverse streak reared itself. What? The Mistress of Darkness was scared of a pretend demon? After the way she had ridden her back about ignoring the darker side of Halloween pleasures? "Don’t tell me you believe in this nonsense? It’s pure fun." Not that she really believed so, but she was tired of Lucy being on her back. It would look pretty cool on her Halloween website so she opened the site and began viewing the different demons up for "adoption."

Chills crawled up her spine as the devilish creatures grinned evilly back at her, but she was damned if she’d let Lucy know. She’d prove she wasn’t all fluff and nauseatingly cute. Besides, the site was extremely compelling, mesmerizing in fact. She couldn’t leave it if she wanted to. Subliminal messages must be enchanting her, telling her to buy some expensive car or time share.

"I mean it, Meg. Get out of there. It’s strife with bad vibes."

Meg didn’t know what to call the vibes she was getting. Scrolling down the page, she let off the mouse when she spied one named "Incubus." It blinked furiously and she couldn’t tear her gaze away. Dread and elation warring deep inside, she whispered the oddly familiar name.

"Really, Meg. Don’t do it." Lucy covered Meg’s hand with hers. "This gives me the creeps."

Hypnotized, as if something else commanded her hands, Meg clicked the link and then filled out the application. Ghosts floated across the screen, bouncing off the sides, fascinating her. She’d have to peek at the code to install them on her Halloween page.

"I can’t believe you did that." Lucy started backing away from her as if she was contagious.

Scowling, Meg swiveled around in her computer chair and leveled a glare at the traitor. "And I can’t believe you of all people are taking this seriously. You, who make fun of my cute bunny outfit and my cuddly black cats."

The room began glowing and the air grew heavy and moist. Ghouls, demons, and curses made her too fanciful. She told her pulse to stop leaping about like a bull frog on steroids.

Then to Meg’s shock, the computer flickered and an ephemeral being flew out of it, spreading its wings wide, enveloping the room. At first faceless, it swooped down, making her duck. Gasping, she blinked, unable to believe the vision before her.

"Yikes! You’ve done it now. You’ve summoned an honest to goodness demon." Lucy screamed and threw her shoes at the spirit. 

The missiles sailed through the spirit, shattering Meg’s lamp, putting out the light. Glass tinkled to the floor amidst a shower of angry sparks. "Get out of here now." Meg skirted the dark room, gingerly feeling her way along the wall. 

Just exactly was she supposed to do now? Hire an exorcist? Find the Charmed ones? Order the demon back to its realm? This couldn’t be real. She was definitely in the throes of the worst nightmare of her life.

Warm flesh greeted her fingers and she sighed in relief. Human contact felt comfortingly reassuring. "Lucy."

But then the door swung wide across the room, flooding the room with light from the hallway, silhouetting Lucy’s fleeing form. That meant she was touching someone … something … else.

Incubus....

Meg’s heart froze in her chest and her voice choked in her throat as she tried to yell, "Lucy, wait!" It came out a hoarse, wobbly whisper instead.

Meg’s gaze pivoted to the creature under her hand and she jerked back. A giant of a man stood before her, not a demon, at least not to the naked eye. Tall enough to be a basketball pro, he towered over her. She only caught a glimpse of a rugged face and compelling eyes before he raised his hand and the door swooshed shut across the room. The deadbolt rammed into place with the rage of a shotgun firing, making her jump.

Backing away stealthily, she held her fingers in the sign of the cross, hoping the crucifix worked on demons as it supposedly worked on vampires. "What are you doing here?" 

A deep husky baritone washed over her, stirring unnamed emotions. "You called for me. We have a bargain."

Bargain? As in she owed him something contractually? Oh man, she should have read the fine print. What had she signed? "I didn’t sign my soul away to the devil, did I?"

Could this suave-tongued demon be Lucifer himself? Surely one couldn’t just sign their soul away, could they? She hadn’t precisely signed her signature. She had typed her name so surely that wouldn’t hold in court. Not in any Earthly court, but was she dealing in an Earthly realm?

She bit down so hard on her lip she drew blood. Great Einstein! If the creature was like a vampire, fresh blood would drive him to attack her.

Like he wasn’t here for that purpose? Hello! Demons were called demons and not angels for a reason.

"But who … what are you really? And don’t try to tell me you’re a demon. I--I don’t believe in that junk."

Light flooded the room with another flick of the man’s wrist. Okay, she was officially way beyond spooked, swiftly bypassing terrified. Although she loved these theatrics in the movies, they didn’t amuse her in real life. If a paranormal being had to invade her home, let it be an angel.

"I’m Jason Althorp, half-demon, half-human." He paused for half a heartbeat, then lowered his voice several notches, "Your long-lost soul mate."

Jason! Lord have mercy on her soul.

Recognition hit her like an avalanche. Jason--her dream lover. It couldn’t be....

For a breathless eternity, she gaped at the handsome devil, her blood pressure rocketing, her knees going weak. Finally, when her mind grasped the import, she consoled herself. So it was just a dream, albeit far more realistic than any other. "Wake up, girlfriend. It’s all a figment of your imagination," she murmured under her breath.

Irritation lit Jason’s obsidian eyes, to be quickly chased away by mirth. "Sorry to disappoint you, Meghan, but I’m very much alive and very much real. You’re not dreaming this time. I’m really here." He backed her into a corner and leaned against the wall trapping her. 

So now she was supposed to believe the figment? 

Uh huh.

She had it! She would command herself to wake up and Jason would evaporate. The room wouldn’t be in a shambles and she wouldn’t be in danger.

Jason’s intense but unfathomable gaze held her captive, making her feverish. When he reached out to caress her cheek, she trembled. He frowned. "Don’t be scared of me. Remember how very much we meant to each other. How deeply we loved one another."

He was referring to the dreams, ergo he was from her dreams, henceforth she had to be dreaming. Only she seemed to be trapped in the dream, unable to awaken. It wouldn’t be the first time she hadn’t wanted to give up a troubling dream, that the spider webbing wouldn’t release the shadowy world spun by the moonlight.

She swallowed hard, her throat raw. Clammy, her palms itched, and she wiped them down her pants leg. "All I remember are flashes of dreams. If you are real and I’m not hallucinating, you have one minute to leave before I call the cops."

 

* * * *

 

Jason had to suppress a hearty chuckle. What did she think the cops could do against a demon? Even to a half-human one?

She was darned lucky she wasn’t threatening a full-blooded demon or she’d be ash by now. As it was, his beast raged to teach her a lesson.

So did the man. And the man was sorely tempted by the pouty lips and fluttering pulse at the base of her exquisite throat. So exquisite. So very alluring. How he’d missed her!

Unable to deny himself, he leaned closer for a taste of her lips.

She froze when his lips brushed across hers and then the wild cat in her awoke and she shoved him with all her might, catching him off-guard so that he lost his balance and fell backwards, crashing to the floor.

The beast raged, demanding supremacy. Growling, his face contorting, Jason fought valiantly to keep the tight reign on his demon half, but he was losing. Rather than chance hurting Meghan, he told her, "I’ll be back. I’m not a dream." He orbed out of Meghan’s apartment to a safe spot far away where he could cool off and collect himself. He had to make a plan to win her heart before midnight on Halloween, lest she be lost to him again and he be imprisoned in the demon realm for another eternity and she’d be at the mercy of their enemies.

  

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Breathless and flushed, Lucy rushed back into Meg’s apartment about an hour later followed closely by two men, one in a black frock and wide-brimmed hat, the other in a policeman’s uniform. "Where is the creep? Thank God you’re alive."

Meg’s heart about leapt out of her chest and the blood rushed out of her head, making her dizzy for the second time that evening. Shakily, her hand grasped her throat. Two intrusions in one night didn’t bode well for her heart. "Lord, you about scared the life out of me."

Lucy stayed by the door beside the holy man and pointed toward the back of the apartment. "Make sure he’s vacated."

Meg dragged in a deep breath before stopping her cousin. "Jason left right after you."

"You mean Incubus?" Lucy’s jaw dropped a few notches. "You exchanged names with a demon?"

Having him force his name on her wasn’t exactly a friendly exchange. She gulped and linked her hands together in her lap. "He told me that we’re soul mates."

Lucy gasped and gaped at her. "As in reincarnation?"

Jason had made it sound so. Scared out of her wits she hadn’t exactly thought to push the source of her fright for details. That would be sort of like asking the boogie man to chit chat. Meg just shrugged. "I suppose."

The policeman rejoined them, raking a pudgy hand through his thinning salt and peppery hair. His bushy brows drawn together in a scowl, he announced, "The predator seems to have departed. No one else is on the premises."

"He might be inside her," the priest whispered into Lucy’s ear loudly enough so Meg could hear him. His coal black gaze devoured her, making her squirm.

"Can you perform an exorcism?" Lucy hissed, her complexion completely draining of color.

To Meg’s escalating horror, he extracted a vial from his cloak pocket and held it up to the light. "I always keep it on me."

Meg wasn’t Catholic and didn’t trust this so-called holy man any more than she trusted Incubus. For that matter, when had Lucy converted? They were reared United Methodist. "You’re not Catholic," Meg said, sounding inane. Did Catholic rituals work for non-Catholics? That was saying if they even worked at all and she wasn’t so sure she believed in exorcisms any more than she believed in demons.

Meg shook herself. The point was moot. There were no demons inside her to exorcise. Wouldn’t she know?

"Protestant pastors don’t perform exorcisms." A gigantic duh hung in the air.

Meg wasn’t letting this bozo chant over her and possibly cause more trouble. She made a shooing motion to her uninvited guests. "Well thank you for your concern, but I’m demon-free so I’m not in need of your services. Good night."

"But Meg...." Lucy squared her shoulders, a sure sign she was gearing up for a fight.

But nothing. This was her house. Her rules. No whackos allowed.

Meg beckoned Lucy to join her in the kitchen, in private. "I want them out of my house now."

"The demon...." Storms chased across Lucy’s normally jovial eyes. "Maybe it’s the demon talking to me, not Meg."

Meg blinked. "Do I sound like a demon? Am I growling? Foaming at the mouth? Are my eyes glowing?" Nor was her head spinning around or was she vomiting. She was plain ordinary Meg. Lucy was the wild one, with an even wilder imagination.

"Cole in "Charmed" seems very normal most of the time." Lucy crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes as if that proved her point.

