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"Just because I love you, don't think you're getting off easy today." The words came out of Darla's mouth with a bit of joy that even Keeley could tell was forced. Not that her sister wasn't quietly also taking joy in the bit of torture she'd devised for her. There were limits though, and the complex device that had been set up was designed to push a certain someone into either finding her true Greater Demon strength, or kill her. Keeley hated dying. It was so messy.
"I know. Again, sorry I made you a slave to my will and forced you to tell me all your secrets." Keeley had to fight a grin, even if the situation was looking pretty dire at the moment. After all, she wasn't truly sorry for it. If she had to, she'd even do it again. That was a big part of the horrendous training she'd been getting for nearly two months. It was designed to make her not want to screw with Darla ever again. Not in the same way, at least.
"Apology accepted, for what it's honestly worth. Now, get ready. I don't particularly want to explain to Sherry how I crushed you under a car for fun." Then without warning, Frieda, what the blonde Greater Demon called her Volkswagen van, started to lower suddenly onto Keeley's waiting palms.
The pain started instantly, of course. That was expected. The device itself temporarily blocked Keeley from using her magic to reinforce her strength, speed, or from using her mind to simply lift the thing off of her. It had to, because she'd managed to use all of those methods the last three times they tried this. This time she wasn't getting out of it that easily, which was terrible, since, without her powers she could only bench press about two hundred pounds. That was good enough to make her one of the best high school athletes in the country, for a girl, in almost any sport, but it wouldn't even slow Frieda really. In fact it wasn't. Not at all.
The weight dropped onto her chest, making ribs crack and pain flare sharply. It was impossible to breathe too, which was much less than fun. Darla just stood back, her arms crossed and face looking cold, and a little self-satisfied.
"Finally. I was worried that I'd missed something and you'd use magic for it again. I suggest you get to pushing. I can't free you from this you know. Another failsafe I built in. No one in the world can. Not in time to save you. Either you lift it yourself, or I need a new sister." She managed to sound pretty glib about it, but there had to be some real worry involved.
Didn't there?
At least unless her sister was blocking that out, so she didn't feel anything. Which was probably the case, Keeley realized as she started to black out from the pain and lack of air. She pushed as hard as she could, but it wasn't enough at all. She was dying.
Keeley really hated that.
Lift. She focused as hard as she could, which was about the only thing she could really do at the moment, and strained. Pressing and focusing on the cold and slightly oily brace, a fine grit from the road pressing into her soft hands, she put everything her body had into it. Fighting to get it away from her chest, even the tiniest bit. At first nothing happened at all.
Then, slowly, just as she started to panic, it moved. Barely. Everything in her body ached, and it was like she was tearing herself apart, but it happened. She could breathe again, the underside of the metal beast a whole half inch off of her chest finally. Then it stopped, her body not able to do any more.
At least she didn't think so. Next to her there was a bright red sneaker to the left, but nothing else showed of her sister, except that she was too far back to be helping. So it was actually her doing it. That was something.
There was a grunt followed by an obvious step back.
"Keep going. When you straighten your arms it will lock in place and you'll be able to heal yourself. Until then you can die doing this. I know it seems harsh, but it has to be done." 
Even Keeley knew that, as painful as it was in the moment. If she didn't get her Demon strength going soon, somehow, the others of her own kind would simply kill her. Not in a kind and gentle fashion like dropping a car on her either, most likely. It would probably involve being raped to death. While being flayed alive. At least that seemed likely, since the nice, rational Greater Demons weren't the ones that had it out for her. Most of them liked the fact that she was at least marginally sane and well balanced.
She pushed harder. Where the power came from she couldn't tell, after a bit there was nothing but trying to lift the thing on top of her, the life still leaving her body, if slowly. Agony didn't describe what she was feeling even, her broken body half crushed, her lungs bleeding inside, drowning Keeley on her own blood. The truth was, she didn't have a lot of time left, she realized. 
When she got the thing halfway up, a feeling of triumph starting to come across her mind, Darla... Stepped in and put her right foot on the bumper, pressing down, to stop her.
"Now, the next time you feel like making me your slave, I suggest you bring a whip and a leather outfit, because if you take me over like that again, I will kill you. Understood?" To accentuate the point the vehicle started to come back down again, even as Keeley fought desperately to summon the last bit of strength she could find.
There was no air to speak, but when the foot came off of the shiny cream colored van the whole thing shot up suddenly. Meaning that her sister had been cheating, and using her own magical ability to hold her in place as she pressed down. With a clang the thing locked into place, Keeley's arms breaking at the elbows with an audible crack.
"Uhg." She tried to keep the moaning to a minimum, but the collar around her throat, the one that was made of silver metal and brass arcane inlays, fell off, meaning her magic was back. She didn't wait, starting to heal as fast as she could. It was exhausting, but half a minute later she was able to scoot out from under the metal doom above her. "That was not fun."
"No, I know it wasn't. It worked though, at least to get things started for you. Hopefully it will be enough to get things started for you, physically speaking. If I have it right, all you need now, is time and some exercise. All healed yet?" The collar was fished out from under the vehicle and slid back around her neck without waiting to find out if that was the case at all, and a powerful kick sent Keels back under at an odd angle.
Before she could do anything, the world became the underside of the filthy metal again. This time only her right hand was in position for the lifting and the whole process stared over again. She did it though, with only half the internal damages. With one hand the whole thing finally went up enough to lock into place.
The metal around her neck burned, since she was subconsciously trying to use her other powers to do the work. It got hot enough that she could smell the sweet scent of her own flesh cooking. It made her hungry. That was sick of course, but her body had started out the day starving, so what could she expect?
As soon as she could, she pushed out from under again, only to find the burning thing around her neck still and an enraged looking cheerleader trying to crush her head with a sledgehammer. She rolled in time, but before she made it to her feet a red sports shoe's hit her cracked ribcage.
Keeley gasped, pain tearing through her.
"Seriously? We can't have lunch first?"
The answer didn't come in words, but rather a series of blows, each faster than the last. When they hit it was, if not full force, enough to kill the girl that Keeley looked like. A model thin stick figure with decent breasts, that looked fake, and long dark brown hair. If she'd really been a human, the first blow would have destroyed her utterly. That was the point though, that and speed. Greater Demons were tough, or supposed to be. For the last four or five months she'd been using her magic to keep her going, but that wasn't going to cut it anymore, it didn't seem.
The weapon being held in her right hand, Darla suddenly reversed it, slapping the wooden handle against Keeley's face. It hurt, a burning that meant the skin had torn, but that was just a thing. The fact was it should have sent her teeth onto the gray concrete of the garage floor, but it didn't for some reason. That was a good sign, since it meant she might survive the lesson.
"Fight back. Even now you can't survive the beating I'm about to give you if you don't." Now the words seemed a lot happier though, as the top of the sledge was ripped off and thrown directly at Keeley's mid-section. It didn't hit, but her dodging took her directly into the wooden handle, because, no matter what else, Darla was a very good fighter.
She also wasn't lying about the beating she had planned.
It was a bloody and brutal thing, Keeley not able to block the pain much, her magic held away from her mind for a bit. After about twenty minutes though, her sister relented a little and set the weapon down, resting it against the rack near the door of the place.
"Not bad. Let's get the collar off and you can get a shower. I'll make lunch. You can pay me for your share." The words would have sounded mean to anyone listening, but they weren't meant that way.
In fact making her pay for the food was a compliment. After all, baby Demons were fed for free by their mentors. Only an adult would be expected to pay for herself at each turn. Doing otherwise would start a fight in most cases, being a huge insult. Claiming ownership of them. As her mentor, Darla could have done that, but she just ran a hand quickly along Keeley's neck, took the metal ring in her palm and stepped back quickly, in case an attack came.
Keeley didn't bother. She locked the pain down and healed instead, her body actually shrinking from the amount of energy it took. The ultimate diet, Demon magic. If she could bottle the stuff she'd rule the Western hemisphere just for that effect alone.
"Make lots. I'll write a check." Then she shuffled off to the bathroom for that shower, clothing already in place for her on the low bench next to the sink. It was all stuff Darla had picked for her, so, while it looked great on her when she finally finished scrubbing all the blood out of her hair and dressed, the tight and tiny skirt, the black stockings that ended at her thighs, and brilliant green form fitting blouse didn't leave a lot to the imagination.
Looking in the mirror she knew that she was going to need some make-up. Her face was healed, but was too thin looking by far. She focused, even though she was starving, and pushed some fluid into her cheeks so that she'd look a bit less like a skeleton for the party later. In the moment though she had to eat. Enough to put on at least ten pounds, most of which would have to go into muscle repair.
At least that's what her body was trying to demand of her.
It was a new thing though, and a good one, since it meant that the plan, Darla's little set of tricks, had worked. A little at least. Her strength was kicking in. The speed too.
It was about freaking time.
She tried to flow down the stairs toward the table where they'd be eating, trays of things that didn't need to be cooked at all already setting out for her. She dug in to the protein first. With a spoon, into the container of powdered egg whites that Darla had left out for her. There was other stuff, things that most would have eaten without a second thought, but she felt drawn to the red container, smelling that it actually had what she needed to eat first in it. It took a bit of water to wash it down, but she could feel her body tearing the strands of amino acids apart and turning them directly into skeletal muscle. If she wasn't careful Keeley would end up looking like a body builder.
All lean muscle topped with fake looking breasts. That wasn't exactly what she wanted though, so worked in a large amount of carbs as soon as she finished the first container. There were two cakes and a blueberry pie for that. It was an amount of food that would have seemed insane to any normal person, and she didn't take pleasure in eating it even. It was fuel that she needed so badly that her taste buds actually disengaged on their own. She could barely even perceive what was in her mouth as she mechanically chewed and swallowed.
That meant that she was able to get through most of the food left for her quickly, even the three containers of vegetable shortening. It wasn't flavored, and right now, she didn't care. Her body started using it all so fast that she never even felt full at all, hunger aching within her the whole time, no matter how fast food was tucked into place.
When Darla emerged from the kitchen with a large platter of steaks and pork chops, she didn't bother with the pretense that there would be anything left for her, just setting the whole thing, a very tall heap, in front of her sister with a smile.
"Eat up, we have that party tonight and you can't afford to go in half starved looking." There was a hint of disapproval in her gaze, which got Keeley to stop eating, still hungry or not.
"I agree. You know what works to keep me looking like a real girl and not an anorexic? Not starving me. At least I hear that's the way it works for everyone else. We could give it a try maybe?" She didn't sound bitter about it, since the extra training in shape shifting had proven very useful, and she was even good at it. The fact was though, it took massive physical resources and Darla had been pushing her so hard she hadn't had a chance to build up any kind of reserve at all. It was part of her punishment.
Keeley figured that, in a short thirty or forty years, Darla would forgive her for what she'd done. Maybe. The sad thing there was that her loving big sis was actually being soft and kind to her, by Greater Demon standards. Enough so that the others really would make fun of her if they found out how gentle she was being about it all. Even the nice ones would have killed her for taking them over like she had Darla.
In a way it meant she was loved. It felt nice.
Darla smirked at her and then pointed to the food.
"Eat and stop whining. If you want to have enough energy, I suggest you learn to use that which is around you finally, and stop acting like a child that needs to be lead around by the hand." She waved at the air to her right, then held a single palm up to it. After a few moments, the world warped a bit, much like when a path onto the inroads was being summoned, but different. Energy started to move in toward the delicate hand, and then became one with the Demon, who kept doing it for a while as Keeley ate and watched in silence, trying to figure out how it was done.
It was complicated, requiring a good half dozen complex processes at once.
Darla didn't explain them all, but the demonstration lasted until the last of the meat was gone.
"When you learn to do that, no one will easily be able to starve you again. It isn't a full replacement for food, you'll need that as building blocks for cells still, but it can be stored within you and used to power most of the magic you'll need to use, day to day. Then you pretend not to be a glutton all the time." She made it sound easy, and as if Keeley was expected to whip the trick out on her own at any moment.
Because, of course, she was. Her real age was sixteen, but their lie, the one meant to protect her from the others, involved her pretending to be at least a hundred years old. That was still a kid, as far as her kind was concerned, but it would be enough to keep anyone from just trying to destroy her outright.
Maybe.