Meg sighed. Hello! "That’s a TV show. Not that I believe in demons." Well almost. "But if I’m wrong and they do exist, do you really think a TV show is the definitive authority on demons?"

"Neither of us knows enough to be an expert. That’s why I brought one with me. What can a little holy water hurt? If there’s no demon in you it won’t do anything. No harm, no foul."

Lucy’s logic seemed really warped although Meg couldn’t quite pinpoint at which part it went astray. "No means no. Please take the bishop back to whichever monastery you found him. I hope you didn’t have to pay much for his services."

The clergyman marched into the room, his chest puffed out, his chin lifted high. "I’m a reverend, not a bishop. And I do not accept earthly rewards for performing my sacred duties."

Meg stared at the indignant man. Okay, he officially alarmed her more than the demonic figment of her imagination. "It was a dream. We got carried away with the whole Halloween fantasy."

Lucy grabbed her by her shoulders and looked her square in the eyes. "Listen to me. I was there. It wasn’t a dream. A black spirit flew out of your computer. I’m not going to stand by and let it hurt us."

Meg replayed the event in her mind. The shock of recognizing the man--creature as her dream lover, had eclipsed the initial terror. "Okay, I’ll consider an exorcism." Just in case. "But I want to consult with other experts first."

Lucy bent her head and expelled a long sigh. "How long do you think the demon will wait to strike?"

Meg’s mind was made up. "I’m getting a second opinion first."

 

* * * *

 

Jason eavesdropped intently. Some demonic powers such as orbing came in handy.

He’d gotten the beast under control just to find his arch-enemy, Balberith, staking out Meghan’s house and trying to cleanse her. Meghan was right not to trust him. He should dispose of the unholy demon master posing as a demon hunter, now.

Only he didn’t want to feed the beast with violence. He feared it could unleash it permanently and he didn’t desire that kind of unholy existence. 

The last thing he wanted to do was to kill in front of Meghan and risk driving her away again. Giving into the beast had cost him dearly. It had frightened Meghan so terribly that it had driven her to her death and nearly destroyed his soul.

Soul?

Since when did demons, even half-human demons, possess a soul? Maybe he possessed half a soul. What good would half a soul do him?

The adversary spoke again, pulling Jason out of his reverie. "It is imperative we destroy this demon before he harms you and your cousin."

Melodramatic to the end, the faux priest waved his arms about in the air in grand, sweeping gestures. "Incubus is a fearsome evil that must be destroyed at all costs. The safety of the world depends on his demise."

A growl arose in Jason’s gut. Vile, vicious falsehoods tripped off the man’s tongue. It was he, not Jason who threatened the world as Meghan knew it. He had often tried to master the demons for his own nefarious purpose. When Jason had thwarted him he’d vowed never to give up, and bestow revenge upon him. Upon further introspection, the world’s safety came first and he should destroy the excuse for a man. The man might know of his past with Meghan and try to kill her in revenge.

He had to remove Meghan from the danger immediately. Only he couldn’t let his enemy know he was here.

He orbed to the common hallway and made a commotion to draw him away. It worked. The demon master trotted to the source of the sound as he orbed back to Meghan.

"You!" Meghan’s voice hissed out, suspicion lighting her eyes.

At least she hadn’t called him by his demon name, although he longed to hear her caress his name on her lips. "Yes, me." Before she could react otherwise, he scooped her into his arms and orbed them to his mother’s family home in England.

Meghan blinked up at him a dazed expression pooling in her eyes. "Wh-what just happened?" Then her head turned and panic flared in her irises. "Where are we?"

"In a safe place." He hoped. He didn’t think the priest knew of his half-human heritage or his ancestral home.

She seemed to become aware that he still held her next to his heart, and perhaps the depth of longing and love in his gaze. "Take me back! Put me down!"

Contrary to the end. With a sigh, he put her down, immediately missing her warmth. Crossing his arms over his chest, he gave her an indulgent smile. "If I put you down I can’t take you back."

Her brow arched and she tapped her toe. Fire flashed in her amazing eyes. "Stop talking in riddles. Why’d you kidnap me? What do you want with me?"

The beast clamored to stop her incessant questions with mind-numbing kisses and haul her off to his bed to ravish her. But he clung to his humanity by a thread. "I’m protecting you. I told you I love you. We’re soul mates."

"Protecting me from whom? What?"

 

* * * *

 

Meg didn’t believe a word of this mumbo-jumbo soul-mate talk, no matter how romantic. She didn’t want to feel a pull to the incredibly, sexy man--demon. She wanted to go home and wake up from this nightmare. Suddenly, her beloved Halloween seemed too realistic.

What was this protect nonsense? "The only one I see threatening me is you." She cased out the room full of heavy dark woods, antique tapestries, and monstrous ferns that must be at least fifty years old! Although the manor looked like it belonged in another century, it didn’t look demonic or creepy.

Jason’s expression turned grim. "I promise you can trust me."

Uh. Yeah, right. "I should trust a self-professed demon?" She fingered a fern and its spiny leaves pricked her finger, drawing a drop of blood. Grimacing, she raised her injury to her mouth and sucked on it.

"I’m half-human."

"Oh, right. I remember." Like that made it okay?

Her curiosity got the better of her. "Just who are you protecting me from?"

Jason fidgeted, his gaze darkening intensely on her. "Balberith, the priest. He’s not what he seems."

Her mind worked furiously. "If you’re on the level and I’m not hallucinating then you left my cousin at the mercy of that creep? Take me to her now...."

Her captor shook his head, the set of his mouth mutinous. "It’s not safe."

Meg snapped and pummeled the man’s chest. "Save … my … cousin … now. Understand?"

The demon’s eyes narrowed to a mere slit and his nostrils flared. He grabbed her wrists, his grip frighteningly strong and more than a little scary. "Don’t ever attack me. You could unleash.... " Seething, he bit off his breathless words.

"Unleash what?" She peered at him closely. "The demon?"

Jason’s eyes flashed a brilliant, glowing red and his face contorted. "Yes, the beast. I keep tight reign on him, but when I’m threatened...."

Great! Adrenaline rushes morphed him into the incredible demon. "Please rescue my cousin. She’s like a sister … my best friend."

"It’s risky. Balberith will be waiting for me."

Meg rolled her eyes. "You’re a demon aren’t you?"

The demon in question bristled. "Half."

"Well, then, are you a man? Or a sniveling coward?" She’d say whatever it took to save her cousin--and herself. 

The glowing eyes came back. Ah … most definitely demon.

"Stay put." Jason’s voice was practically a growl. Menace rolled off him, sending frissons of excitement through her traitorous body.

Meg nodded docilely and forced her body to relax so he wouldn’t see her ready to take flight. "Hurry! You can’t let anything happen to her. If you are my soul mate, as you claim, surely you wouldn’t want me grieving over my beloved cousin."

"I’ll be right back," he said in a controlled, clipped tone as he orbed.

Finally!

Meg released a pent up sigh. He could blink back in any second so she couldn’t afford the luxury of hesitation. She dashed out of the room, seeking an exit in the maze of rooms.

Had she called this a manor? It was practically a castle! It didn’t look like any house she’d ever seen in Cincinnati, so where was she?

Trapped in a freakin’ nightmare, that’s where.

Feverish, desperate, she searched on and finally found a door that led onto the grounds. Yanking it wide with force fueled by a surge of adrenaline, she escaped and paused, shocked.

Gone were the lush, forested hills of her hometown. Barren, a vast bog stretched before her, shrouded in a mist so soupy she couldn’t spot the sun. Creepy chills skipped along her spine and she rubbed her bare arms with her clammy palms.

"Meghan Lenihan? I see you’re all alone. You look lost my dear." A too-charming slimy voice slid over her reminding her of a snake oil charmer.

Her heart beating a suffocating tattoo, she peered into the fog. An eerie, undulating face separated itself from the mire. "Boo!"

Meg’s heart jumped into her throat and she stumbled backward and fell. "Wh-who are you?"

The face dissolved on the mists and a solid form appeared. "Balberith, an old friend of Incubus." As he neared her, he seemed to stretch to the sky as his grin grew proportionately sinister.

Meg scuttled backward in a lame attempt at escape. What kind of bizarre world had she been dropped into? Demon dimension? Eternal Halloween? "Stay away from me. Jason’s going to be back any moment."

The monster snarled, his face mottling into a sickly Frankenstein flesh tone. "Incubus isn’t the white knight you think he is. The human-spawn hides many secrets--even about you. Especially about you."

She held no delusions about the half demon. All she could go by was his actions and so far he’d kidnapped her and brought her to this haunted realm. But he hadn’t harmed her otherwise and he seemed gentle enough. More so than this sneering lunatic.

Wishing she’d stayed put in the house, she yelled out, "Jason!"

Jason appeared suddenly between her and the threatening menace, bristling with indignation. "You wouldn’t be about to harm my lady, would you?"

His lady.... Electric chills warred with dread inside her. Of course she didn’t want to be his lady, his soul mate … She scrambled to her feet and dusted herself off, wondering what the beings would do next, eyeing them warily.

Jason’s face twisted into his demonic form, red and black striped, his chin elongating to a point, his hair spiking up, and jagged fangs protruded from his mouth. His fingernails became talons and tufts of black hair sprang from the back of his hands.

Fascinated, Meg couldn’t tear her gaze from the frightful creature. No wonder he referred to himself as a beast.

He hurled a fireball at the intruder, who evaporated in the fog. 

Meg’s heart almost exploded as she sprinted to the spot the being had last stood. "You killed him," she accused.

Jason regarded the spot dispassionately and then scowled. "No. He orbed out. He’ll be back."

Meg didn’t know whether to be relieved or scared. She was a little of both.

Jason reeled on her, steam coming off his body and he closed the gap between them and grasped her shoulders. In a guttural growl he said, "I told you to stay inside and wait. You could have been killed … or worse."

Meg forbade herself to show fear or the unsolicited thrills his touch evoked and thrust her chin out defiantly and snorted. "I don’t take orders from people who hold me against my will."

Jason’s glowing gaze burned into her, down to her soul. "I’m protecting you."

Same old song.

"Where’s Lucy?"

"Safe in the manor, anxious to see you."

"Take me to her."

Jason’s brow arched high as his face returned to normal. He grabbed her to him and orbed.

Meghan’s insides lurched as if she was being spun about in a centrifuge. Dizzy, her thoughts were jumbled. But worse, his touch set off emergency alarms even as the manor materialized around her.

Lucy lay alarmingly prone on a huge four-poster bed, still fully clothed. Just when Meg opened her mouth to ask if she was alive, her cousin rolled to her side, drawing her legs up into the fetal position.

"I’m a man of my word," Jason murmured in Meg’s ear, his hot breath tickling her tender flesh. 

She squirmed as it warmed her body. "Now you can take us both home."

Red flames shot up in Jason’s eyes and he clasped her to him again and orbed to a different bedroom, one littered with a man’s personal effects. "We belong together. I’ve searched centuries for you and I won’t lose you now."

Before she could move, he crushed her to him, plundering her mouth with mind-numbing kisses. The hard ridge of his desire strained against her through his heavy jeans, making her gasp.

Intoxicating desire flooding her, she writhed against him. Quivering with a rush of lust she molded her tingling breasts to him. Her arms looped around his neck, and she tangled her fingers in the silky damp hair curling over his nape. 

His powerful mastery thrilled her against her will. This one was a barbarian, all male who would claim what he wanted--and he wanted her. "You are a beast," she purred, as her feminine juices flowed.

God but she was in heat for him and powerless to stop his complete and total possession of her.

Physical surrender was imminent. No way could she deny him what he demanded and she craved more than life. She yearned for his blazing kisses and his primitive possession. Stripped down to her elemental soul, no coyness, no prudishness remained. Her baser carnal instincts raged, eclipsing any shreds of civilization.

Longing to taste every inch of him, to feel his swift, sure thrusts, she ground her hips against his raging erection.

What kind of beast was caged in his pants roaring to escape? She couldn’t wait to find out.

Parting her suddenly dry lips with the tip of her tongue, she smiled seductively up at him. Brazenly she unsnapped his jeans and tugged them and his underwear down his lithe thighs.

Mouth watering. She stared open-mouthed at the most luscious cock she’d ever seen. "Breathtaking." She again ran the tip of her tongue over her lips. Slowly, ravenous with hunger, she licked her way down his well-muscled length, pressing her lips to his well-defined triceps and abs, delighting in her power over him every time he shuddered.

His blood pulsed through his hard cock and it flexed against her straining breasts. Longing to feel its velvety warmth, its oozing sap, she shrugged out of her tight T-shirt and unsnapped her bra, letting it drop to the floor at her knees. 

Feeling so utterly, wonderfully decadent, she rubbed her naked breasts against his silky shaft, its sticky seed clinging to her erotically. She touched the tip of one nipple over the head of his cock, then let it spring between the deep cleft of her breasts. Feeling devilish, she trapped the feverish rod between her breasts, gazed up at him through her lashes.

Jason groaned and undulated his hips, sliding his thick shaft against her breasts. "Still a siren."

His glowing eyes excited her almost as much as his incredible cock. He still held too tight a rein on the beast. She longed to be ravaged, to know his total possession, to feel his awesome power. "Let the beast come out to play."

Jason’s eyes glowed brighter. His fever burned into her. "You may not like him."

"Let me be the judge." Intense longing to give herself to wild, abandoned love assailed her. All limits were off. No rules existed. Just mutual, decadent pleasure. "Introduce me to the demon. Ravage me."

Before he could respond, she lifted his heavy shaft to her mouth and slid her lips over it, taking him as deeply into her mouth as she could.

"Witch." Jason’s features twisted and dual horns sprouted from his head. "Be careful what you wish." Ominous warning vibrated in his deeply husky voice thrilling her.

She kneaded his heavy balls, eliciting more groans of delight. She thrilled that she held a demon in the palm of her hand--literally.

With a primitive growl, the beast flipped and mounted her in a seamless, fluid motion. He drove into her with breathtaking force that even her dreams had not prepared her for.

Screaming in ecstasy, she raked the beast’s back with her nails, hanging on for the ride as he bucked inside her. Despite the rough, primitive ride, tender warmth suffused her and she tingled deliciously. Twinges of memory returned, teasing her, of earlier times when her hair flowed long about her waist, wrapping about them as they tangled in the divine lover’s quarrel. But whether it was snippets of dreams or reality, she couldn’t be sure. All she knew is that she never wanted this wonder to end.

The beast growled ferociously and nibbled her ear. "You’re mine and I’m not letting you go this time."

She fingered his horns eliciting moans of pure pleasure. His assertions both thrilled and frightened her. How could she fall for such a beast?

Jason’s hands explored her body, elevating her already skyrocketing blood pressure. Against her lips, he murmured, "I’ve missed you so very much. My heart belongs to you."

Conversely, his profession gave her pause and she pulled back a few inches. "I don’t believe in reincarnation, ghosts or goblins."

"Or demons?" Bitterness crept into Jason’s voice.

She searched her soul and achingly found she did believe in demons. What other choice did he give her? Human faces didn’t twist into other shapes. They didn’t orb. Their eyes didn’t dance with red flame. Steam didn’t rise from their flesh. If not a demon, what was he? Certainly not human. Not wholly human at any rate. "Actually I believe that you are a demon."

That should have made Jason happy as he’d been trying to convince her of this, but he scowled.

"Half-demon." His feverish fingertips caressed her jaw, sending shivers down her spine.

Closing her eyes against the rush of ecstasy, she rubbed her face against his palm. "Demons don’t die, do they?"

He leaned his forehead against hers. "No. That’s not true. We can be vanquished--killed."

A horrible thought struck her. "Was I a demon?" Demon of what? Had she been able to orb? Sprouted horns? Had she vanquished others?

They weren’t called "demons" because they blessed people.

Jason sifted his fingers through her hair, hypnotizing her with his magical touch. "No. But you’ve been mine through the ages." He tilted her head back so that she was forced to gaze into his incredible eyes. "And I’ve been yours."

Hers. 

"But that means … I keep dying. I grow old while you’re forever young." How could a hottie like him feel a deep, abiding love for an elderly woman? 

Jason’s glance slid away from hers almost guiltily. "You’ve--uh--never grown old."

That meant … "I died young?" Each and every lifetime? Saddened, she broke away from him, trying to make sense of her destiny. "Why?"

Jason swallowed hard and grasped her shoulders, pulling her back into his arms, cradling her against his erratic heart. "Our enemies are strong and vicious. They fear the strength of our progeny."

Shock waves attacked her and she reeled. "We had children?" Well of course people in love had children....

Sorrow flickered in his eyes. "None were ever born."

She held her stomach and stared down at it with dawning horror. "They murdered me and our child, didn’t they?" What cruel fate. She didn’t want that destiny for herself much less her child. This cycle couldn’t be allowed to continue. Soul mates or not, their child was more important. It seemed the only way to protect him was not to conceive. Far better than to subject him to a painful death.

How bizarre to wrap her mind about such an ephemeral concept. How convoluted.

What had she just done, letting the half-demon sweep her away in a frenzy of lust? It could already be too late....

"We can’t just sit around waiting to be slaughtered!" Meg paced the floor. Did a room get decorated by itself? Did a Halloween costume pull itself together? No! They had to be proactive.

Jason lounged on the settee, one leg crossed over the other knee. Gazing at her with narrowed eyes, he rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "What do you suggest?"

He seemed so calm, so normal--it boggled her mind to equate him with the beast. Yet he was every bit as sexy, as dangerous in this mode. But more aggravating! At least the demon had a one-track mind that was easier to understand.

Stopping in front of him, she fisted her hands on her hips. "We go after them and stop them before they can kill us."

"No! Too dangerous." Jason’s eyes glowed red as he leapt lithely to his feet. "You don’t understand what you’re dealing with, their powers."

She bit back an exasperated sigh, feeling like a caged animal, ready to attack. "So we just wait around here like sitting ducks? For how long? Forever?"

Eternal prison.

True hell.

Jason laid heavy hands on her shoulders and gazed deeply into her eyes. "They vanquish their enemies with fireballs. They pop out of nowhere, without warning."

Shuddering with the creeps, she glanced about at the long dark shadows. "Is this a safe sanctuary? Can they get in here?" Even if they couldn’t she couldn’t live her life trapped here.

"They can come here but most won’t dare."

"Most? But not all?" Obviously one had dared.

"No, not all."

"Is anywhere safe?" She felt as if she had a bull’s eye painted on her head. Or was that on her heart? Either way, she seemed to be the target in this bizarre game.

"Some places are safer than others."

"Like here?" She pirouetted around, taking in the gloomy, depressing manor. "I have a life. I can’t stay here forever. We have to fight back."

 

* * * *

 

Jason was on his own deadline. If they weren’t united by midnight of All Hallow’s Eve, he’d be sucked back into demon prison for another century. Then he could miss Meg’s next reincarnation. He could miss her for centuries. 

No, he couldn’t permit that. Even one hundred years loomed like an eternity. One hundred miserable years with his heart ripped out … He might as well be 100 percent demon his world would be so bleak.

He had to believe her world would be desolate without his love, too. Destiny had paired them. She was his mate. But fate was cruel and kept separating them, leaving him to wade through empty decades, always searching for her.

So many times he wanted to purge his heart of his love for her. Oh, he’d tried. It would be the sane path, saving him countless heartbreak. 

He cursed his demon father for his predicament. Full-blooded demons didn’t suffer such trivial human failings as love. They satisfied their carnal lusts and moved on. In this case, his human half was the curse.

"So? How are we safer here?" His spitfire faced off against him, glowering up at him.

"Show yourselves," he commanded his guards.

Ghosts suddenly appeared, some soaring, some floating leisurely about the room. "Meet my guards."

Meghan froze except for her gaze, which followed a particularly rambunctious fellow. Finally, breathlessly, she asked, "If they were here before, why didn’t I see them? How did your--our--enemy, get in?"

Jason took her elbow in his hand and guided her to the couch. "Because they were under instructions to remain invisible. Who do you think alerted me to Balberith’s presence?"

Meghan mumbled under her breath almost imperceptibly, "Demons, ghosts, and exorcists … what next? Witches? Vampires? I take back liking Halloween. Give me cuddly, harmless little Easter bunnies."

He winced at the mention of his mortal enemies--witches. "We don’t allow witches here. In fact the word is taboo."

Sir Wesley floated up to them, a flirtatious twinkle in his eye. He straightened his cockeyed hat. "Delighted to make your acquaintance, my dear." Quite debonair and dashing according to the ladies, he took Meghan’s hand in his and bent to kiss it. The top half of his body teetered and then did a swan dive to the floor.