Holding up her hand she tried to replicate the process that her sister had just shown. After a moment the warping happened, and the energy flowed. She was even able to move it into her body well enough, and then try and start the six different processes that would let her drink in and store it all. That didn't happen though. She felt a tiny bit better for it, she thought, but it was a failure as far as a usable technique yet. She'd tried it before, several times, and this was the best that Keeley had actually managed yet.
There was a gentle clapping from across the table then. Positive reinforcement for a job not really done at all. It was so obvious Keeley made a face at the cheerleading captain.
Darla was smiling though.
"Good. By tomorrow I expect you to have that down. Unless you plan to spend the night with your new human pet? The Line Walker. That sounds almost like a Greater Demon name, doesn't it? Are you certain he isn't one of us?" The question wasn't just making conversation, even though the woman across the table could have gotten the information herself more directly, with a simple visit to Zack at his store.
"Pretty certain. I could be wrong. Barb showed me that at least some Greater Demons might be able to fool me like that, but I really don't think so. Finias doesn't think he is. Or, if that's the case, he isn't telling me about it at all. I wasn't planning to sleep with him though, since, you know, virgin. Me, not him. He's doing fine that way." She knew that for a fact, having kept tabs on the man since their last meeting. Zack and Lenore the Vampire ambassador were hooking up. Not that the idea bothered Keeley. She liked the man alright, but it was in a friendly manner really. That didn't mean she wouldn't have sex with him if it came up, but she wasn't going to go loopy and fall in love with him either.
Not until after she knew that Xenses was really out of the picture.
That got her to shrug.
"If Zack turns out to be a Greater Demon, then the only thing I can think of here is that he's actually Xenses's child. The one that he thought I was. How that worked I don't know. Maybe he figured that I was Zack? He had him as a child for months and kept him on the inroads the whole time, abusing him horribly. I mean, things that nearly had me tossing my cookies when I picked it up from him. Eating humans, horrible sexual abuse, things that would have had me going after Xenses even if I'd liked him before learning that. Zack is totally insane though, so..." If he were a Demon, then that would mean they'd probably have to kill him in the end. Insane Greater Demons were kind of a risk to the world.
Darla shrugged, a sensual movement that seemed almost like she was getting ready to invite someone to the bedroom. Keeley got the idea, she was subtly threatening her, with rape, because she was still angry over the little deal that they'd had. Her words didn't reflect that though.
Not at all.
"Well, I'll try to see what I can find out from him tonight. I have a little more experience with this kind of thing than you do. Either way we should form a strong wall around him. Finias seems to want him alive, for what that's worth, and if Xenses is still around, then he'll come for the kid when we show an interest in him."
That was her plan in a nutshell. Zack was the bait in that given trap, a more alluring thing than even using herself would have been. Greater Demon or not, insane or perfectly normal, those things didn't really matter at all. Her older brother would want his toy back if anyone else started playing with it, and if he was still able to, that meant he'd come to collect him directly. Possibly that night.
Given that, Keels ate more, her body craving carbs again, since they were used for quick energy by preference. As she ate with her left hand, she started reworking the complex magics that would allow her to take some of the energy of the world around her and incorporate it into herself. She did a little better, but not enough to be a substitute for food. She didn't stop though, struggling with it, focusing hard while she was handed individual snack cakes by Darla, who was amused by the whole thing it seemed. Helpful though.
She had to spend hours doing that, just eating, and absorbing energy poorly, before Darla finally called a halt to the experiment in adventurous eating.
"Almost time to go. You'll need to fix your face and reposition some muscle. You look a bit asymmetrical through the shoulders." There was only a little humor in the words though. It wasn't mocking really, just slightly aware of how things looked.
They were headed to a party after all, so that kind of thing needed to be perfect. Especially if Bente was going to be there. The Pristine wasn't called that because she was slovenly and often out of sorts. It would be embarrassing to be seen looking lumpy and misshapen by her.
It took some work in the bathroom, first arranging the muscle mass, which was several hours of work, even if it was minor stuff really. A full transformation could take over a day to get right for her still. Then she did the work on her face, making it look like her, but slightly older, the jaw line just a touch heavier, a slight shadow of lines near the eyes. Around the mouth some lines formed too, as an afterthought. Then she hid it all with make-up. It made her look like a twenty-eight year old trying to pass herself off as being in her late teens and just failing by the tiniest amount. When she came down the stairs again, she found Darla had changed into an outfit almost identical to her own, except with a bright red shirt. It was a Christmas party after all.
One being thrown by a Demon, as if that made sense. Finias did love his parties though, and was kind of known for them. It was odd to think of him as her father still, though biologically that was the truth of the matter. The man that had raised her, the one that she'd thought of as "dad" her whole life, Charles, was dead now. Decapitated by Xenses for some reason that only made sense in the insane Demon's own mind. Something about him loving her.
Not in the wholesome incest kind of way either that she might have been able to put up with, but in a horrible, deluded and torturous kind of way. The thought wasn't a fun one for her, but she made it go away, since dwelling on that kind of thing wouldn't help her at all. That was the brilliance of being a Greater Demon. Never having to feel anything she didn't want to. As long as that ability wasn't being taken away from her as a punishment.
She had to resist rubbing her neck and then block out the idea of Darla's handy little collar even existing for a bit. It was made to only work on her, and if she had enough energy it couldn't actually hold her forever, but the fact that it existed was a threat to her. Not just because of the occasional beating it promised either. If anyone else got a hold on the thing, she could be left almost helpless, magically speaking.
The Greater Demon in front of her smiled and then gave her a single, slow wink.
"You look ready to hit the bars. We should do that soon. Go out with Sherry and see about picking some guys up." There was a dark and far too delighted manner to the words, as well as a very close examination of her face.
Sherry was her mother after all. It would be really hard for Keeley to go out and watch her hitting on men like that, and Darla was relishing the fact. It was kind of a bitchy thing to say really, but there was only one correct answer, and Keeley knew that for a fact.
Locking down her emotions she shrugged.
"That sounds like a plan. Next weekend? If we aren't busy with other things, I mean." Then she counted the days up and shook her head. "The one after that. Friday is Christmas."
She already had her presents for people wrapped and tucked away in the garage. There was enough to make a small family feel like they'd won the lottery, but there were simply a lot of individuals to take note of this year. Luckily money wasn't a problem. The hardest person to shop for had actually been Darla, since the woman both had most of what she wanted and wasn't nearly as materialistic as she let on. In the end it had taken a lot to find the item for her, a thing she wasn't even willing to think about, since that might give it away. Darla was perceptive and watching her like a hawk at the moment after all.
The smile on her sister's face was sickly sweet then and she nodded enthusiastically.
"Definitely. Well, shall we go to your place, I don't know if your new boyfriend can find us here." She meant Zack and was trying to needle Keeley on the fact, but she didn't rise to the bait, which had to be getting old. That was the idea at least.
"Right, he's been there before. Shall we walk?" That meant putting on coats, but they had the time, and frankly it was too short a distance to drive. Just starting the car would take nearly too much gas to make it worthwhile. It was cold out, but only in a chilly way, not a bone freezing thing at all. They weren't dressed for it, but both had long coats and could warm themselves if they needed it, using their powers. Except, Keeley realized, when she went outside, that wasn't needed. She barely noticed the chill at all. Her sister clearly didn't either.
That was a new thing then. She'd felt it on the walk over earlier. It probably had to do with her strength finally starting to kick in. She was simply adapting to the world instantly and not having to force it all the time.
That meant the trip was pleasant and didn't take long at all. In fact they had to wait for the others to get there, Keeley risking another snack. She didn't offer Darla anything, which was on purpose. The party would have food and they could eat all they wanted, since everyone would know who and what they were there, but at her house it would take negotiation to offer sustenance. Given the time frame it wasn't worth the bother.
Just as the last bite of chocolate muffin vanished and she washed her hands in the kitchen sink, she felt the node start to open. It was interesting, but the feeling of a being walking on the inroads was different this time, a strange thing that caught the attention for sure. She'd felt it before, so knew it was Zack, but Darla stood near the front door, a copper and crystal gadget in her left hand.
"Our guests?" The device was pointed at the front door, and didn't drop when Keeley nodded. Not even a little bit. She smiled though, trying to make herself relax, since she was a little nervous.
"Yes. Try not to scare them. He's a nice person."
That got a slow nod and reluctantly the weapon was put away. They were expected after all and even if two Vampires were coming along, it looked weak to seem scared of your own visitors.
The knocking was gentle and polite, but Keeley opened the door quickly, her face moving from interested to delighted.
There were, as planned, three of them. Zack was in the front, since he was her date, and for some reason wasn't afraid of her at all. Behind him stood his girlfriend, Lenore, who looked about nineteen, and had a slightly roman nose along with a classical cuteness that would have looked just about right on a nineteen twenties flapper. She was much older than that though, it was clear. Keeley had touched her before, so knew that the woman was closer to four hundred than not.
Next to her was an adorable, totally bald little man with a big nose and ears. Bey Transmorguir. One of the rulers of the Vampire Counsel.
"Welcome!" Keeley said the word happily and even meant it. "Thank you all for coming. You look wonderful." They all did too.
Especially Zack.
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It wasn't a small thing either. He looked good, like a GQ model that was just getting ready for a photo-shoot. The clothing was fantastic, since Bente had made it herself. It fit perfectly, and almost totally hid the splint on his left arm. The gold and brown of the jacket, which was short, hugging his lean waist, was patterned to hide most of the minor flaws of his body perfectly. As for the rest of him, it was clear that someone had spent a lot of time on the project. His hair was neatly trimmed and artfully styled to make him seem both casual and ready for a party at the same time. He was even wearing make-up, to smooth the wrinkles around his own eyes and mouth.
Over all, the look worked for him pretty well. Since he didn't think of himself as more than a six on a good day, this had to be an ego boost for him.
She waited to mention that though, since it was rude to leave people standing on the front stoop.
"Please, everyone, come in!" She let them get inside, Bey acting as if he suspected a trap or ambush and moved around the little man slowly, in order to shut the door. For a Vampire he smelled nice. Slightly of cinnamon and clove. It was almost enough to make her hungry.
Casually her hand brushed the back of his, stealing a copy of his mind in the process. Keeley already had one, a thing so old and vast that it wasn't totally comprehensible yet, but the new data she got was interesting. Lazar the Vampire, the one that had broken Zack's arm, had gotten himself killed. By her new little line walking friend, which was fascinating to learn. He'd used a node to tear the vamp in half. It was both clever and clearly not something that a human should be able to do at all. Her move wasn't lost on the ancient being, but he suffered it nobly, not even scowling at her.
The Bey, a word which meant lord in a language that was now mostly dead, truly didn't want to cause a fight. Especially with Mr. Hartley right there. There was too great a chance that the boy would die if that happened.
It was true enough, but Keeley wasn't planning on a fight at all that night. Ready for one, but that was just prudent given the way things had been going in the last months.
Zack looked at her closely, but wasn't staring at her chest too much or anything. No, he was looking at her eyes, as if searching for meaning, or trying to see what was different about her. After a few seconds he nodded, not bothering to smile at all.
"You've made yourself look older. To match me? It's a lot easier to handle than you looking like a sixteen year old. That almost made me feel guilty for wanting to have sex with you. This is much better." Then he paused and gave a very cute shrug that took about fifteen years off of his twenty-two for a few moments. "I probably shouldn't anyway. I'm dating Lenore now and that's kind of complicated. Vampire rules. I'm not certain I understand them all yet."
The words were blunt sounding, but not mean. Not even overly coarse, for all that he'd just admitted, very honestly, that he wanted to have sex with her. It was a part of his broken mind. For some reason he couldn't lie at all. It was a handicap, if he turned out to be a Greater Demon after all. Touching his hand openly, without bothering to hide what she was doing, Keeley picked up a bit more from him as well. The thing with Lazar, which was a much greater feat than even Bey knew, and the fact that Finias had regularly been coming to look in on him. Openly, at least the last time it happened.
The information was dense on the topic, but there were enough holes in the story that she didn't think it could be true. Even a human mage child couldn't exist on the inroads for months like that. The memories said it was true, the ones from the young man in front of her. The thought was a very strange one really, since she knew for a fact that he was older than she was by at least six years. Seven nearly.