Meghan squealed and jumped into Jason’s arms, clutching him. "He’s cut in two. His hand was so--so clammy."

"Tally ho!" Sir Wesley kicked his torso into the air like a balloon and it landed on his waist--backwards. Jason gave him a 6.2 for merging his two halves.

Meghan just gaped, blinking. "He’s all twisted around."

"Righto, that I am. Happens all the time." The cockeyed ghost spun his torso around until he faced her. "I’ve never been the same since the Battle of Alnwick. Bloody conflict."

If Jason didn’t cut him off, they’d be treated to the long tale ad nauseam.

Meghan regarded him in horrid fascination, her jaw slack.

Irving the Terrible whipped around Sir Wesley, jostling him so that his two halves came apart again. He bellowed, "None of us want to hear about how you got sawed in half, again. Stop monopolizing the lady."

"Pardon me, my dear," Sir Wesley said in a huff as he kicked his body up and tried to catch it on his waist. The other ghosts began punting and punching Sir Wesley as if playing soccer, to the soundtrack of Wesley’s passionate protests.

Meghan slid a look of derision Jason’s way. "They’re your body guards?"

Jason scowled. "Game over! You can introduce yourself to the lady if you line up in an orderly manner." As if this chaotic bunch ever had a sane moment.

"This is supposed to make me feel secure?" Meghan twisted her earring stud around in her ear, frowning.

Sir Wesley must have heard for he floated up to her and placed a hand solemnly over his heart. "I pledge my allegiance to you and would willingly sacrifice my life--again--to protect you."

"Uh, thank you." Meghan leaned close to him and whispered, "Some of these guys look like soldiers. We need to strategize our attack."

Jason tried not to grimace. "In the Dark Ages, they fought with bows and arrows. Battle axes." To make his point, he nodded at Irving the Terrible’s back where a broken arrow stuck out of his neck.

"Demons throw fireballs."

"Which would go right through the ghosts? Wouldn’t they? So they couldn’t be harmed?" Meghan puckered and unpuckered her lips.

"Right. But they can’t leave the manor. And they can’t hurl fireballs." He gave her a stern look. "Neither can you or your cousin."

"But they can provide a distraction while you throw the flame."

"If we can lure them here."

"They came after me...."

Oh no!

He didn’t like the direction of her thoughts at all. "That was on the grounds, where the ghosts can’t go."

"Can’t we lure them inside? How many enemies do you have to eliminate?"

If he told her "countless" she’d be overwhelmed. "The primary one is Balberith."

  

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Meg had definitely slipped into a demented dimension. Since when did she fight anyone over anything more consequential than room layouts and color schemes? And then it was a mild discussion, not kick-ass heroine-type stuff. 

She could lay out a mean room, but could she strategize battle? Against supernatural beings?

What alternative did she have?

Hunker down and wait to die?

About as appealing as being wrapped in a spider’s web waiting for the spider to return.

Shudders raced up her spine.

Not an option.

Better to go down fighting than hiding like a coward.

Still, what prayer did one human stand against a legion of demons?

Lucy meandered into the parlor, rubbing her arms, a dazed expression in her eyes. When she walked through Sir Wesley’s top half, her eyes registered shock. "I’m in hell."

Make that one and a half humans. Her cousin didn’t have her full wits about her.

For that matter, did she?

"Close enough," Meg murmured, skirting Irving the Terrible and Sir Wesley to hug Lucy.

"Could hell be worse?" Lucy stared at Sir Wesley as he pulled his torso onto his waist.

Remembering the attacking demon and fireballs she’d encountered outside, Meg shuddered. "Much worse."

Were they the Halloween-loving twins? They were failing the ultimate test. 

Black, glittering ice, Jason’s gaze narrowed on her. "Gather ‘round soldiers. We’re waging war."

Irving the Terrible grunted approvingly and swung his battle axe over his head.

Sir Wesley separated, flew around him, and merged back together. Saluting sharply and clicking his heels, he said, "At your service, Lord Althorp."

Lord? Meg’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

The ghosts hovered about, their gazes rapt. "Between us, we have well over one-thousand years battle experience." 

Jason pursed his lips and studied his troops. "Demons don’t play by the rules."

"Then neither shall we." Sir Wesley floated to the middle and turned slowly to look everyone in the eye.

"I never played by the rules," Irving the Terrible bellowed. His terrifying voice boomed through Meg and she suppressed a shudder.

Her stomach picked that moment to growl embarrassingly loud through the chamber. Covering her stomach with her hand, she felt the angry rumble. Funny, she had no appetite in the face of all this.

Jason turned a concerned gaze on her. "You’ve not eaten since you arrived. How rude of me. Demons and ghosts don’t require nourishment."

Lucy waved her hand in the air demandingly. "Yo! Me neither. I take it there’s no pizza delivery in this medieval back of beyond?"

Jason looked at Meg. "Lead the meeting while I find you food."

Before Meg could answer, he blinked away. "I hate it when he does that," she mumbled.

"Spooky." Lucy scooted close to Meg so that their thighs rubbed. "Do we dare eat what he offers?"

"If he wanted to harm you he wouldn’t be so subtle," Sir Wesley said, stroking his goatee.

They’d go up in a puff of flame.

Meg wondered if demons ever lost control of their fireballs? If flames ignited spontaneously like the little girl in that horror movie. His temperature boiled, and poof! No more Meg.

Ice froze her veins.

Could Jason have vanquished her in any of her prior lives during a fit of anger? Even if she believed him that he meant her no harm, could he still be dangerous?

Of course he was dangerous!

His enemies wouldn’t hesitate to hurt her to get back at him.

How could a human become invulnerable to mystical beings?

Magic? Would a spell protect her and Lucy?

"Where can we find a witch?" A wizard would do.

Silence fell upon the room. Finally Sir Wesley whispered, "Witches are a demon’s mortal enemy."

"But we need magic to defend ourselves. Do you know any witches or wizards you can trust? At least make a mutually agreeable alliance?"

Lucy piped up. "Your enemy’s enemy is your friend. Who else is an enemy of Balberith?"

Kelvin the Brute floated forward. "If you’ll beg my pardon, Sherena and Therena Pembridge have a centuries old feud with Balberith. They are reputed to protect innocent humans. Perhaps they would be sympathetic to your plight."

Jason rematerialized holding two grocery sacks of steaming food. "Sherena and Therena?" Thunderclouds flashed in his eyes. "Why are you speaking their names?"

Meg stood and faced off against him. Tilting her head toward her cousin, she said, "We’re vulnerable. You can’t be with us every moment. We can’t defend ourselves against magical enemies. Thus we need protection we can evoke. A force field. Magical protection."

Jason scowled and set the food down on a table. "If such strong magic existed do you think witches or demons would ever be vanquished?"

Meg dug in her heels. "It would give us a fighting chance! This way, we’re doomed." She paced the room, her head down, staring at her feet unseeingly.

"In any of my past lives, did I have any magical protection?"

"No."

Maybe she was progressing. "It’s worth a try. How do we contact this Sherena and Therena?"

"It is not so easy. They could vanquish me--us--if we’re not careful?"

"The ghosts are already dead, right? Duh warbled in Lucy’s voice. "They can’t die again, can they? Let them contact the witches."

Sir Wesley stepped forward and puffed out his chest. "I volunteer. I was quite close to their great-great-great-great-great-great grandmother."

"Why, you sly dog," Jason said with a wink and thumped his shoulder, knocking the ghost’s torso to the floor.

Sir Wesley’s top half somersaulted across the room, before he bounded up. His two halves floated toward one another.

"Sorry, old man. I keep forgetting." Jason hid a smile behind his hand.

A wry smile twisted the ghost’s lips. "Wish I could."

"Enough of the small talk. We’re at war!" Irving roared, scowling. He pounded the credenza and a breeze stirred the papers sitting atop it. 

"You pop in on this Sherena and Therena, like you ghosts do and get our magic potion." Lucy shooed him away with a flick of her wrist.

"Tally ho!" Sir Wesley blinked away.

"Tally ho," Lucy mimicked dryly, with a dour expression.

"We need bait … and then an ambush." Irving’s cheeks grew as ruddy red as his bulbous nose and he licked his mustached lip with gusto.

Bait?

Meg gulped as all eyes turned on her. 

"Balberith has been after you for centuries," the Brute said, almost leering at her. 

"No!" Jason stepped protectively in front of her. "I won’t allow it."

Warmth flushed through her. So he was human enough to care what happened to her. He wasn’t a monster--not wholly.

She laid a hand on his forearm and tingles shot through her. "Do you have another idea?"

"I don’t like it either." Lucy paced. "It’s suicide."

"Not if we’re protected magically. Not with our army watching over us."

Lucy threw up her hands. "You’re nuts! You have a death wish."

Jason squeezed her shoulders and gazed down into her eyes. "I can’t lose you again."

"That’s what I want to prevent also." She gazed up at him, her mouth dry, her heart in her throat. Sudden yearning to bury herself against him struck her full force. 

Meg dragged in a deep, ragged breath to steady herself. Survival took precedence. She couldn’t give into fear … or other primal emotions.

She was going to be the huntress and she needed her wits about her. Any distraction could prove deadly.

"Specifics." She tore her gaze from Jason’s and snapped her fingers high in the air. "We’re running out of time."

 

* * * *

 

Meghan didn’t know the all of it. Jason’s deadline loomed in his mind. Soon, he would be zapped back into the Internet prison. As much as he dreaded being trapped again, he worried more about Meghan’s protection if left alone.

But that wasn’t even the worst part. The demon master had called for worldwide chaos. By unleashing so many imprisoned demons, he had given them rein to pillage and ravage. The world hadn’t seen such horror, such destruction, since the ultimate battle when Lucifer had been cast out of Heaven to rein over the depths of Hell.

Hurricanes were being hurled at the Caribbean with a dizzying ferocity unseen in well over a century. Their wrath lasted longer and their fingers reached further--up into Meg’s Ohio, a previous unheard of event. She wouldn’t be safe there even if Balberith wasn’t targeting her.

Volcanoes erupted. Tidal waves crashed ashore. Tornadoes whisked people away, while torrential floods and mudslides ravaged island nations. People rioted in the streets, fighting for food. Humans blamed a bad hurricane season. Others suspected global warming.

Very few recognized demon hands at work. Fewer still took any responsibility by acknowledging their own obsession with Halloween as the cause.