In return he took her hand and held it for a moment. He was her date after all, so that was kind of to be expected. There was no passing of information the other way though. Most Greater Demons could do that, but Zack was so broken it might not be real for him yet. It would eventually present, she thought. If she was right about what, and who, he really was.
Darla smirked and held her own hand out to shake, like an actual person or something. The moment she made contact she went still, which the Vampire's both noticed. Lenore even got ready to fight, until The Bey touched her arm.
"No, dear. I don't think The Technician means harm or insult." The words were soft, but they all heard them, being way too close to one another for a mixed group like this. Keeley decided to assume that meant, afraid of her or not, that they could all be friends, eventually. It was probably wrong, but Lenore wasn't a bad sort, past her strong and deep seated desire to rip people's throats out on occasion. Bey was actually nicer than that by a good bit even, and Zack was a sweetie.
Darla pulled back and nodded, holding her hand out to the rather frightened Lenore, gently.
"True. He just shocked me a bit. Call me Darla. As your friend mentioned, I'm known as The Technician by some." They clasped hands easily enough and then the move got turned on Bey. The old and somewhat goofy looking thin little man bowed over the hand, just as he would over a regular woman's. It was darling. They'd have to have him around more often, if possible.
Keeley clasped her hands in front of her, a move that made it seem like she was from a long ago era. Zack didn't seem to get that at all, but the others all did. She was old, and had strange mannerisms, just like they did. It practically screamed that she belonged in a group with them, but she tried to hide it after a moment, making it seem like a slip. Very subtly though, so no one would jump to the conclusion that it wasn't.
"We should go soon. I have some people attending with us. They'll be brought in by my Lesser Demon, Balthias. I don't want anyone to be frightened. They're all terribly polite and well behaved. Now at least." Smiling in a friendly fashion, she opened a node for Zack to walk through, holding it with a good bit of focus. It took a moment to trace all the possible side routes and close them, so that it would only end at Finias's winter home, in the mountains. It wasn't a problem for them to get there, given everything, but some of the people invited would have been fighting through six feet of snow for days to make it on time. That was no doubt another way to subtly show off how powerful her kind was.
On the good side it would make Zack look good too.
"Shall we?" She waited for the others to go first, holding the rent in space open with her will and magic. It occurred to her to use a bit of the energy that she'd absorbed earlier for that. It seemed to help some. After the first group went, the Vampires giving a well timed little hop into the air so Zack could pull them along more easily, Darla tilted her head.
"We need to talk about your friend. I can't swear he's one of us, but if I had to guess, I'd say we're going to the event with Xenses's child." She tried to slip into the inroads then, but Keeley cleared her throat first.
"Didn't you tell me that Xenses had never had a child? While you couldn't lie?" It was kind of a big thing, because that might mean she was lying right then, given that fact.
The pretty blonde, that looked about eighteen at the moment, seemed slightly annoyed by the questioning.
"And? I have new information, so the truth changes. The things done to him... They're very close to some of the things that Xenses used to do to me. That isn't proof of anything, but there are some signs. His energy pattern is being forced into a human flow for instance, not going still and drawn ever inward like ours does. It's a good trick, actually. We should both learn it. The flow wants to be like ours though. Not that strongly, but that could mean a thousand things. We need to grab Finias and grill him on the topic. Right now though we should go, or they'll feel abandoned with a bunch of strangers." Then she finished the move and opened her own door onto the inroads. It was a sign of power to do that after all. That and age.
Keeley moved in behind the others, who'd waited for them to show up before ringing the doorbell. It was a horribly normal thing, a simple chime that played in the background to let the people inside know they were there. The whole thing was decorated with bows of pine and holly, along with red silk ribbon and bits of mistletoe. It was festive enough, if a little plain for something Finias put together.
The man on the door wasn't one at all, being very short, but perfect looking anyway. Elth, she thought. She'd have to remember not to thank him. They found that offensive, and while she'd survive it, it was considered generally rude to cause problems at a get together. As the host it would be up to Finias to settle anything like that too, which would probably not go well for her if it happened. She wasn't really up to fighting a being as old as he was, even if he did seem happy and a bit careless most of the time. For one of them at least. He seemed human most of the time really, which was a cultivated trick, no doubt.
The tiny man, who wore all black, except his perfectly white gloves, bowed and gestured for them to come out of the cold.
"Welcome all. This is the party of Finias, please come in and seek refreshment." It was clearly the line he was supposed to speak and when it was done the man simply stood there, not even acting like he had a thought or care in the world.
Which he didn't. He was a slave, she realized, tracing the thin line from him to Finias, who was talking to a group of people across the richly appointed room she could see into on the left. It was all done in red and wood. A bright thing meant to agitate the Vampires, no doubt. There were, she realized, a few minor touches of green as well, but again, they were subdued compared to the Halloween fete he'd thrown. After they moved in, before everyone could see who was there, Keeley mentally contacted Balthias. Then, after he was alerted and started to get everyone else around, she smiled and gestured slightly.
"Balthias, please attend us." It sounded regal and phony enough that a few people seemed amused, until the giant red brown form came to them, a hand on the shoulder of two Manthori Vampires, their white skin and red eyes giving them away instantly, a Hsreth standing behind each of them, also touching the giant beast man's arms. The four of them each holding a gift for the party. The Hsreth had large baskets of food and the Vampires held coolers packed with ice, which had almost fresh blood in it. Human, but gotten from a blood bank, just for the occasion.
That was a real trick though, since Keeley had gotten a part time job in the local plasma center to make it all happen. It was surprisingly easy to get the blood, writing it off as waste, taking just a little from each person donating, before it was separated. The hard part had been finding an anti-coagulant that had no particular flavor to the Vampires. The normal kind had a bitter and unpleasant taste to it, so Vampires didn't care for it in the main. Otherwise most would never bother hunting humans at all. No more than people bothered going after cows for dinner, when the store was so handy.
There was a table on the right side of the space with bits of food and drink, so she sent her people to handle that for them. They weren't there to have fun really. Well, Rebekah was, but she wasn't a slave. No, she was an employee, with full benefits. Including time off when she wanted it. To that end, when the cooler was settled, she walked back to them, looking nervous and out of place. The others just worked. They were props after all, and knew their jobs for the evening.
Reminding everyone that she took slaves that no one else could manage. As Darla had pointed out, most, knowing her reputation, wouldn't have bothered trying to challenge her at all. Not alone. Unless they were morons at least. She hoped that wouldn't happen though, since she didn't need more slaves at the moment. It was that or kick their butts the old fashioned way, and really, she was just passable in a fight. Darla had pointed that out by beating her regularly over the last few months, by way of teaching her.
This was a much smaller party than the one Finias gave for Halloween, with only about fifty beings in the room. It kind of explained why Darla had gotten her to wear matching tramp gear instead of the very fine gown that Bente had sent for the thing. That and the fact that people might think she was under the fashion Demon's control or influence if she did. It was a bit of a shame, since the thing was incredible. Keeley had never been all that in to dressing up, but it was so nice she was kind of searching for someplace to wear it, to tell the truth. It would probably end up being a school dance, but that was nearly a crime, since only two or three people would understand what they were even looking at.
It was a Vampire that came up to them first, a decently tall and thin Manthori, who seemed remarkably friendly for one of his kind. He strained to smile with his mouth closed and approached them, his hand reaching out to shake politely. With Zack.
"Mr. Hartley! So wonderful to see you. I was unaware that you were friends with The Mind Drinker." There was a sidelong turn toward a thirty odd year old man across the room, who had on a stylish black suit that wasn't a tuxedo at all. It was interesting, but not that impressive really.
Keeley smiled and explained, since the memory Zack had of the man was him as an older gentleman.
"Finias. He reads minds, hence the name." It was a bit of shorthand, but no one disagreed with her over it. The Greater Demon was known to be one of the strongest telepaths in the world. If you had a secret, you had to lock it up pretty tight if you didn't want him to find out about it. Keeley could do it, at least if he wasn't prying too hard. She didn't know if that would work if he were actually trying, of course. Probably not, if she were going to be realistic about it. Her implanted memories told her that he could be pretty impressive that way, when he wanted to be.
Zack let his head turn to look at the man, and managed not to seem confused, for some reason.
"We've met. I don't know if we're friends yet." Then he managed to stop talking, which was impressive. He didn't think of it that way, but the new Line Walker was a constant security risk. He said what he thought, for the most part, struggling to keep the worst of things inside and failing about a third of the time. Luckily he wasn't as evil as most people. However he'd broken to make that happen.
Instead he turned to her and then waved at Darla.
"This is Harland of the Vampire Council. You know Bey, don't you?" He seemed to be ready to try and introduce everyone, but Rebekah had to be a complete cipher to him and that was who the new Manthori clearly wanted to talk to. Same kind of being and all that, causing her to seem friendlier than the rest of them or something.
Bowing the tiny Vampire man stepped forward. It was a thing amongst many of the older people it seemed, constant bowing like that.
"You know my daughter, Lenore Hawthorn as well, do you not Harland? This Manthori woman is Rebekah, who is in thrall to the Mistress of Souls." He was going to go on, but Keeley smiled and stepped closer to them slowly.
"That isn't correct, Bey Transmorguir. Rebekah works with me, as a hired employee, with full freedom and rights. The four over there, by the table, are slaves of mine. Sorry to interrupt, but I didn't want such an important being as Harland of the Manthori to think she wasn't a free agent in her own right." Then going silent, she backed away a half step. She'd been rude, but the tiny Bey just smiled at the girl Vampire and patted her arm gently.
"Oh! A very risky and daring occupation indeed. You must be very brave. I apologize if I gave offense, it was a simple misunderstanding, please don't think that I wronged you?" It sounded so polite and sweet that Rebekah smiled, almost as if the man was flirting with her. 
 He wasn't, of course. It was simple fear. Anyone who would willingly work with a Greater Demon had to be either insane or so powerful that even a being such as himself would be wise not to anger them. She didn't say anything, but it was pretty clear that there were no hard feelings. That was good actually, since Rebekah would last about ten seconds in a fight with the former man.
Then after a slow bow toward her, he continued, Keeley spreading her mind a bit to pick up errant thoughts from those around her, just in case things started to get tense. It took work, but she locked her own thoughts behind a shield at the same time.
"This, as you will have guessed, is The Mistress of Souls, the one that can capture our own kind, as you have seen. The lovely being next to her is The Technician. Her sister, if I have that right?"
Darla smiled and took the bone white man's hand, but he managed to move away pretty quickly after that, which got them to work into smaller, less intimidating, groups. Keeley got Zack, of course, which meant Lenore glared at her until Bey pulled her away carefully.
"She likes you." Keeley could pick that up easily enough. "She also thinks that you're her property now. This isn't just a jealous girlfriend thing either. I suggest you go carefully there. Lots of women will sleep with you, and many will be willing to love a person with the looks and power you possess, but a Vampire is a dangerous mistress even at the best of times." Lenore could hear her, but actually just nodded, looking away. It was a subtle thing, but Zack saw her doing it and managed not to chatter about the fact, which was helpful, given that they were being approached by three beings at the same time.
The first one there was a rather plain looking man, who had a sheet of paper and a thick accent. he was white, nearly matching her in skin color, but portly, with a fine blue jacket covering his stomach, making him look a little like a cylinder. The watch chain and large eighteen-eighties mustache finished the look.
His words came quickly, in a strange, clipped accent, it sounded slightly Arabic, but wasn't a thing that she could trace. It was probably in her memories however.
She was about to try to touch him when the man turned to Zack and simply explained who he was. It was the truth even, if slightly skewed. He didn't lie at least.
"I am Morved Strump. I have need of passage to the Ting-et lands. This is possible for you?" The lilt was pleasant enough to listen to at least.
Zack shrugged and didn't say anything for a long time, just staring at the man. When the words finally came they didn't sound very certain at all.
"Possibly. I work from a node though, so it would be hard to get there from here. Do you need to leave tonight?"
Morved actually took a step away from them, as if slightly scared suddenly. It made sense to Keeley at least, that kind of thing would be so expensive that the man simply couldn't afford it at all.
"No, no. I can set an appointment? There is time for this. My wife, she has littles... How say, childrens? They too will need to travel, as her, also. How much expense?" It was a bit more broken now and created a problem, since it was clear that Zack didn't really have set rates at all. It made sense, given the variety of what he did, but made it hard to bargain in the moment. Worse, it was starting to make him anxious. That was going to ruin her fun if it kept on.
"Well... I usually work in favors for now. Is that something you can do? I don't really need much." He sounded a bit worried about it and was kind of searching for Lenore, probably hoping to be bailed out.
For her part the Vampire was watching, but from across the room.
Keeley moved a bit and patted the Ting-et man on the shoulder, the near contact showing her an awful lot about what he could afford. It was a decent amount, plus, the trip he wanted to take was very important to him. A rite of passage for one of his sons that had to be completed in the next few weeks, or the boy would be left a child forever, due to the failure of his parents. Short of claiming the man's wife for himself, Zack could pretty much ask for anything.
"You have rich platinum deposits in your land?" She knew the answer, but the man nodded slowly.
"Much, and much." His tone was so confused that it was apparent he couldn't see the point of her asking. It was worth no more to him than copper was in North America.
"Zack will take your weight in that metal, to be delivered one week after your arrival at your home. You wish a trip back as well?"
The man seemed excited, and a little scared suddenly. It wouldn't be hard for him to get the stuff at all, but the price was so cheap he couldn't believe it wasn't a put on or a joke.
Keeley smiled.
"Then double the amount. Twice your weight, in platinum, pure metal, to be delivered at the time of pick up. It needs to be in small blocks that one man can pick up however." It would take extra work for him to get it all, but Zack needed a nest egg. That would about do it. She could sell it for him even and turn a big enough profit from the deal that no one would think twice about why it was happening.
The man went across the room and started to talk to his wife, who was actually taller than he was, and thin. No children were in the room, because it was a den of strange beings that were possibly dangerous. That just made sense. Also, it was a bit boring. Keeley tamped that down inside herself, along with everything but a mildly pleased sensation, which meant she was perfectly gentle and kind when Zack leaned in to whisper to her.
"I can't take that, it's too much. I mean, it will take me what? Half an hour, tops. That must be millions of dollars worth of precious metal." He glanced guiltily across the space at Strump.
"Don't worry, where he's from it's a bit like granite is here. You get millions, minus my twenty percent, and he gets travel that would cost at least that much or more, plus a lot of death, for almost anyone else to arrange. On his side though that's only a few thousand dollars worth of metal. It would cost more for him to fly to Miami." It would too, at least with the whole family going along.
They had to stop talking then, as a very angry woman stepped up, her face set and unkind, a large knife in her right hand. No one else even bothered to look too hard, except Bey and Lenore, who started across the room, but stopped when the women tried to stab Keeley with a move that was so fast it took slowing down time for it to be tracked at all. She barely stepped back in time, but reached out and took the knife carefully, her muscles straining in the air, the whole action calm and relaxed seeming to anyone watching that could track the move. As she did it, her hand brushed the woman's at the bare wrist. That wasn't an accident of course.
She was a Wen'pth. Whatever the heck that was. Keeley actually knew, as soon as she got the name, having the lives of several of her people in the record that The Librarian, Tarsus, had given her some months back. They were an angry and warlike people, but the women were considered to be the more peaceful tribal members. It was one of those hidden population deals too, so even though she looked a bit bluish gray and had very large eyes and fast reflexes, the lady came from New York. Upstate though, not in the city.
It wasn't a personal thing however, she just wanted to try and kill Keeley, since that would make her look very good among her own kind. She'd heard a rumor that she wasn't all that old, and was possibly easy prey.
There were several options she could have gone with, since the woman was clearly gearing up for another attack, even as she stood there thinking about it all. Keeley could take her as a slave of course, but Wen'pth were notoriously easy that way, so it wouldn't be much of a challenge, or show off her skills particularly at all. On the other hand, killing her physically, would make her look a good bit older than she was. The woman was slower than her, and by using magic that difference in absolute speed could be increased to a level that would make it far less than a fair fight.
That would ruin the party though. Blood all over the place, and all that.
So instead she stepped in and kissed the woman on the mouth, hard enough that she jerked back and kept going, taking a half dozen steps. Her lips tasted of fish, and dead things, but Keeley let that go and smiled.
Then she pointed upward at the small bit of blue-green with white berries hanging on the streaming banner above them all.
"Mistletoe. That's the tradition here. Anyone standing under it gets a kiss." She was playing fast and loose with the rules of that, but the lady actually just bustled out of the room, toward the front door.
Zack moved in and took her arm gently, almost as if he were going to pull her away, but Bente came up and kissed her too. Then after a second, laughing a bit, she did the same to Zack.
"So good to see you both. Zachery, may I say, you look incredible tonight? I really should do all your clothing. Come visit in a few weeks and we'll see about doing a proper fitting. As soon as that thing comes off your arm." The turn to Keeley was fast, but not so much so that she'd lash out. "Is there a problem with your gown dear? I'd hoped to see you in it tonight."
This was the part of the night that Keeley had been dreading, but she decided to simply go with Zack's trick and just tell the truth.
"I couldn't risk it. People might think I was in your debt, not realizing that I'd paid for the gown with work already. I'm very sad about it, especially since I have nowhere else to wear something that incredible any time soon. Politics though, so what can we do?" It had all the right words, she thought, and sounded almost a bit bored with it all.
The fashion Demon just gave her a skeptical look then.
"Well, to get started you could at least make more effort than this. What's this look called?" A hand was held up. "No, never mind, I know what it's called, Club Chic. It's not suited to one with your fine features however. Best leave it to those with courser look about them." It was about as close to mean and catty as Bente ever got, as far as Keeley could tell.
She smoothed it over with another kiss, though just one on the cheek.
The voice from behind her sounded strange though, and for a few moments, Keeley didn't recognize it at all. In part because it was at least a little off.
"Oh, do I get to kiss her too?" It had a sweet, little girl voice behind it, but the face, when she turned, was familiar enough to be shocking.
It was Barb.
More to the point, it was the form she'd last seen her insane brother in, before she tried to make him kill himself.
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Keeley nearly started fighting the instant she saw the girl, but realized that it wasn't Xenses before she really started to move. There were a lot of signs to show that. The face, for instance, was close to being right, but the nose was actually a little too well fitted to the face. Her brother had made Barb into a pretty girl, but one that had clearly had a nose job. This person didn't bother with that detail, leaving out the bit of overly regular flesh along the sides.
Also, they were wearing a dark brown tunic and trousers, which in Greater Demon society meant that the person was establishing dominance over another. It was true that Xenses might have done that, but Keeley really didn't think that he'd bother with it. He was more of an ambush kind of guy that really couldn't care what anyone else thought of him. This being was different than that.
This person was clearly trying to social climb.
She smiled, getting the basic idea before the words even stopped coming out of his mouth.
"Ah, the Greater Demon Fram I take it? So nice to meet you. So, decided to join me?" It was a blunt statement, and one that most of the people in the room didn't really get. Darla did though, and stalked across the room without hesitation, Finias following along with her, his face in a gentle smile.
"Fram, you idiot! How did you reassemble yourself and... Of course. Someone helped you." The blonde and blue eyed Greater Demon stared at the dark haired girl in front of her and sighed. "Come to try and challenge me then? I hope you realize that I was trying to protect you the last time we met."
Barb shuddered a bit and made an ugly face at Darla, then at Finias, but addressed Keeley directly.
"I, Fram The Bold, challenge this unknown to a battle of wills..." He said it as if he weren't about to be killed by Finias for breaking protocol. That was probably a mistake, Keeley realized, but shrugged. It would be annoying, but she wasn't going to leave him a chance to beat her for half an hour before taking action this time.
"Deal." That got a soft gasp, which was pure affectation, from the other Demons in the room. Tarsus stood next to Bente across the way, near a balding man with glasses who looked a bit like a monk. They all seemed rather concerned. That could be about her being a baby, since at least one of them knew it for a fact and they probably all did, if she were being honest. Or it might have been that Fram was very powerful, and good at taking advantage of the essential Greater Demon arts, like making life entrapping bargains.
The battle began, and ended in the space of three heartbeats. It was so simple in fact that Keeley wondered at first if Fram was faking or had managed to slip by her power completely. That wasn't it though, since the link between them was strong and very complete. She'd simply captured him, taking him totally off-guard. That was kind of funny, since he'd been the one attacking her, but it worked well enough.
"Fram, you will not think of struggling at all, ever. You will tell me only the complete truth and will serve me loyally in all ways, from now on. You will not allow yourself loopholes in this at all, do you understand?" She didn't add the word slave to the end of it, since that would be overkill.
"Yes." There were no titles used at all, which could have been considered rude or mean he didn't know who she was. That didn't matter though. He didn't need to know anything in particular now, except what she wanted him to.
People gathered around, but at a distance, expecting a bit more of a fight it seemed. Finias actually moved to Zack and pulled him away by his good arm gently, smiling the whole time, and Darla rolled her eyes at Fram in disgust.
"That was the worst performance I've ever seen, Fram. Explain the situation to us. How did you get free of the space I put you in, and why did you so foolishly challenge the Mistress of Souls like that?"
The Barb lookalike just stood there, not answering at all. It made sense really, since he was trapped by Keeley now. Her slave to call and order, not Darla's. That didn't mean he couldn't answer her though, if he wanted. Or even lie to her.
"I'd like to know that as well. Answer, please." She smiled and touched his arm gently, waiting for the fight to come, for the drain on her system, but nothing happened at all. Just words.
"I was reassembled by three of our kind. Who they were, I wasn't told. I actually thought it was you, Technician, and perhaps The Mind Bender, until I was told that as a price of my rescue I'd need to come here and challenge the baby Demon known as Keeley and capture her to my will. I was given this form for that part of things, and told to abuse the girl as much as I could without killing her as soon as I had her under my power. It should have worked." There was no hint of fear at least, or even anger. Just a sense of longing for control over another being that would help the Greater Demon rise in the ranks.
That just wasn't in the cards though. Not that day at any rate.
Darla looked at Keeley and shook her head a few times, hard enough that her golden locks swayed a bit. Finias came over too, still looking pleased.
He spoke first though.
"Well, that was a good plan then. My daughter has her own pet Greater Demon now. I wish that I could say it actually had been me that thought of it, but it wasn't, dear. Darla?" He glanced at her, which got a soft smile to arrange itself as well.
"That might be a good prank, I have to admit, but no. I didn't have anything to do with this either, and if I did, there would have been a bit more flash to the whole thing. This party is too small for people to find out about it for instance. Plus, I would have charged for setting it up." That was the Demon way after all.
She wanted to pour over what Fram had seen and been told, but just touched him, using the link between them to take all his information at once. It was a big enough load that the others watching her winced, except Tarsus, who simply nodded at her once. Fram was nearly two thousand years old, and while he was actually decently powerful, he was also a monumental screw-up. It was kind of sad to see really. All the parts were there for him to use, but for some reason his inner self insisted on taking the wrong path over and over again.
It almost made Keeley feel sorry for him.
"Fram, please go and stand by Balthias. He'll be in charge of you for the rest of the evening, so, as long as it does not contradict what I've told you in any way, do as he says." It was an insult, of course. Placing a Greater Demon in the care of a Lesser one was basically saying that she thought Fram was too stupid to follow basic directions.
It was also just mean enough that no one would think she was being too soft or kind about the whole thing.
Smiling, she went back to the party and waved Zack back over, which got Finias to come with him and, after a moment, Tarsus and the balding man, clearly a Greater Demon too, to move into place near her. 
Finias glanced at Fram and shook his head.
"This is most unfortunate. Given the events here tonight, it's very clear that the knowledge that you're rather younger than you seem is well and truly out. Two failed attacks, and at one of my events. I'm most disappointed. That kind of thing rarely happens. I'd kill them for you, but that seems almost superfluous now. I loved that bit with the mistletoe by the way."
Bente stepped in, and touched Keeley on the arm gently.
"You're but a babe? I would have never known. I've heard rumors, but could hardly credit them, given your achievements. I doubt that anyone will take advantage of you however, at this point. Not if they value their freedom. The word will be spread." Her words held perfect clarity, but a strange lilt to them that was a good bit less flat than had been there before. It was almost kinder in a way, as if she were suddenly willing to trust Keeley a little more.
Which made sense.