How many had read the ultra-fine print on the Adopt-A-Demon site, to know or care that they set real demons free? How many checked the seemingly white spaces for hidden white text?

Some would argue that the world had brought upon its own demise. Others knew it was a demon trick to trap the unwary and unholy.

The witches tried to counteract the evil but were outnumbered since the prisons had been opened.

Those like himself, half-human demons, were caught in the middle. If he could keep his beast in check, he might be one of the few capable of restoring the equilibrium, before the out-of-control demonic forces destroyed the globe and their own futures along with it. 

He’d been so embroiled in his own concerns; he’d been out of touch until he’d gone to get food for Meghan and her cousin. Cursing his myopia, his selfishness, he punched the couch.

Meghan jumped and all gazes in the room focused on him. "The idea of working with the witches bothers you that much?"

"No. Yes." He paced. "There’s more that you don’t know." He could work with the witches if the witches would work with him. But the necessity for doing so reeked.

Meg stared up at him, apprehension etched on her face. "It can get worse?"

"So tell us, dear boy," Sir Wesley whisked off his hat and scratched his head. "What is it that can give you such a ghostly pallor? Balberith doesn’t affect you that way."

Jason hated to scare the women but they had a right to know. He put his arm around Meghan and drew her close. "The freed demons are causing such frenzy, the world’s in danger of coming off its axis."

Everyone gaped at him.

Meghan’s face drained of all color. "How? Why?"

"All the so-called ‘natural’ disasters this past month aren’t natural. Our planet can’t take much more. If it doesn’t stop soon, our world could explode."

"Explode?" Lucy echoed dumbly.

"The planet can’t take such stress." He looked at the ghosts. "In all your years have you ever heard of so many ‘natural’ disasters at once?"

"Fire and brimstone," Kelvin the Brute said. "Judgment Day?"

"This isn’t how the signs are to come, so no. This isn’t the scheduled Judgment Day. Although my father’s kind may very well bring it now if not stopped."

"Are you suggesting we stop it?" Disbelief warbled in Sir Wesley’s voice. "We don’t have that kind of power among us."

How could so many lack vision?

"Not by ourselves. You were on the right track to ally ourselves with the witches. Only we need all the witches, and all the beings who possess supernatural powers that can still be reasoned with. Dissension won’t help anyone right now."

Lucy jumped to her feet. "So you’re saying that the devil caused this mess and will destroy the world. Now. Not in some far distant future. Do you know how crazy that sounds?"

"Need I remind you you’re surrounded by ghosts and demons? That I orbed you here?"

"Ohmigod!" Meg trembled against him. "All those hurricanes and volcano eruptions aren’t coincidental?"

"Have you ever seen a season like this?"

Lucy glared at him. "I thought you were trapped in a computer. How would you know?"

He didn’t like all this questioning from the hostile female. "I was in the Internet where I had access to all kinds of information."

"So you didn’t know this before?" Lucy seemed determined to undermine him. If she’d been up against a full-blooded demon, she’d have found herself consumed by a fireball by now or dropped inside a raging volcano.

"Most of it has only happened this month, since we’ve been here. I found out when I went to get your food."

Meg frowned at her and then at him. "Have demons no sense? No wish for self-preservation?"

A growl rumbled in Jason’s chest and he fought to suppress the beast. "Full-blooded demons? No." They were a mass of fury and devilish glee. But part human demons could be reasoned with. Most of them anyway.

"We have no time to waste fighting amongst ourselves. Sir Wesley, please contact the Pembridge sisters and see if they’re willing to present us to the Tribunal of witches."

Lucy harrumphed. "So now you’re going to be the world’s savior? Like I’m supposed to buy that?"

"Buy what you want." The beast was about ready to seal her in the dungeon if she didn’t stop giving him a hard time.

He wasn’t a savior by any means. Just a sane being which seemed to be in scarce supply. The world was in deep trouble when one of the few sane beings left was a half-demon.

Perhaps the world wasn’t worth saving. Maybe he should just let it be put out of its misery. Then all this fighting would come to an end.

No one would win.

Was anyone winning now?

When had he become so cynical?

He was in danger of becoming like the other demons after all.

Meghan....

He had to hang onto her. To their love. Selfishness might just save the world after all.

He couldn’t trust a truce solely to Sir Wesley’s persuasive powers. Turning, he hugged Meghan and buried his face in her fragranced hair. Love and despair rumbled through him. It was folly to face the witches, but what choice did he have?

What choice did the world have?

When Meghan returned his hug and pressed a kiss to his neck, hope flared in him. "We can’t let the world die."

He pulled away and gazed deeply into her eyes. "Precisely why I must go now to the high council of witches and offer our allegiance."

"But they’ll vanquish you before you can tell them why you’re there! You can’t go!"

Warmth flowed through him. She cared. "What choice do I have? Every moment I delay in telling them what I know to stop this, is one moment closer to annihilation."

Meghan clutched his hand, lacing her fingers through his. "Then I’m going with you."

"It’s too dangerous."

"No more than staying here without you or magical protection. They wouldn’t harm an innocent, so you say. Then if I’m with you, shielding you, I would be your protection. They’d have to listen to you."

No guarantees it would be that cut and dried.

"It might work." He wished he felt half as positive as she did. Still, it was his best chance. Their best chance. "Come on."

He stood and opened his arms to her.

Lucy scowled. "Sure. Leave me here as bait. Let me play nursemaid to these grungy ghosts."

"Stuff it, Luce," Meghan said as she stepped into the circle of his arms.

He tried to suppress a grin, but he gave her a squeeze. That cousin of hers needed to be put in her place.

 

* * * *

 

Meg marveled at the magic of orbing even as she dreaded facing the witch tribunal.

She still had trouble grasping the larger newly revealed world of magic. Her former existence had been so narrow. So limited. It felt as if she’d been blind and could suddenly see.

Scary. 

Exhilarating.

"Demons!" A witch yelled and hurled a fireball.

Jason orbed out with her and orbed into another spot as the fireball whizzed by them, making her dizzy.

"Wait! I’m human. He’s with me." How lame she sounded. "I’m innocent. We come to help."

"Demons, help?" one witch asked, a skeptical note in her voice.

"A human with a demon?" still another witch asked as her brows knitted into one long line.

"Are you a hostage, dear?" A kindly old witch asked from behind the younger ones, concern flooding her face.

"Yes, we’re here to help. And no, I’m not a hostage. I’m here, with him, of my own free will. He’s half-human." Like that explained it all.

"We’re listening," the first witch said, folding her arms over her chest.

"It may be a trick," the second witch said, eying them dubiously. "Let her step away from you and prove she’s not a hostage."

And leave him unprotected?

"No." Meg refused to budge from Jason’s side.

"Betina, we must bind his powers so he can’t hurt us or the woman."

"I don’t like this," Jason mumbled in Meg’s ear. "I’ll be at their complete mercy."

Nor did she, but what other choice did they have? Surely he must have expected something like this. The witches were bound to be as wary of him as he was of them.

"I don’t think we have a choice. Spook them anymore and we’re all dead. Leave and we’re all dead anyway. This is our only chance."

It sucked.

Jason’s eyes glowed red and she elbowed him and whispered. "Your eyes. Simmer down."

"What is he to you, dear?" The eldest witch who had been referred to as Betina asked, stepping forward. She directed two of the younger women to place runes around them, a magical force field that would make Jason’s powers impotent.

"He says we are lovers through eternity. That we’re soul mates," Meg said, holding Jason’s hand as he remained tense and watchful.

A young witch chuckled. "And you believe a demon?"

"Half-human."

And yes, she was beginning to believe him. As he’d predicted, he’d risked his life to come here. Would an evil being do that to selflessly help others?

Most full-blooded humans wouldn’t risk their necks. He was one-of-a-kind. A truly special being. 

She wasn’t convinced the witches were the good guys from what she’d seen so far. Stories often portrayed them as evil as demons. They still had to prove themselves to her.

"You’re not any more trusting of me than I am of you. But I--we--are taking a leap of faith as there’s no other choice. Listen to what this man has to say or doom our world to an early death."

"You have our attention. How is the world doomed?" 

Jason squeezed Meg’s hand and took a deep breath. 

"Balberith, the demon master, released all the demons imprisoned in the Internet. All these so-called natural disasters aren’t natural. The constant hurricanes, volcanic eruptions, mudslides, riots...."

"So the demons are wreaking this havoc? You know Mother Nature is royally pissed and I wouldn’t put it past her. Which demon do you allege is behind this worldwide destruction?"

"Balberith. He opened the ‘Adopt-A-Demon’ site on the Internet. Humans think it’s just a fun, harmless Halloween gag, but it’s really a vessel to release the demons. He has them sign a contract that they will pillage and plunder once back in the world."

"How do we stop them?" Betina rubbed the talisman hanging around her neck, as if drawing comfort from it.

"I don’t know. We were hoping we could stop them by working together." Jason stood tense beside her.

"Why would you, a demon, want to stop them? Why should we trust you?" The witch circled them, looking them up and down.

Meg hated being caged or put under a microscope.

Jason sighed heavily. "Because they’re out of control. The balance between good and evil is off-kilter. If we don’t set it right, everyone loses. We won’t have a planet left to be a battleground."

The witches huddled together, speaking in hushed tones.

Meg twisted around to look up at Jason. "Maybe this wasn’t such a brilliant idea."

"We’re married to it now. I can’t break the field." Jason tried to touch the invisible field, drawing sparks and earning glowering looks from the witches.

Just then, Sir Wesley orbed in with a young, beautiful witch on each arm. Identical except for different hair color, they must be twins. One had hot pink glittery, spiky hair. The other wore her silky hair long and violet.

The witch with pink hair released Wesley and approached the Tribunal. She knelt on one knee and bent her head in deference. "If I may, I’d like to speak on behalf of Sir Wesley. He would like to speak on behalf of Incubus, also known as Lord Jason Althorp."

"Incubus? Jason?" 

Jason waved his hand high in the air. "Yo. That would be me."

"You vouch for his trustworthiness?" The eldest witch nodded. "You may address the Tribunal now, Sir Wesley."

Sir Wesley floated forward and tipped his hat. "Ladies of the Council. I am an old family friend of the Pembridges’ and I am also a longtime member of Althorp Manor. I served Her Majesty in the Battle of Alnwick and gave my life in her service. Now I pledge my allegiance to Lord Jason Althorp, one of the finest men I have ever known. He is worthy of your trust. His only concern is the best interest of the world."