To the other Greater Demons it had probably seemed like she'd come out of hiding suddenly, before she was found out like this. That meant they'd all been fooled for nearly a century, and that there was a reason for her to be there, out in the world, at that moment. It could have been a danger, so they had to be wary. Now it was clear to everyone paying attention that she was just young and suddenly there, because that was what had happened.
A trickle of fear touched her stomach then, but she used a bit of focus and magic to control it. She had a name already, and if the memories in the library she'd been given were correct, that was a big deal. She wasn't safer for the whole thing being known of course, but things were probably about a wash. No one sane would attack her this openly again soon. Fram shouldn't have, but he didn't count as sane really. Not for one of their kind.
Darla shrugged as if it weren't a big matter that she'd been outted as a baby in public.
"We came for a party, it seems these interruptions are finished for now. Shall we mingle?" Then she walked away, going to talk to a rather dumpy looking woman in a hideous green dress that looked like it had been gotten from the Goodwill. For real.
Looking around, Keeley decided to do the same. Being shy wouldn't help her now after all. No one looked overly interesting at first, but after a few moments Zack walked nearer and let his shoulder almost touch hers. That got several people to head their way, slowly, moving carefully to see who was likely to reach him first. No one really wanted to give offense after all, did they?
"So... You're a baby? What does that mean really?" The words weren't accusing, just curious.
She forced a sigh and a playful smile that hinted at a bit of flirtation, but it didn't distract him much at all.
"I'm sixteen. My powers manifested about five months ago. Greater Demons are counted as being 'born' when their abilities first show up. That can vary in time, and some minor things show first, but somewhere around sixteen is pretty normal, give or take a few years. Until then we're pretty much human." It was all true, but she stopped herself there. Zack wasn't stupid after all, and there was enough information in that to make him wonder about himself, if it came up often enough.
It might actually be better if he didn't know though. If he was going to be one of them one day at all. It was so dangerous a situation, given the fractured state of his mind that she kind of hoped that wasn't going to be the case at all. It would be more positive for him to be just a human that thought he had Mage lineage than to be one of them, and die without ever having a chance to live at all.
He didn't seem to pick up on it at all though and just nodded.
"Good thing I didn't sleep with you then. Jail bait." He didn't seem upset with her though and she waved at her face, smiling in a way that had to be charming.
"With this face no one would blame you though. There are different rules for Greater Demons anyway. For the most part that works out to being whatever I want to do, so we're good, if you want to have sex. Or not. I won't be offended either if you don't wish to." She sounded old suddenly, but didn't bother to stop herself. Acting like a child wouldn't help her at all, especially now that people knew all about her.
She was really going to have to work harder on learning to fight well. At this rate it was going to be coming up again.
There was just a bland look on his face, and a pat on the shoulder.
"I can't say it isn't tempting. It will probably make everyone feel better to know that I'm not hooking up with a Greater Demon anyway. You really freak them all out, at work." He went silent then, because a woman simply walked up and started asking about a complex shipping arrangement.
The details were actually interesting enough, since it would take him to eight different remote locations to find specific rare items and goods, mainly to trade to others for separate materials, all to make a poultice that wouldn't actually do anything at all. The woman had a skin condition she was hiding and had been told that only this would cure her. That wasn't the case, and a bit of an antibiotic cream would work much better. The information was actually all there in her own mind too, but the woman didn't trust humans enough to allow their medicine to be used like that.
So instead she was preparing to spend a good portion of her people's wealth on a placebo. It might help for that reason, but Keeley smiled and shook her head a bit. Zack noticed it and looked at her, his other self popping forward enough to change the shape of his face, ever so slightly.
It was another sign that he wasn't exactly a regular human boy at least, wasn't it?
"Keeley?" Nothing more was added, but he touched his injured arm ever so slightly and started to shift his energy pattern, drawing in a tiny trickle of force from the world around him, feeding off of it.
"I have something that will work much better than that. It's... a bit harder to get a hold of however. I'm sure this lady won't want to deal with me directly, which is wise of her, but since you're my friend, I'll sell it to you directly and you can do the transaction with her. Half the value she pays for it?" Her people did a lot of fine stone work, but it wasn't anything that would be worth that much, except artistically speaking. Art, while interesting and pretty, was the kind of thing that didn't hold tangible value in the minds of too many people. They also had goats, and sheep. Fine angora animals. If he were to trade for goods, that would be the thing to get from her. That much wool was doable for her, but a hardship to her people. Unless they spread it out, long term.
That wasn't her job though, protecting the assets of people.
Zack seemed enthused enough however.
"That's good then. Is that alright with you ma'am? Keeley's pretty cool about things like that, but you know, everyone says you have to be careful with her kind, and that probably isn't just prejudice, since Greater Demons keep telling me the same thing."
As it turned out, the woman was just about willing to do anything to make the itching stop. Over the course of several minutes they hashed out an agreement, for some of that wool, to be delivered annually for five years. Now they just had to find someone who wanted to buy or trade for it. That or learn how to make yarn.
Others came up to them, but mainly just to press flesh, and be seen by The Line Walker. They did the same with her, but were so scared and wary it was almost comical. The last person to come up was another Greater Demon, the man with glasses and the bald head. Currently at least. His face was made to look a little long and slightly homely, which meant a cultivated aspect of normalcy in his regular life. This was a being that dealt with humans day to day and didn't try to stand out.
"Mistress of Souls." He stood back and didn't bother to bow or anything like that, just waiting for her to greet him by name. It took a few seconds for her to find it, but it was there in the memories she'd been given. Even with this face attached, which was very helpful.
"Cleric. So good to finally meet you. The Technician has spoken of you often." That was even true, but the Greater Demon laughed loudly as if she were joking.
"All good I hope? She's never really forgiven me for creating Christianity. It has value to people, but some of their number persecuted her when she was young. It was a different time, but I fear she's holding a grudge."
It was a thing that Keeley had noticed herself. The woman was a bit down on Christians in general, but she still went to church when Keeley insisted. It was a good plan after all, and a way to make contacts.
Keeley smiled and looked away for a second, a bit shyly, then she made herself rally, not wanting to seem weak. Not given that this Demon was in charge of North America, which was his current job, if she understood things correctly. It kind of meant that the incident with Fram was his responsibility as well as Finias', but she was happy enough with the outcome so far. She looked good, and while having another person to control was a bother, she thought there was a place for Fram. His people too. He had slaves of his own after all.
"Most of what she'd said about you directly does involve that. But it still wasn't overly negative." Then she actually found herself at a loss for what to say. They were Demons after all, it wasn't like talking about the weather would hold any interest for the being.
Zack did though. Luckily it was a good thing, though it was very clear to her that The Cleric already suspected the same things about him that she did. Gregor hid it well though and made certain not to give things away at least, which was nice of him.
"Mr. Hartley, would I be permitted to recommend some work your way? I have occasion to come into contact with some people that have situations arise, but who should avoid working too closely with a certain type of being, for their own benefit. I will warn you, most of them won't be able to pay your full rates." The Greater Demon looked so innocent and holy at that moment that it was easy to see how he'd gotten people to go along with him when he came up with a religion.
Zach just started to agree, almost too easily. After half a sentence Keeley touched his arm to get him to stop.
"I believe what should be said here is that, while Zack is more than willing to help these people, that doesn't negate the fact that you would be the one hiring him directly. Perhaps you might set a rate of one favor, to be named at the time of the aid being given, for each situation you recommend?" It was a fair enough deal really. Too much so, if she were going to be honest, but if they asked for nothing, everyone would think they could walk all over Zack. Her too, most likely.
The Greater Demon sighed, and shook his head.
"That's fair enough. Though I keep full right to refuse any request and some measure of balance need be sought in each matter. A deal then?" He held out his hand to shake, but this time Zack surprised her, stepping back and shaking his head.
"We don't have a deal. An agreement only, for the specific things spoken of."
That got Gregor to chuckle and bow a little.
 "Very good! An agreement then, Mr. Hartley. I'll be in touch if anything comes up." Then without saying anything more on the matter, he walked away, seeming as if nothing had just happened at all.
Keeley didn't mention it, but after a while there was music and some food to eat. The Vampires, all looking a bit tentative, tried the blood that she'd brought for them, warmed by Rebekah in the microwave to about body temperature. Six of the people in the room had some, and five of them were over to talk to her about it not a minute after finishing.
It was the tall Manthori, Harland, that spoke first, his English being almost perfectly clear. Given the mouth full of fanglike teeth in double rows, that meant he was both decently old and had taken time to practice making himself understood.
"That was delicious. How did you manage it? Some magic?" He was baffled, but she just smiled. "It's a secret recipe. The plan however is to make it available to Vampires all over the world, if there is enough support for the new initiatives that Richard Swerlin is putting forth. I felt that having a slightly more quality drinking experience might just push a few on the fence over to our side." The side of not taking blood from people directly. It wasn't that big of an issue to her, since they had to leave them alive to get any energy from it, but the fact was, Vampires could mess up. That meant leaving corpses, or teenagers all over the world going missing, far too often.
It was hard to actually hurt a blood bag too much. The normal anticoagulant was far less than tasty however, which made banked blood a lot less than popular. It was even worse with animal blood. That already had a slightly different flavor, according to Rebekah and Richard. Adding in a bitter medicinal agent didn't help at all.
All the Vampires seemed to agree that it was a good plan.
Lenore especially.
"Since the council is behind the movement, we're already in on the plan, regardless. This will help however. Are you planning to manufacture it yourself?" There was a bit of hesitancy under the words, since she wouldn't want to be beholden to a Greater Demon in particular. None of them would overly.
"After a fashion. Rebekah will be running things on the Vampire side and be our public face that way. I'll be aiding her in setting up centers for it around the U.S. first as a testing ground. I have some experience in the field. We should have it in production inside of three months and available for sale at that time. Perhaps with delivery to the home?" The words were designed to reach Harland and Bey, sounding a bit old fashioned and stilted to everyone else no doubt. They were nodding though by the end of it and Rebekah looked a bit shy suddenly.
It was a promotion after all. In Vampire circles it would almost automatically make her a very important person. That wasn't bad, considering a few months before she'd been the lowest member of her group. The one they used for sex and as a way to make themselves feel strong and powerful. The girl Vampire needed that kind of power base though, if she were going to take her revenge on them.
They left at about midnight, which was a little early, but needed, since Zack had to sleep, given that the next day he had work. Being a gentleman though he offered to see her home himself. That didn't seem to thrill Lenore a lot, but Keeley agreed. It was a bit awkward, but Harland came along as well. 
Only a bit though, since Keeley had Fram carry him through the line for them, so Zack wouldn't have to pull a long chain of people. Even if he could. That meant the others could go back to her other house directly with Balthias.
It was a bit of a cluster on the doorstep of the single story ranch style house she shared with her mother, and the lights were still on, which meant that Sherry was awake still. Probably working, since there were Christmas parties that wanted fancy decorations all week long. This turned out to be the case since she popped her head out of the front door almost instantly and then froze, looking at the array of strange people and then focusing on Fram.
Who looked like the Demon that had decapitated her husband. To her credit she attacked instantly, if not very efficiently, leaping on the man and scratching at his face like a wild animal. She really dug into the eyes too, Keeley noticed, feeling a bit of pride. If he'd been a human attacker, the man would have been going down hard.
"Mom? This is Fram. He just looks like Barb. Maybe you could let me explain first, before you kill him?" The Vampires and Darla all looked... Extremely calm about the whole thing, to tell the truth. Zack seemed tense, but he moved in anyway and put his good arm out, between the two people. For his part Fram didn't even shy away, just taking the beating as if it were justified.
Because, slave or not, he knew that his current form had to offend the woman. It was, Keeley realized, a good sign. Crazy as he might be, the Greater Demon was smart enough to know what not to do in most situations.
That would be helpful later.
Zack got a hug then, from her mother, who didn't let go, tears coming to her eyes. She might have been about to divorce Charles Thomson when he died, and had been fighting with him just minutes before, but Barb had killed him and that couldn't be allowed.
Keeley shorthanded the whole thing for her.
"Fram is a Greater Demon, and is going to be playing the part of Barb for a while, so that the police won't be looking for her. We need someone good for the cheerleading squad anyway." She left the slavery part off of things for the time being. It would come up, but the woman was crying, and it was distressing Zack. "Fram, why don't you go ahead and heal the damage from this now." It was a command, and happened instantly. Sherry just tried to regain her composure.
"I'm... sorry honey. I didn't mean to make a scene." She didn't explain to everyone though and moved back inside the house, which meant everyone else followed along with her. It at least wouldn't bother the neighbors as much, Keeley figured.
She started to offer refreshments, but Zack shook his head gently.
"No, thank you. I really need to get back home so I can sleep. Unless you need us to stay?" It was a gentle offer and one that got Sherry to consider it. Zack was younger than she was, but looked older than his years, so it seemed like a tempting offer. It wasn't meant that way, but he was a man, and they weren't exactly the most faithful creatures in the world all the time.
Lenore saw the set up, but didn't argue about it at all, which was strange, until Keeley realized it was all about her own perceived power. Her human boyfriend sleeping with a Greater Demon would be a direct challenge to her control over him. One that she literally couldn't beat. A human woman that was cute enough, and a little older might be a threat too, except for the fact that by Vampire rules that was totally allowable. It took the sting out of it and she thought that she might know a few tricks to keep a twenty-two year old man happy, that Sherry just didn't.
It was a complex enough arrangement that Keeley felt a bit sorry for Zack, but as long as he was happy, she decided to stay out of it all.
Instead she tried to change the topic.
"Do you have an event tomorrow?" It would explain why she was still up. So would waiting for her to get home, but Sherry had kind of accepted the fact that Keeley wasn't a regular girl, and wouldn't be out doing the drugs or off having the sex. Or more honestly, she might well be, but waiting up for her to get home wouldn't stop that, if it were her plan. Not that drugs would work on her anyway.
Her mother nodded, seeming more relaxed suddenly. Work was one of her favorite topics after all.
"Yes. I want some candles for it, but the set up is early in the day. I got a box of them, but they're the wrong color. I ordered red, but these are an off-plum and it won't really work right."
Zack just asked what she wanted, and said that he could have them to her by eight in the morning. It was kind of him, but after he borrowed a pen and some paper to write it down, he got everyone to leave with him, taking Harland through to his store in the Westwood mall without waiting for her to get Fram around. Then he came back, and rather sweetly, kissed her on the cheek. It was in front of Darla, her mom and Fram, so she got the hesitancy. Also, to his mind she was still too young for him. It would be an issue for a bit, she knew.
Then, using the same node she'd created earlier and used several times already, he vanished, going back to his shop.
The one way node to Finias' house in the mountains that shouldn't have gone anywhere else, or opened for him, without her doing the work.
Because that was normal.
For a Demon.
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There was a bit of a problem then, since Keeley wasn't going to let Fram go and party until she needed him, since he'd probably find a way to get out of being captured like he had been if she gave him the time. Worse, if he was around too much, he'd pick up bits of information that could be used against her. There didn't seem to be a real way to safely deal with him, but, in the main, the guy was harmless. For a Greater Demon. 
"OK. You're going to take over Barb's life for the rest of the year. She lived with some people that were pretending to be her parents. That means going to Raintree High, and working to take that over. You'll need a good cover story and probably have to influence some of the school staff to let you back onto the cheer team. You'll do that without harm to anyone, understand?" It wasn't that important, making it seem like the girl was back, but she had the resource and he was already Barb, so why not?
"I can do that. I'm not exactly wild about all this you know." The man didn't growl at her, but did glare a bit. It was honest enough, so she let it slide.
"I bet. Of course it was your own error that got you into this mess. We'll get you out of it, eventually, but for the next year or two, I expect you to pay for your mistake and not cause problems for me. That's the price of your freedom." It was pretty nice of her, Keeley thought.
So did Darla.
"I don't know sis, having a pet Greater Demon is a big deal. Think of all the things you can have him do. Empty his bank accounts, take all his slaves... Things to do with olive oil..." Whatever that last bit meant, it got Fram to pout a bit.
"Spoilsport." There was a dainty foot stomp and the brown trouser leg swished a bit when it happened, reminding her that the Demon would need to get to his new home that night. It was still there, she knew, having been watching it pretty closely for the last month and a half, just in case Xenses showed back up.
Nodding a bit, Keeley agreed, in general. She didn't have time to explore that kind of option though, and didn't really care at the moment, not needing to torture Fram for his attempt on her. After all, it had clearly been designed to fail. Whoever had done it hadn't even tried to warn him that she could take him like she had, even though it was common enough knowledge, after what she'd done to Ma'at. Xenses too.
Getting it all set up took hours, which meant that the new Barb would have to get herself around in the morning, since Keeley needed to get home and eat soon. They had visiting to do after all. She was blocking her hunger, but had Darla to remind her, since she was tagging along. Probably just in case Fram found some way to break the link and come for her. So far he didn't even seem to be struggling very hard. It was a bit surprising, to tell the truth.
As she sat at the kitchen table eating a pancake that was folded in half, drenched in syrup and covered with peanut butter in a thick layer, she tried to draw energy into her right hand and actually absorb it all. There was something that she'd noticed earlier, which made it far more efficient. That thing that Zack had done, re-circulating the energy inside herself, given her more time to try and grab it.
Her sister noticed too.
"Very nice. The integration is at about seventy percent. I want to see at least ninety though. Remember to use that store of energy first, when possible too. Keep this up and you'll be back to regular eating habits in no time." A pan clanked on the stove and the next pancake came off. "For one of us at least. I can't say I'm all that happy about you being discovered like that. My guess is that Xen, or one of his cronies, put the word out. Of course, they're the ones we were hiding you from, so I can't see it as that big of a deal. Now we know that they have the information. Less than perfect, but not impossible to handle. I have to say I liked the way you handled that Wen'pth earlier. Perfect for the setting, and you did it so casually it looked like you didn't even think she might be a threat. Not that she was. Most won't bother you now though. Just the loonies."
Keeley kept drawing energy into her palm and fixed more food with her left hand. There was a tiny ball of light that was forming, which she dimmed considerably by drawing in more of the power from what she was doing. Darla saw it and didn't bother to nod at all. It was clear that her new plan as far as her sister was concerned was to hold high standards and cut her very little slack. That meant praise would really have to be earned now. No more pats on the back just for finishing her supper or anything.
"I hope it isn't a big problem, but I guess I need to work on fighting more. I know that it's my favorite thing personally, being beaten up daily. Good exercise for you though, what with all the cardio you're going to get chasing me around." It sounded a bit muffled, since food was getting ready to go into her mouth as she started speaking. A girl had to have priorities after all, and right now she needed to have a consistently high energy level.
Someone was out to get her after all. Who knew when they'd attack? Or what form that would come in even.
"True enough. If you have things in hand here, I'm going to head home and do some work. Coretechs is busy this time of year. It's mainly signing papers, but has to be done."
"No problem. See you in a few days?" It sounded pretty casual, but there was a reason for that. It was the twenty-first now. Keeley still had presents to deliver and all that.
"Sure. Maybe sooner. Fram... really shouldn't be a problem. He can be a moron, but... honestly, if you can keep him in check about one percent of the time, it might actually improve his life. Besides it will give you someone to experiment with that isn't a family member or someone that will take things too seriously. Like Hally." She stared directly into Keeley's brown eyes then, and waited for her to respond.
Like that was her fault? The girl developed a crush on almost everyone after all. Of course, she was tentatively Darla's, even though she hadn't been taken as a slave or anything. That was the normal way to do things too. Still a problem though, if her sister felt threatened.
"I'll give you a hundred thousand for her." Keeley said it bluntly, as if she were actually buying the girl outright, instead of just the territorial rights to her. It wasn't the same thing at all. It did make sense though, since she already held the rest of the York family directly. She could collect the whole set that way.
Darla actually looked away.
"Fine. Transfer the funds. I suppose you'll want Eve as well?" It was said a little darkly, but Keeley actually thought about then shook her head.
"Tempting, to tell the truth, I do kind of like her. I figure that she'll opt to be a Vampire though. For now she should get a chance to deal with her childhood. I will buy the rights to kill her mother from you though."
That started a ten minute conversation about killing people, and the combined use of resources. Eve had the use of Elis, the Manthori Vampire that Keeley had taken as a slave. She was planning to kill some men, but had been dithering a little bit. They'd raped her as a child, and even the Vampire was behind the idea, since it was about the only way he could earn his way out of the doghouse that Keeley was keeping him in. Metaphorically. It wasn't going to be enough really, but if Eve forgave him for using his mind powers to rape her, then Keeley probably wouldn't kill him outright.
Not for that.
It was something to think about though. With Fram around, they could set that up in a few hours, and have the men dead before Christmas. Even tortured if it was desired. She needed to have a chat with Eve about it. It was possible the girl was having cold feet, or might just not know what all of her potential resources were really. Technically it was Darla's job, since she'd claimed her already, which was the Greater Demon version of calling dibs on an asset. That was what she'd just made an offer for with Hally really. Dibs.
The idea was funny, but she kept her attention on the tasks at hand, eating and collecting energy. There had to be a faster way to do it. She never noticed Darla drawing energy really, did she? It would take some thought.
Darla waved, then left from the living room, leaving her alone with her thoughts and a bowl of pancake batter. She used the silver ladle in the ceramic bowl then realized that the pan needed more fat in it. She wasn't the world's greatest cook yet. She was getting better, now that she had a reason to practice as often as she had been.
That meant dropping the glow of energy over her right palm, so that she could use it for the new task. It was easy enough to simply place the thing over her head, and still absorb it. That got her thinking about the amount of power coming in. Her ability to actually use the energy was what slowed her down really. If that could be improved it should be possible to set off a cascade of universal force that would top her off in a few seconds. In the mean time she needed to keep going at her slow and steady pace, that and keep herself fed. 
She really wasn't doing that poorly, Keeley didn't think. True, it wasn't even half enough yet, but as Darla had pointed out many times, it took most Greater Demons a lot longer to get the trick down than it was for her. Decades or even centuries. Part of it was having a good teacher that let her try, no doubt. The other part though was something different. She had a talent for magic it seemed, and that helped a lot.
Possibly any kind of magic even. She hadn't tested it yet really.
After she finished making a mess of Sherry's kitchen, she carefully cleaned it, going in the specific order that her mother liked, since she had an issue with that kind of thing. Not a shouting or hitting kind of mania, but her OCD meant that she'd have to do it all over again if something wasn't right. As it was, the very fact that she'd made food would virtually assure a half hour cleaning session, even if the place sparkled. That couldn't be helped really. Not without doing something drastic, like making Sherry into her slave. 
She'd been avoiding that though. It was hard on people to be that devoted to someone else. They didn't really feel that way, but it was like being totally in love with a person, and having the power on that turned up by a factor of ten or twenty. Her slaves didn't get a choice and that wasn't really fair to them.
Worse, she felt responsible for her people too. If they had a problem, it was up to her to fix it. Most Demons didn't bother with that as much, but it was important to Keeley. She could shut that off, of course, for a while, but it would come back later, when she stopped trying. Like her grief and anger over her dad's death. 
That could be hidden, but it never really went away. It lived inside her mind, always. Waiting for her to let her guard down. She had a few things like that going on now. Matters that left her feeling bad, if she let them.
Sherry got up at seven and came out into the hallway with her eyes mostly closed, and hair a little flattened on one side. When she went into the bathroom, Keeley went and changed quickly, since wearing a tight skirt and hose all night didn't seem very natural really. She also changed her face back to normal, using the little mirror in her room. That way her mother wouldn't notice that she'd aged ten years over night.
A few minutes later there was a soft tap on her bedroom door, which made it seem like she was being woken up. It was an old habit, no doubt.
"Keeley? Your friend said that he'd be here at eight?"
With the new candles. It was still early, but even more so in Washington where the mall was. She walked out to find her mother had showered and put on a nice outfit that looked like it could be worked in, but seemed professional at the same time.
"Right. I'll call and make sure he remembers." It was slightly early, but not too much so. The telephone in her purse set to making music then however, which was a bit unusual, given the hour. At first she figured it would be Zack, but it wasn't.
It was Gladys, from church. The older woman that Keeley had been baking treats with. It was very abnormal for her to be calling this early on a Tuesday morning.
She answered it with a look of genuine shock.
"Hello? Gladys?"