"You call this demon a man?" The skeptical witch asked with a disdainful expression.

"His mother was human. He is more human than most men of my acquaintance."

"And has he ever performed a demonic act?" The witch’s brow arched as she pinned him with her glare.

Sir Wesley fidgeted under it as Meg held her breath, praying the answer would be no. She longed to look at Jason, but dare not.

After a long hesitation, Wesley sadly said, "Yes." Then he hurried on. "But that was in his younger days. He was reborn and hasn’t performed mischief in many centuries."

"And the demons let him live?"

"They imprisoned me," Jason said, bristling. "For breaking the ‘Demon Code.’ Because I refused to cause mayhem and ruin. It was considered insurrection in the demon ranks."

"He led a half-human revolt against the demons. Almost won, but then some witches attacked his forces, allowing the demons to prevail. Those that weren’t vanquished were imprisoned."

The elderly witch narrowed her eyes and looked around her ranks. "So witches helped the full-blooded demons? Perhaps it was to keep this precarious balance you’re so concerned about."

"No, your grace. The demons were out of control again. It was 1886 and they had unleashed a string of hurricanes."

"But computers, much less the Internet, weren’t invented yet. Your story unravels."

"They were originally imprisoned elsewhere and later moved into the Internet. Where do you think computer viruses originated?"

Ahs and nods greeted the revelation.

So demons explained computer viruses. Unable to resist, she stood on tiptoe and whispered in Jason’s ear, "So, I should give you the bill for my hard drive crash?"

Red flame flickered in his eyes. "Don’t you know how dangerous it is to tease a demon?"

"Who’s teasing?" She batted her lashes at him.

If only the world mayhem was a joke....

Instantly, she sobered. Vicious volcanoes and killer hurricanes were no joke. The demon threat was serious.

"Excuse me," Meg spoke up. "I don’t think we have time to waste on the committee process. What are we going to do to save the world?"

A sunny-haired witch looked down her nose at Meg. "Humans should be seen and not heard. Who are you to tell us what to do?"

Jason bristled and opened his mouth to retort but Meg put a quelling finger over his lips. She understood he wanted to protect her, but she could handle verbal sparring. He could save his energy for the magical bouts.

Seething herself, she said, "A concerned world citizen. We risked our lives coming here to be proactive and set things right not to waste time. I’m not a magical being, or even a geologist, but I can see our planet hasn’t much time left. Are you with us or not?"

Out of breath, she drew in a ragged gulp of air. "If you’re against us or you don’t believe us, you may as well do away with us now as time’s about up."

Betina gazed up at the moon. "Our calculations show we have till midnight of All Hallow’s Eve until utter destruction is imminent. It’s not so easy to fight demons and now they’re being unified, Goddess help us."

"How do we stop them?" The idea of bait dangled in her mind. "What do they want above all else?"

Jason massaged the back of his neck and drawled, "That’s easy. The destruction of all their enemies--namely witches."

"So maybe this is a trap. Catch us off guard and destroy us."

"No. But if we could let them think your guard is down, we could lure them in."

"How do we do that?"

Duh. "It is Halloween, isn’t it? Season of witches and magic. Do you not hold festivals and parties? Hold a giant conference."

"Invite all the witches worldwide to the Halloween party of the century. Make it too good for the demons to ignore. They’ll think they have an easy victory." Jason leveled his gaze at each Tribunal member in turn.

"And I suppose you’ll watch our backs?" Therena flipped her silky mane behind her shoulders and anchored her hand on her hip.

"Not only me. We’ll recruit other half-demons. Not all the witches need to attend. The demons just need to think there’ll be a large gathering so they’ll have easy pickings."

"Pardon us if we don’t like the sound of that." Therena pursed her lips and twirled her hoop earring through her ear. 

"If you have a better idea, my dear, we’ll be pleased to hear it," Sir Wesley said, scratching his chin. 

Sherena and Therena exchanged glances. "Unfortunately, no. Not at the moment."

"Would you mind releasing us from this prison? Let us all sit at the table to discuss this civilly." Jason prowled the edges of the force field that entrapped them. 

"We’ll put it to a vote," the eldest witch said. She beckoned the council members to convene. Seven witches voted to release them. Six voted to keep them imprisoned.

"Not a very comfortable margin," Jason mumbled under his breath. 

"Free is free." Meg would take their freedom any way they could get it. Inside the magical field, they were helpless. Outside, they could be part of the solution.

A loud explosion rocked the room, knocking Meg off her feet and she realized she didn’t know what part of the world they were in. Shakily, she rose to her feet. "What was that? A volcano eruption?"

"Planes are crashing." 

"No, it was an earthquake."

"It’s both." 

Armageddon. 

Meg suppressed a shudder.

"May I petition the council for some magical protection for myself and my cousin? Balberith is targeting me personally." Meg stood tall and straight.

Betina tapped her chin with her finger. "Incubus will protect you."

"But he can’t be with me every second. Balberith almost killed me a few days ago. I have no protection from demons, especially if the ghosts and Lord Althorp are away on missions, nor does my cousin who is also a guest of the manor for her protection." She had trouble calling him Incubus, his demon name, and she didn’t think they would know him as Jason.

"Why are two human females guests in your home?" Betina’s gaze turned to Jason and she crossed her arms over her ample chest. 

"It’s a long story which we don’t have time to go into now, but it resulted in Balberith seeking revenge on me and threatening the two women. They had no protection where they were, so I took them with me so I could protect them until such time I could resolve the problem."

As in vanquish him?

Or maybe sentence him to his own prison world.

"I see your need and desire are honest." Betina flicked her fingers at Meghan and an agate amulet appeared around her neck. A second appeared in her fisted hand. "Touch the stone when you feel threatened. This will ward off curses and hexes. This pendant is very potent for defending against all baneful thought-forms and any evil forces both visible and invisible. It will put a field of protection around you until help can arrive."

"Thank you." A sense of security flowed through her. It seemed the witches weren’t so bad after all.

"Now recite this phrase as you touch the stone. Abracadabra."

She had to be joking, and her brow arched.

"Abracadabra is derived from the Chaldean phrase meaning ‘to perish like the word.’ It is both effective and simple to remember."

True. Who couldn’t remember abracadabra?

Sherena ambled up to the force field and let her gaze rake over Jason. "So you’re the legendary Incubus. You have quite a reputation with the human ladies." Turning her gaze to Meg, she asked, "Do you know what a lover-boy you have on your hands?"

Strike that. Some of the witches weren’t so bad. 

Twinges of jealousy attacked Meg, coiling around her heart. It was ridiculous to be jealous of Jason’s former lovers before she was even born. More so, he had no commitment to her. Except that he had pronounced them soul mates that had loved and laughed together throughout the ages. She let her hand go lax in his.

"Meghan. All those supposed other lovers were you. Each and every one. There’s no one else for me. There never has been and never will be."

The majesty of his words stole her breath and she felt guilty she had doubted him.

Doubted him?

As if they were a couple now? Even if he spoke the entire truth, and that was a big if, had she made a commitment to him in this lifetime? No!

Had she awarded him her heart?

She couldn’t answer that with a resounding no as she’d have liked to. To her despair, she leaned toward "yes."

But was it because her subconscious remembered past lives and past love? Or was new love blooming?

She couldn’t honestly answer. She didn’t want to think about it. She couldn’t afford to worry about her own trivial love life when the fate of the world was at stake.

"We’ll gather together the witches. You collect the ghosts that can be trusted," Betina said to Sir Wesley. "And you bring those half-demons that can be trusted. We’ll meet back here two nights hence on the stroke of midnight. May the Goddess be with you. Blessed be."

"Blessed be," everyone echoed except Meghan. Silvery moonbeams danced upon their heads as they levitated around the chamber.

The runes were removed and they were finally free. Meg took in a deep breath, relishing free air. If she couldn’t take being imprisoned for a few minutes, how could Jason have taken it for a century?

Jason looked up. "May I bring the other human woman here for your protection? My manor will be deserted and she’ll be vulnerable there."

"Bring her. She can stay with our children."

Jason orbed away and then orbed back with Lucy, all in less than five minutes.

Lucy massaged her forehead, looking puzzled. "What just happened?"

"You orbed." Meg felt like a pro at it by now and had even started enjoying this most convenient and expedient method of travel. Cars would seem dismally slow after this. Even planes. 

"I’m dizzy." Lucy’s gaze roamed the room, settling on the neon-haired twins. "Am I back in Vegas?"

"Not quite," Meg said, suppressing a smile.

"Come here," Jason murmured to her, his eyes dark, glassy pools which threatened to drown her.

His softly spoken command mesmerized her and she took his outstretched hand again. Tingles shot through her and warmth suffused her.

He put his arm around her shoulders and winked down at her. "This just might work."

It had to!

What was the alternative?

She shuddered, not wanting to think about it, unable to turn off her maudlin thoughts.

Jason blinked them home.

Home....

Now why did she think that way of the manor?

Babbling, the ghosts surrounded them. Sir Wesley whistled loudly and faced the melee. "Attention! We will divide up the world and muster our armies. Our planet will not have seen so great a war since Lucifer led his revolt. Heaven help us, we’ll be victorious again."

Cheers went up from the ghosts who did loop-de-loops and flips in the air.

Irving swung his axe over his head, making the air whir uneasily. "Let us at ‘em. Me blood is stirring in me veins, first time in centuries."

"What blood?" Kelvin challenged, sticking a transparent hand through Irving’s translucent form.

"Me point is clear enough. You know what I mean." With a grimace Irving swung his axe through Kelvin.

Meg chafed to be going but she couldn’t swallow a large yawn. Hiding it behind her hand didn’t work, either. 

"You need some rest before you keel over." Jason rubbed the small of her back, making her groan in pleasure.

Her mind fought the fuzziness claiming her body. "But I want to help you--go with you."

"You’ll do me no good falling asleep. You’ll need all your wits to stay alive." He slid a finger under her chin and tilted her face up to him. "Even with the amulet. You can’t evoke its powers if you’re not alert."

But he could get hurt--vanquished--while she slept.

God, what was happening to her? She wasn’t a clinging vine.

He was a grown man.

Half-demon.

Centuries older and wiser than her....

She drank in his sexy vision. He was more virile and handsome than most thirty-five year old men. "Take care of yourself. These guys wouldn’t know what to do without you."

How lame!

She turned to trudge upstairs but he caught her wrist and pulled her back against him. "And what about you?"

She’d be devastated.

The world would be doomed.

Putting on a show of bravado, she said, "I’d be sad the world’s protector is gone. Scared for our collective fates...."

His lips mere kissing distance away, he murmured, "Uh huh. Don’t make me into a saint. I’m just a concerned man."

A wild beast....

Her blood pressure skyrocketed and she was suddenly wide awake.

"A man who needs his rest every bit as much as you." Jason looked up and stared at the glowing eyes rapt upon them. "Go get a life! This is private business."

Sir Wesley shooed the ghosts away. "Duty calls. Off with you now."

It suddenly felt like a sauna instead of a drafty haunted mansion. A fan would be most welcome. Even an open window. Perhaps less clothing....

Passion blazed in Jason’s eyes and he smiled evocatively. He laid a hand on her shoulder and in the blink of an eye, they were in his bed chamber.

He cradled her face between his palms and plundered her lips in an all-consuming kiss.

Loving his taste, yearning to be closer yet, she curled her arms around his neck and strained closer. Being in his arms, drinking deeply of him felt so very right. So perfect.

So familiar....

After a bliss-filled eternity, he pulled back and rested his forehead against hers. His thumbs caressed the slopes of her breasts, making her dizzy. "It’s been so bleak without you. I might as well have been in prison the entire time we were apart.

"You’re much too sweet to be a demon...."

"Half-demon. I was raised in the human world by my mother, here in this manor. You really liked my mother."

She gasped with shock. "I knew her?"

He nodded. "And she loved you."

It was so strange to hear herself spoken about in the past tense that she shivered and awoke from her stupor. He needed rest or the whole world would be past tense. "You said you need rest."

A devilish red gleam lit his eyes, and he encircled her waist with his hands and drew her inexorably close. "Oh, we’ll rest a whole lot better after we wear each other out making love."

Heaven knew she was too wired, too stimulated to drift off to sleep. She ached for him. She needed him. This could be their last time together, not merely in this reincarnation, but for eternity.

Nodding, she gave herself over to the mass of whirling sensations threatening to overcome her. Tiptoeing, she placed sultry kiss on his lips and pressed a palm flat against his maddeningly drumming heartbeat.

"Do you want me or the beast?" He asked against her lips, high voltage vibrating through him.

"Just you. In whatever form you are." He was the beast. The beast was him. How did one separate the whole?

He lifted his head and roared, the beast emerging and then disappearing almost as fast as it came, making her wonder if it had been her imagination. "Are you sure? I’ve struggled with the beast all my life. Hated it. Cursed my demon father. I hate to pass on this legacy to another generation."

His children....

Her children....

"They would only be one-quarter demon--if they’re mine, too. Wouldn’t the demon be tempered with so much human blood? Like in you, but more so?" Excited by the hard ridge of his desire, she nestled closer to him.

His eyes glowed red and his horns began to grow. "No guarantees. Demon blood is strong."

"Your human half is stronger. It dominates the beast--most of the time." She caressed his horns, delighting when he closed his eyes and moaned.

She’d discovered how to soothe the wild beast. 

"Except when I’m overly excited. Or stressed."

"Like now." Moistening her lips with her tongue, she tugged gently on his horns.

"Like now." A growl rumbled in his chest.

"I’ve always been fascinated by flames. And I love hot stuff."

The hotter, the better.

A growl rumbled in her own chest. She felt absolutely primitive. Wanton.

Quivering with lust, she rubbed against him. "I wish we had all night, but...." How she wished they had all of eternity!

"But we have a world to save. After I savor your sweetness one...."

She put her fingers to his lips to shush his words, praying it wouldn’t be the last time. "Think positive. Surely good will overcome evil." He proved it on a daily basis.

"I wish it were so simple. If so, my father’s kind would have died out eons ago."

Maybe there really had to be balance. Day and night. Summer and winter. White and black. Human and demon....

"If evil was so much stronger, then good would have died eons ago, too."

Burning up with wildfire, she swept her tongue down the long arch of his neck to the Vee she’d opened in his shirt. "Love me." If there was more love in the world, these atrocities wouldn’t be happening. Maybe the sixties flower children had the right idea.

"Always and forever." Eagerly, with trembling hands, he pushed her clothes off.

She returned the favor and rubbed against his very hot, throbbing cock. "This can’t be the end, but if it is, I want to be in your arms."

"Does that mean you remember us?"

She still only had vague recollections. More feelings than anything. She just nodded, not wanting to spoil the tender mood. "Some." She desperately hoped they had time for all of it to return to her.

Fate would be too cruel if it ripped them apart now.

But what did fate care? The world was literally being ripped apart. The next time the earth trembled could be its last.

She needed his strength so she burrowed deeper into his arms, impossibly close but not nearly close enough. "I want you. I need you." She punctuated each sentence with a kiss.

"You love me?"

An old 70’s song played in her mind. In her case, she had loved him before. And she was falling irrevocably head-over-heels in love again.

Falling?

Avalanche was more like it.

Of course what hot-blooded mortal woman stood a prayer against the lethal combination of the sweetest man and sexiest demon throughout eternity?

How had she gotten so lucky to be his chosen one?

But they weren’t lucky. Not yet.

About ready to go up in flames if she didn’t quench her rampaging desire, she pulled him to the bed with her and laid down. She held out her arms to him. "Kiss me."

"Love to, darlin’." He joined her on the bed. Cradling her in his arms, he stroked her hair as if she was the most precious thing in the world, making her feel very cherished.

Hungry, she kissed him greedily and let her hands roam his well-muscled length. So sexy. So powerful. So masterful. She thrilled to his every touch.

Wanton with yearning, tingling all over, she spread her legs wide and guided him to her. When the tip of his cock stroked her inner folds, molten lava flowed through her and she moaned in ecstasy.

Lifting her hips high, she parried his thrusts, taking him deeper and deeper until she encased his entire length.

Wild fury ripped through her, unleashing her own beast and she thrashed beneath him. She raked his back with her fingernails and tightened her muscles around his girth, relishing what could be her last time united with him.

His rhythm slowed and he pulled out to the tip of his penis, teasing her unmercifully. He balanced his weight on his arms and gazed into her eyes. Arching back, he howled so loudly the windows rattled and he became her beast.

He pulled all the way out and she protested bitterly, hovering on the brink of orgasm. Bereft, she shivered. Then he licked his way down the length of her body, pausing to swirl his tongue in her belly button, making her writhe with rekindled flames.

Quivering all over, she spread her legs as wide as they would part, inviting him to feast on her nectar. His hand blazed the trail, first cupping her mons, and then massaging her swollen clit, so that she writhed uncontrollably.

Again she lifted her hips to his penetration, eager to feel his tongue caress her most intimate core. 

Fascinated by his horns, she stroked them lightly, and then more feverishly when his tongue moved in chorus with her hands.

Wave upon wave of ecstasy crashed through her and she clung to his horns as he lapped at her ravenously. Unquenchable desire rumbled through her and she pushed her mons in his face, begging for more.

When the rapture subsided, he flipped her over. "Get on your hands and knees," he ordered.

Eager to finally feel his possession, she did as bade. Wiggling her butt in front of him enticingly, she pleaded, "Now!"

Placing his hands on her buttocks, he rammed his cock into her, making her scream with delight. "No mercy."

Mercy was the last thing she craved.

She wanted him and his cock in all its long, delicious length. She wanted a wild, uninhibited night in case it was her last on earth.

Her heavy breasts swayed with the force of his plunges so that her nipples grazed the bed. With each swing, luscious sensations spiraled out of control. 

Tightening her muscles around his cock, she milked his seed, racing toward rapture. When he drove his finger into her anus, her dam burst and a tidal wave of rapture threatened to drown her.

He pounded into her and with one final driving thrust, he shuddered against her. They fell to the bed, and he held her tightly. His warm lips nuzzled the back of her neck, tickling her.

"You taste incredible." He murmured against her flesh. His arms crept around her waist and he pulled her back against him.

Sighing contentedly, she curled against him, tucking herself against his heart where she longed to stay forever. She was home in his arms. She was in heaven.

Except for one huge snag--hell had surfaced and the world relied on them to save it.

  

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

  

An explosion threw Meg to the floor where she banged her head and knees. Pain ravaged her. Tangled in sheets, she fought to free herself and make sense of the melee. "Jason?!?" 

"Invoke the amulet. Balberith...."

Fireballs hurled through the air at Jason. He orbed out and back in but the fire decimated the room. Flames licked the curtains. The bed went up like a bonfire. Walls crashed around her as she held the amulet, reciting "Abracadabra."

She crawled toward the window, seeking escape. The sight that met her eyes horrified her even more. Steam swelled up from the deep crevices and then fire erupted from the moors. The earth swallowed whole trees and outbuildings.

Gasping, she recoiled but was riveted to the horrifying sight. Hell really had risen. Fire and brimstone erupted from the underworld destroying the world as she knew it. "Holy...."

"Just the opposite, dear one." Insanity flickering in his eyes, Balberith stormed toward her raising his hand as if preparing to hurl another fireball. "How dare you corrupt one of the demons--again? Thwart my plans."

How dare she?

"How dare you try to destroy my world! I get the fact you’re evil, but are you stupid, too?"

His face contorted into that of a hideous monster and he hurled fireballs at her in rapid succession. "Stupid?"

Wincing and holding her breath, she prayed the field held. The blinding balls disintegrated against an invisible wall. "Yes, stupid. You’ll die, too, if the world explodes." 

"Melodramatic human. Some chaos will not make the world explode." He circled her, touching the field as if testing it. Sparks seemed to fly from his fingertips.

"The wi--others disagree. Call off your evil minions."

"I don’t answer to humans."

"Then answer to me!" Jason hurled a fireball at Balberith.

Balberith scowled and orbed out.

The fireball crashed against her field, knocking her off her feet.

She lowered her force field, ecstatic to see Jason.

But the smoke filled her lungs and she began coughing and her eyes watered. "Get me out of here."

He rushed toward her. His eyes widened and then narrowed. "No!"

Arms grabbed her from behind and yanked off her amulet before she could grab for it. They dragged her roughly against a hard body. Maniacal laughter chilled her to the bone.

Ohmigod! The amulet!

Balberith’s vile breath scorched her ear. "You’re mine."