"Keeley?" She didn't sound good at all. Very scared in fact. "Someone's trying to break into my house. I tried to call the police, but I couldn't find the number." That would have seemed strange to anyone else, but the fact was that Gladys had a habit of calling for so many little things that the police had given her a direct line to the Desk Sergeant, so that it wouldn't come across as an emergency all the time. They'd talked about it while making cookies once, a few weeks back.
The old woman swallowed loudly enough that Keeley could hear it.
"I'm sure that I'm just being a fussy old lady. I'll just wait a bit."
The problem there was that Keeley could hear the sound of a window being broken in the background. Either that meant that Gladys was daydreaming the whole thing very hard, or there really was someone trying to get in.
"Gladys, I'll be there in a moment, I'm almost there. I'll get the police. Right now I want you to go into your bathroom and lock the door. Hide in the bathtub. Don't come out until I tell you to." Or the police did, but that went without saying.
Sherry looked at her and frowned, but didn't ask why she was running out the door. Going by car would take too long, so she stopped and headed out on the Inroads. It would take care to get to the right place, but she could manage it. In fact she stepped right out onto the woman's doorstep. The back one. Just in time to see a pair of male legs go through a window to the side. They were in black jeans, and the sneakers on the feet looked decently new and sporty. Not the kind of thing a desperate addict would be wearing.
"Right." She broke the lock on the back door with a simple twist, not even having to bother increasing her strength. There were three of them inside. All men, and none of them past their mid-twenties. The house was well cared for and clean, but not the kind of place that looked like a very wealthy person lived there. Gladys had enough, but she wasn't secretly an heiress or anything, so the people breaking in probably weren't looking for loot at all.
That didn't leave a lot for them to be after.
She didn't bother hiding her presence, just walking to the living room where one of the men stood, a black mask on his face, his posture looking completely shocked when he saw her.
"The fuck!" It had a nice, scared tone to it, so she nodded and kept walking even as he started to point the gun in his hand at her. That just got slapped aside. The contact with his hand showed her what the plan was at least.
An all day rape party, with little old Gladys as the favor. Culminating in death and a burned house. No one would check for anything, since she was old, and people like her forgot to turn off the oven or stove all the time, didn't they?
It was a decent plan really, except for the part where she showed up and took exception to it. Who knew, Gladys had cool friends.
Keeley didn't let herself feel anger at all and simply stepped in and placed her leg behind the larger man's. He smelled like cigarettes and coffee. The weapon hadn't fallen from his fingers, so she took it as he made a distressed sound, prying it from his gloved hand and then used the butt of it to hit him in the head several times. It made a mess, but he was still alive.
Then the other two, hearing the noise, ran in, thinking that the party was starting without them. It was, just not in the way they expected. They had guns too, so that was the first order of things. She didn't even have to use much greater than normal speed, since they were so shocked to see her. Instead she simply walked over to the first one and hit him in the temple with the gun in her own hand, then kicked the body into the third man. It took a little more of a beating than that to get the last weapon, but it worked.
Then, without waiting, she called the police. After a fashion. Actually, she called the Chief directly.
"Miss Thomson? What can I do for you today?" The words were polite and a little servile, but then, the man knew that she was a Greater Demon and a bit about what that meant, so it wasn't totally unexpected. Plus, she regularly brought him and his men treats. It was time to cash a bit of that goodwill in, she decided.
"Three men, mid-twenties, broke into Gladys Miller's house. They have guns. Had. I have them now. They were looking to rape and murder her. Burn the place down to cover their tracks. They're all alive still. Do you want the arrest? I have a feeling that they'll all give written confessions." Which would mean she needed a few minutes to work before the cops got there, but it was that or kill them. They weren't getting away with this.
"We're on our way! I'll have a car there directly. Perhaps best not to be holding a gun when they get there. Are you in any danger?"
She wasn't, but it was nice of him to think to ask.
 "Not at all. Gladys is safe too. Hiding in the bathroom." 
"Good. I'm coming."
The work she needed to do would take at least a minute apiece and require her to do something she'd never tried before. It was basically a way of linking someone's mind to her own and then thinking for them. Technically it required either eye contact or touching a person, but she got through the first two before anyone showed up. That last man, who was white, and looked like a college student with his short hair and too nice clothing, started calling for a lawyer before the uniformed men were even inside the door, weapons out and pointed at the floor.
That wouldn't do at all.
One of the cops was slightly older and had a salt and pepper mustache. A guy that worked the front desk part of the time. He'd taken his family to the Cortechs' Halloween party, and liked snicker doodles. She'd made him some a few times since then, so he recognized her instantly. The other man was younger and cute, in a slightly blocky way. He looked a bit scared though, which was probably warranted, given everything. The men had guns after all.
"I demand a lawyer! This is a frame job! You don't have a warrant to be here." It was just a string of likely sounding things to say, if you watched enough television, coming from the last man, even as the police pointed their weapons and started demanding the men all lay down and roll onto their stomachs. 
Once the cuffs were on, the last of the creepy would be rapists started screaming a bit.
"It's her, that girl! She used some kind of hypnosis on Tim and Aaron. She told them to confess." It sounded pretty close to what happened even. Keeley was sort of impressed that he was aware enough to realize all that. Most people would have missed it.
The officers didn't seem to be buying it though. Not at all.
"Shut up, now, what's the situation here?" The words had the two men that were lying on the soft blue rug explaining it all, in great depth. They even included the part about why they were doing it, which had to do with the last man, who hated Gladys personally. After all, she was his Grandmother. That was a thing that Keeley had missed, not making actual contact with the man. The others had the information in their heads though, so it was all right there once she checked.
His life hadn't been that great, and instead of thanking her for all the help she'd given him before, he decided to hate her for not taking him in now. Given that his go to response was to set her up to be raped and murdered, that seemed like a pretty good plan on her part, to Keeley. The man kept proclaiming his innocence too, even as Roy walked in with about six other men.
He made a face after getting a repeat of the report, very quickly.
"We need to get Mrs. Miller out here. I can't believe this. Good thing you were nearby Keeley. It's handy having a civic minded martial arts expert in the neighborhood." It was a good enough story for the rest of the police at least.
"Well, you know the drill. Kung-fu, Krav-maga, Batman. Try to keep my name out of the papers. Luckily you were all able to get here on time." That seemed to almost settle things then, except the man on the floor loudly proclaiming his innocence, and her mind powers.
Finally she moved to the man, the police officers around her seemed about ready to apply a bit of force to make him a little more tractable.
"Tell you what," She leaned down to whisper to him, but knew that everyone would hear her anyway. She hated to do it, but the guy wasn't going to get away with it. These others deserved prison, but he was the worst of them by far. "You can keep talking, but you have to tell the truth, deal?"
She locked it into place and felt slimy for doing it. Balthias was a Lesser Demon, and Elis was a mind controlling rapist, but neither of them could hold a candle to some of the things that this man had done. She picked it all up instantly, just like she would have if she'd touched him.
He was in the middle of confessing when Gladys came out, still wearing her night robe.
"Then I was going to have them take turns, do her in the ass, bust her remaining teeth out with a broom handle so she couldn't bite, you know, all that kind of thing. Show her for thinking she was too good for me!" He went on in that vein, even as she clutched at the front of her clothing and started to weep.
"Bryce? Why would you... I don't understand? Who are these men? What are you doing here?" It took a while for it to all come out, but the other men were just freaks that he'd found, digging around on the Dark Net. The plan had been in the works for a while now, but he especially liked the idea of doing it right before Christmas. He knew how important the holiday was to his Grandmother, and being evil, he wanted to use that to hurt her even more than just killing her would.
He was a psychopath, but worse than that, he was pretty much a serial killer in the making.
After they took him away, Gladys called for some of her other friends from church, who came right over, there were six of them, so Keeley felt secure in leaving her for a while.
"You have my number though, so if you need anything, or feel scared, call. Day or night." She had to walk home, not having her car with her, but didn't mind overly. It was only a few miles. When she got in Sherry was loading the van, Bertha, which had the refrigeration unit in the back turned off. There were, as promised, a new box of candles inside, a bit of red showing at the top. It seemed like it should be the right color.
"Zack got here alright then?"
Sherry smiled and stood up after dropping a large box into place, stacked on two others that seemed to be the same.
"He did! He only charged me wholesale plus twenty percent too. I tried to tip him, but he wouldn't take it. I didn't insult him did I?" She made a bit of a face, but Keeley shook her head and picked up a box that was marginally heavy, loading it easily.
"I doubt it. He's just a good person that way. Plus, after a fashion he's rich. I mean, not like us, but he's worth a few million now at least. Passing him a twenty probably isn't worth as much to him as you liking him."
Sherry grinned.
"Then that ten probably wasn't even half way there, was it? Well, we should get him a present then. What do you think he needs?"
It was a good question. There was a real answer to it too, but it wasn't the kind of thing that you gave someone for Christmas. He needed answers. So did she, come to think of it. To start with, she needed to know who'd set Fram on her for certain.
Sure, it was probably Xenses, but just having the names of the Demons helping him would mean a lot to her. Even if she couldn't do anything about it at the moment.
"He needs new furniture. He's been thinking about getting a new sofa, since someone sort of died on the one he has now. Other than that, I can't think of much. Friends? He has some already, but you can never have too many of those. So that or socks."
Sherry climbed into the front of the professional van, which said "Sherry's Flowers and Designs" on the side of the dark blue paint in white letters. There was also a very cute red rose to the right hand side of it, in case someone needed the extra clue.
"Alright. Well, he's your friend, so I'll let you work on that. Do you think you'll be dating regularly?"
It was an awkward sort of thing to ask, but Keeley honestly didn't know.
"Probably, at least casually. He has a girlfriend already, but he's a good business contact. We should invite him for dinner soon, or something, if nothing else. I'll try to find a gift for him that won't be too tacky or out of place." It wasn't like he had everything, so it wouldn't be that hard.
"Wonderful. Just let me know when and I'll make sure to set aside the day to clean. I need to go get Eve now. Will you be here later in the day?"
"Yeah. I'm going shopping with Hally at noon, but that won't take too long. A few hours. Then I actually have the rest of the day all to myself." If that lasted. Which, of course, it wouldn't.
Especially not since Barb's old car pulled up just then, parking legally on the street so that Sherry could get the van out. The girl ran over, her face a bit too bright and cheery to be believable really. Perky and happy.
"Keels! I'm so glad I caught you. We can spend the whole day together, isn't that great?" Worse, from what she was picking up from his thoughts, Fram was actually fairly happy about the idea, since it would let him get his new act down.
"Yeah, that's perfect. Hally will love to see you."
The words were dry and meant to be, but Fram acted like he didn't hear that part of it at all.



Chapter five
 
 
 
 
 
 
On the good side Keeley drove her own car, which was a wonderfully beat up looking plum and primer gray thing that had very uncertain parentage. That wasn't a mistake, since it used to belong to a man that was a rather successful smuggler, who used it to carry prescription drugs across the Canadian border, so that people in the U.S. could get treatments that the government didn't allow them to have. It sounded fairly noble, when she thought of it that way, but it wasn't the case. The man in question had been more than a little sketchy, gouging people that were dying of cancer and other diseases, just for a few extra dollars.
So in short, her kind of person.
Thanks to a brush with some law enforcement agency or another, the guy had to leave the country a little faster than was easily taken care of, so he'd sold the car to a friend of his for about five thousand in untraceable hard currency. That man had, in turn, sold it to Keeley for about double that. Externally it would seem like she'd been ripped off badly. Until you listened to the engine, realized that it had very high end tires and several very well hidden compartments for hiding things. It was also much faster than she probably needed to commute the slightly less than half mile to school each day.
As a status symbol, it was clearly lacking though. Perfect for her then. Her mother ran a start up floral business. True, it was doing decently well, thanks to the fact that Clara's Catering kept recommending her for special projects, but that only meant that Sherry had enough money to pay Eve slightly more than minimum wage and make sure they had food. Or at least it would if Keeley were a normal girl who starved herself to look like she did. They had plenty of cash to work with, since being a Greater Demon kind of made that simple to do, but the basic idea had been to blend in, and not seem like they'd suddenly won the lotto.
Thanks to the recent party chatter, that probably wasn't as needed now though.