"Take me instead." Jason stared at him with a dangerous gleam in his eyes.

Balberith snarled. "In time. I had you and she set you free. Then you voided the contract."

Digging his fingers into the tender flesh of her neck, he inflicted shattering pain. "The fine print says I get you if your demon doesn’t fulfill his end of the bargain."

Seething, she bit back a cry of pain and outrage. "I didn’t read that in the contract!"

But she had thought it a Halloween gag and therefore the standard legalese that the worst they could do was to sell her email name to a thousand annoying cold mail lists and send her some advertisements.

"White text on a white background. Totally bogus and you know it."

"So sue me. You’re an attorney, now, too?" The vile creature modeled a name in the air with his hands. "Incubus, Esquire. I just don’t see it, dude. You want her back unscathed, you call off your attack dogs and fulfill your contract."

Struggling against her captor, she earned herself a stinging cuff in the head from him. "Don’t do it. I’ll die anyway. We all will if you don’t stop him."

"You’ll die, they’ll die, we’ll all die together," the crazy nut grotesquely mimicked an ancient children’s rhyme.

"You’re insane!"

"Stupid and now insane. You do have a death wish. Wave bye-bye to lover-boy." Balberith sniffed back fake tears and rubbed his fists over his eyes. "Parting is such sweet sorrow. Boo hoo."

A blink of an eye later, Balberith held her by her big toe, dangling her over a bubbling volcano. "Betcha never thought you’d see the inside of a volcano up close and personal."

Sulfur and ash filling her lungs and tickling her nostrils, coughs racked her frame. The movement caused her to sway alarmingly and he dropped her.

As she raced to her doom, her lives flashed before her eyes. Terror engulfed her and strangled screams tore from her throat, reverberating off the crater walls.

Then strong arms caught her and she expelled a sigh of relief. "Jason, I remember it all now."

"Oh, Jason, I honestly love you," Balberith’s vile voice made fun of her on a high-pitched whine.

Livid, she kicked and clawed at the demon master.

"Temper. Temper. If I drop you now, you’ll become volcano soup in two seconds."

"Wasn’t that the idea?" she asked dryly, her throat scratchy and raw from the unbearable heat. Much longer in here and her flesh would melt off her bones, even if he didn’t coat her in lava.

"The idea is to torture, maim, and mutilate first. Quick and painless isn’t my style. A demon’s got to have a little fun." He lowered her to within mere feet of the boiling cauldron and yanked her back as the magna shot up.

He was demented!

Perspiration poured off her profusely and water dripped from her straggly hair. "Go to hell!"

"We’re already there. Isn’t it gorgeous?"

"Could use a good decorator," she said wryly, through her gritted teeth.

In less than a blink, walls of water and wind slammed into her, gagging, almost drowning her. Freezing now, her teeth chattered. "Wh-where are we now?"

Balberith held her by her hair and his voice came at her through a wall of water. "Why, Florida. Don’t you recognize it? Home, sweet paradise."

"You’ve wrecked it." Furious, she spat at him. Unfortunately, the wind whisked it away.

"On the contrary, it’s glorious now. All that sunshine gave me a dreadful eye ache. "Would you like to go swimming with the sharks?"

Sharks.

Trembling, she hissed in a ragged breath. Boil her in lava. Drown her. But don’t feed her to those soulless monsters.

Only she couldn’t let him know that or he would feed her to them for sure and there wouldn’t be so much as a skeleton left of her to hang on someone’s door as a Halloween decoration.

"Ha! I r-ride sharks for fun." 

Great! Freezing, her teeth had shattered making her sound terrified.

"You deserve one last hoorah then. Enjoy!" He flung her into the wind. "Bye-bye baby," he crooned in a deep bass.

"You bastar--!" She crashed into the water so hard, she almost lost consciousness.

The roiling waves battered her around, pushing her under with their icy cold fingers. She struggled to stay atop the deadly water, to gulp in precious air, but it was like riding a slippery mad bull. But she was no match for 100 mph winds and driving rain, and she was dragged under into the murky depths. Crushed under tons of water, inertia claimed her limbs and she was tossed about by the relentless current.

Fate wouldn’t let her die in Jason’s arms.

So cruel.

So heartbreaking.

Jason’s image wavered before her failing eyesight as her lids grew unbearably heavy. A sad smile curled her lips and she reached out to touch him one last time. To her dismay, her movement erased the mirage.

"Jason!" Water rushed into her mouth and she began to choke. As she felt her life draining from her, a pair of black beady eyes hurtled toward her, horrifying her.

 

* * * *

 

Frantic to find Meghan before time ran out for either of them, Jason scoured the globe. Scrying had pointed him at the vast Atlantic basin, which was a virtual sheet of rain.

His heart skipped several beats when he found her underwater, a bite away from a killer shark. His fury raging forth, he vanquished the sea fiend and scooped his beloved into his arms and orbed her to the witches.

He had many powers, but healing wasn’t in his arsenal. Laying her down reverently before Betina, he made his humble request, "She’s dying. Please save her."

Betina laid her hands over Meghan’s heart and frowned. "I shall try, but my efforts may be for naught as we have not yet accomplished our mission. It may be much kinder to let her be, spare her further pain."

How he wished he could be so altruistic. He would give his life for her, but he couldn’t watch her die again and not try to save her. He gazed deeply into the old woman’s compassionate eyes. "As long as there is life, there is hope. Please save her."

"I don’t know that my powers are strong enough, but I shall try. Stand back and be still so I can channel all my energies." Betina looked up and a gentle smile played about her lips. "Join me, Sherena and Therena. Come, too, Lucy, to represent your family and add your love to the mix. Our magic is stronger combined. Help me save this innocent."

Lucy and the twins came forward and the group formed a circle around Meghan. They held hands, closed their eyes, and began chanting over the dying woman.

For a miracle, he’d make a deal with God.

Instead, Balberith’s fanatical laughter spewed over him. "Tsk tsk. It’s folly to fall in love with mortals. You can’t win. They expire so fast. It’s time to pay your debt."

"Greedy son of a bitch." Rage roared through Jason and he lunged at the monster responsible for Meghan’s condition. "You’ve got to be stopped."

"You and what army?" Balberith glanced at the witches disdainfully. "Your new friends?"

The demon master held up his hand and a green light glowed from it, paralyzing him.

 

* * * *

 

Meghan awoke just in time to witness Balberith’s demand. Full-strength flowed through her veins and she bolted up. "You can’t take him till the last stroke of midnight tonight."

All Hallows Eve.

Balberith growled, baring his teeth. "He’s not bonded with his soul mate so he’s mine. Read the contract, paragraph five, section two. In black and white."

"Bonded?" Perplexed, her forehead furrowed.

"Marriage. And your witches’ ceremonies don’t suffice. Hissing, the witches encircled them, Sherena and Therena leading the way.

Lucy pushed through the crowd and cleared her throat. She pointed to herself and then tilted her head at Meg and Jason.

"Be gone with you demon!" Betina threw white light at Balberith which hurled him against the wall.

Balberith fell to the floor in a heap. "Destroy me and he’s sucked into the void. He’ll be imprisoned for eternity."

Meghan joined her love and clasped his hand. Looking at the awful creature, she asked, "If I marry him before the last stroke of midnight, we’re free?"

"Yes, but you only have one minute left...."

Lucy faced Meghan and Jason. "Hold hands. Now, do you Meghan Francesca Lenihan, take this man, Lord Jason Althorp as your lawfully wedded husband, till death do you part?"

Meghan glanced shyly at her almost husband and nodded. Thrills shot through her when Jason squeezed her hand. Everything was so surreal. So right. "I do."

Balberith frowned. "You can’t do this."

Lucy turned her gaze on Jason ignoring the demon master and continued. "Do you Lord Jason...."

"Rupert," he supplied, grinning widely.

The clock struck midnight and Meghan sucked in her breath, willing Lucy to rush the lifesaving ceremony.

"Lord Jason Rupert Althorp, do you take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife? To hold and to cherish till death do you part?"

"I do. But for all eternity." Jason rubbed the pads of his thumbs over her pulse points, warming her all over.

"Please kiss the bride and seal the union." Lucy glowed with pride, and folded her hands before her.

Jason smiled and gathered Meg into his arms, kissing her thoroughly, making her toes curl.

Lucy finished as the last stroke of midnight tolled, "I now pronounce you man and wife."

Laughing, Balberith pointed to Jason. "Good try but you are mine. Back into the demon realm, slave.

When Jason didn’t disappear, a stunned expression spread across Balberith’s face. "You shouldn’t still be here."

"The marriage is legal and binding," Lucy said, smiling widely. "I’m a Justice of the Peace."

Jason released Meg’s hand and flung a fireball at their enemy. "Nor should you."

The fireball struck Balberith full in the chest and a look of disbelief flashed across his face. He went up in a puff of flame, and then turned to ash. 

Sir Wesley and Irving popped into the chamber. "You won’t believe what just happened," they echoed in chorus, stunned incredulity etched on their faces.

Jason curled his arm around Meg’s waist and drew her against his side. "Let me take a wild guess. The hurricanes disappeared in the blink of an eye, the volcanoes stopped boiling, and the earth stopped quaking."

"I told you he was psychic," Irving whispered loudly to Sir Wesley.

Meg grinned up at her groom with adoration and stood on tiptoe as she pressed a kiss to his oh-so-inviting lips. "The only wild thing I ever want to see again is my beast. In private."

Fire flamed in Jason’s eyes and his horns peeked out over his hair. He wiggled them at her evocatively. "I think that can be arranged."

Meg wrinkled her nose at him. "I said in private."

"What exotic location do you want to honeymoon in, my love?" Jason savored her lips, his warm and intoxicating against hers.

Exotic was the last thing she wanted or needed after their adventure. "Somewhere private and uneventful. We’ll make our own excitement."

A primitive growl rumbled through his chest and he orbed her to the moon. "Is this private enough?"

Amazed that she could breathe despite the absence of atmosphere and by the splendor of the universe spread out before her, she twirled giddily until he caught her in his embrace. "Absolutely perfect!" 

Awe-struck, she pointed at Earth and marveled, "The clouds are so fluffy and white. The oceans are so sparkling blue."

"That means everything is right with the universe, Lady Althorp."

In other words, no more Halloween planet. The demons and witches were in balance once more … at least till the next October.

She hoped.

 

The End