Fram rode in silence most of the way, smiling happily the whole time, looking out the window, as if this were a grand adventure, instead of a potentially unwholesome captivity that might end in horrendous torture. When they pulled into the driveway Keeley turned to him and held up a single finger.
"Stay here. Hally wasn't a big fan of Barb, even before the whole thing where she killed my dad and was going to do some pretty rotten things to me too. I'll warn her first, so she doesn't try to dig your eyes out."
"Thank you. I was wondering, would it be possible for me to check on my slaves and assets later? I should be able to simply call. I understand that you can't trust me, even if I really can't fight this. Hopefully you mean to really set me free at some point. In the mean time, this really isn't that bad." He glanced at the house, the front door of which opened quickly with four people coming out without pause. Steve got to the car first, his slightly plump face less so than it used to be, since he'd taken to eating better lately. He had the same color hair that his sister did, and their mother, Ginger.
It was a fake name, but it worked well enough for now.
The parents held back a tiny bit, but Hally bopped over to the car smiling, not even waiting to see who was in the passenger's seat before climbing into the back.
Keeley suppressed a groan, but didn't wait to explain.
"Hi everyone. This isn't Barb. It's a lookalike I hired to play the role. His name is Fram. Treat him like you would have Barb, and it should be alright."
Steve heard her and turned to the girl in the front seat, standing near her door, which had the window half rolled down, so that the Greater Demon could catch the breeze. 
"Hi. So... do you want to come in? I have a new song I've been practicing. We can go to my room..." This was spoken directly to Fram, who smiled wonderfully at the thirteen year old boy and leaned toward him just enough to be provocative.
Keeley had mentioned to him that she might not be the girl for him, and that someone closer to his own age would be better, but honestly, he was nearly fourteen and two years wasn't that huge of a jump, was it? Except that Fram was over two thousand, but how would Steve know that?
The other Greater Demon nodded.
"We can do that. Would you like to, I don't know, do something a bit more adult than that?" It was too blunt and made the boy look at his parents, but they just covered their smiles and looked away. It was kind of funny, watching him squirm. Not very nice though.
"Um, hey, Steve, you did pick up on the fact that I introduced him as a him, didn't you?"
That got everyone to chuckle a bit, even the kid. Hally joined in, but was leaning over the seat, staring at the new Barb's profile.
"This is amazing. You look just like her, Mr. Fram. I'm Hally, by the way. We should be friends. I should have been with Barb, but it was too hard. She was all evil inside, I think." There was a cuteness to the words that would hold the thin and rather delicate looking redhead well into her twenties. If she didn't change before then though, the act would become a mockery of itself. Then annoying to most people. It was a bit too young and helpless seeming, which fit the way Keeley viewed her. Also innocent, if in a very worldly fashion. It made for a nice contrast.
The Yorks waved as they pulled out of the driveway, with Hally sitting back now, since her seatbelt didn't allow for a lot of adventurous lounging.
She spoke to the new Barb though, her voice slightly strange sounding.
"What would you have done if Steve had said yes?"
Fram didn't wait very long to answer, about five seconds. He actually seemed a little baffled by the words, which could have been an act. He was old enough not to be shocked by something like that, wasn't he?
"What Barb would have done, which would be oral, probably. Xenses might have raped the boy, of course, but his character Barb wouldn't have. I've been asked to portray her as closely as possible to the original. Minus that aggravating evil you mentioned. Or at least I'm assuming that's part of the role. I doubt that it will happen now however. Most boys that age would be put off by the idea of their new girlfriend having once been a man. Not that those rules actually apply to..." Then he stopped and turned in the seat, reaching behind him gently, which got the girl in the back to take the soft, pale hand.
After a few seconds he kept going.
"A Greater Demon, like me. The Mistress of Souls here grabbed me last night. I should have known it was a set up the whole time. I'm a slave now. So far it hasn't been too bad. I keep waiting for the other side of it to show, but what will come, shall. That's the universe for you." There was a lightness that Barb never really had, but that most people wouldn't notice either. If they did, it would just be assumed that Barb was having a good day.
Society wasn't really designed to understand the idea that some people weren't always themselves. Not really. It showed up on television, from time to time, but that wasn't enough for most to understand that a person that looked like who they expected and sounded like them, really wasn't.
It was slightly more advanced of Hally than normal, but she really seemed to simply accept the fact that Barb was someone else now.
"Oh. That's pretty nifty. Anyway, I was thinking that we could run by the mall and get some things? Just stocking stuffers. My mom isn't great at doing things like that for herself, so I want to make sure that happens. Otherwise there will be three huge things hanging there on Christmas morning and one floppy thing with a single gift in it from my dad. He's not a big shopper." What was unstated had to do with the fact that Hally didn't have a job, so had very limited funds. About twenty dollars to get this done with. It was a bit of an oversight on Keeley's part actually, but until the night before, that part should have been taken care of by Darla. Now it was her responsibility.
"Where to?" She waited, but Barb snickered a bit, which wasn't the way that the girl ever would have acted at all before.
"She wants to go and check out your new boyfriend, to size up the competition." The words sounded slightly playful, rather than mean. Like one of the girls already.
"Um, I didn't say that." Hally wasn't pleased to have the words said like that, but Keeley got it. That crush the girl had on her was a big reason that she'd gotten Darla to part with her. It was a good bit more than simple friendship after all.
"OK, don't be jealous of him though. We aren't dating or anything really and if we do, you have to be OK with that Hal. Just like you can see whoever you want too. Or, you know, who I say you can." The words made sense to her, but Fram gave her a funny look from his seat, and brushed the dark ponytail from his eyes. It was a bit too brown really, and should be closer to black, Keeley thought, examining it.
"You have some strange ways, Mistress of Souls. Why not simply take her? Those others were in thrall already, why not this one?" It was the kind of bothersome question that she didn't really want to answer in front of Hally, which showed a slight error in the instructions that she'd given Fram earlier. It was, to his way of thinking, simply the truth, so he could speak the words to her, even if they might be uncomfortable. She closed down that part of herself with a bit of magic and focused thought, then smiled warmly, so that her friend might notice it in her voice from the back seat.
"Hally is special to me. That's why I came to an understanding with Darla last night, so that, you know, we can be close." It was too vague, but Greater Demon or not, she had no clue as to how a person might tell another that a third friend of theirs had basically sold the rights to them without asking. It sounded nearly as creepy as it was even.
"Um, sorry? What kind of agreement?"
Keeley could have lied, but instead decided to simply be blunt about it. If the girl was going to be angry about it, which wasn't that likely, now was the time. Not much was made better by waiting to find out about it.
"Basically it means that we can date, or that I can take you as a slave, if I want, without having to fight her over it. It doesn't mean that you have to date me, or make any bargains that would end with you being my property though. That part is left up to you. Before, if I'd come and tried, or if someone else did, she'd have protected you. She still would, most likely, since you're friends, but really that's up to me now." It sounded nice enough, she thought. There were a few hot button words in there, like slave, but Hally went silent, clearly thinking about the whole thing.
"So, we can be friends still? You don't own me, or... I don't have to feel any particular way about you?"
Fram, being helpful by nature no doubt, interjected quickly, in a tone that clearly said he expected to be told to shut up at any moment. It was tempting, but Keeley allowed it. He wasn't wrong after all, and Hally needed to know what she was dealing with.
"That sounds good, but she can take you as a slave against your will, if she wants. She beat me in ten seconds. If you would have asked me yesterday morning if that was possible for anyone, I would have said no. I'm decent at making agreements and bonds like that, but I was shut down so fast and hard that I should have just shown up to the party with my behind already lubed and carrying my own..." Then he stopped and sighed. "Sorry, I let the color of the moment carry my train of thought. It's a horrible habit. I need to remember that I'm Barb now. I don't know about this kind of thing."
They rode in silence for about half a minute, and ended up in the driveway of Keeley's house. The second one, where all her people stayed. Not the Hsreth, who lived at their own place, but the Vampires and Balthias. The ones that wouldn't fit in most places. The big house was set back from the road a bit and had a fenced yard. That was new. It had one when she'd bought it, but this was an all wood privacy fence that blocked people from seeing in from the street too easily, so that Rebekah and Balthias could go outside when they wanted. Plus it kept the goats and alpaca in the back yard without everyone knowing they were there. Those were Vampire food.
No doubt delicious too, from what the others said. She'd tried a few sips, but it just tasted like blood to her. There was a refined palate needed to really appreciate it, at least from what she picked up from her people.
"Fram, you're new, and I'm slightly annoyed at you, so you get to be the new lowest person on the totem pole here. That's conditional, but if the others ask you to do something and it doesn't conflict with my orders, try to do it. Just remember, no matter what else is said, no fair breaking free until I tell you to. Also, be nice to everyone. They're your new family after all, for the time being." She managed a nice Pollyanna type lilt to her voice and patted the Greater Demon on the back, like she might have done to a cat or dog. She was being extra careful, mainly because the being was acting a little too comfortable with the new regime. There should have been struggling, and a bit of subdued anger at her for managing the trick. Not pleasant banter and a desire to please her.
Even if she ordered it, that would only last so long.
Everyone was at the house that she expected, so the normal three. Balthias sat in the living room, watching a Christmas special and Rebekah had Elis scrubbing the wooden hallway on his hands and knees. It was probably unneeded, but the thing did look clean. The whole place was. She didn't hover over him, but the fact was that the woman worked him pretty hard, and was listening from the other room. Keeley could sense that through the link they shared.
It was related to telepathy, but even simpler to manage.
"Hello." Keeley didn't raise her voice, since everyone in the place would be able to hear her, even if she whispered. "I have guests, Hally and a new playmate for all of you. Would you join us by the tree everyone?" They had two of them, and the whole place looked bright and cheery. The decorations were actually festive, but no music played at the moment. They didn't have a fire going either, which made sense. It was cool in the house, but no one living there could feel it really.
When they assembled, Balthias meeting them on his feet, ready to fight Barb it seemed like, the others froze. 
"This is the Greater Demon Fram. Known as The Bold. He was a little too bold last night, so for now he's a slave. The newest member of our crew. His job is going to be to replace Barb while seeing to his own affairs, as long as they don't interfere with ours. You're all in charge of him, but obviously, don't be mean to him. He won't be a slave forever, and you really don't want him to hold a grudge." She waved for them all to make themselves comfortable.
Rebekah seemed a little scared of the whole thing, but Bal just grumbled a little, deep in his chest. The teeniest bit of projected fear came out then. It was a defense mechanism, meant to keep opponents off guard.
"We all saw you take him, but to hold one such is... impressive. More than I thought to see, from one so young." It wasn't an insult, but the giant horned beast man was making it clear that they all got that she wasn't near as old as she'd been letting on. There was no denying it all either. Not at this point. They weren't stupid after all.
"Glad to hear you approve. Not that it matters. Now, Fram is going to be living at the place Xenses had set up for his Barb persona, but I'd like for you to all keep an eye on him for a while. Mainly to make certain that he can navigate his new work. Well, not you Elis. I have another task for you... Though it might be a good thing for you to help with as well, Fram."
She laid it all out quickly, but didn't give a set time for anything to take place.
"So, find those men, and ready yourselves. When Eve gives the word, do what she says." That should be an order to kill, but that could be hard for the girl, since she wasn't a psychopath. Then again, she'd planned the deaths for years, and this way she wasn't going to be caught by the police.
 Through it all Hally didn't say anything. She didn't even as they walked back outside, almost like they were going to be using the car or something. That was mainly to be polite however. It was confusing to most people when you simply vanished from existence.
The girl had on a fuzzy blue sweater under a warm looking light pink coat with a matching hat that was currently resting on top of the little bag she carried. It was a cloth patchwork thing, but worked with the bright appearance of the girl.
It gave her a cute, but young, and eclectic air.
"Keeley? Are... they going to kill all the men that raped Eve when she was little?" They'd reached the front yard and the blue sky above didn't add a lot of heat to the scene. The path was smooth stone, but the rest of the yard was made of pebbles and rocks. At least this time of year. In the summer Rachel had a garden planned, but it would take some preparation, since it would need to be low in water usage. The climate was too dry in the area to be wasteful that way.
"That's right. How do you feel about that?" The clear and very apparent answer was that the girl would feel afraid, but there were deeper layers to her, and while she had a crush on Keeley, Eve had been her best friend for nearly two years. It was the kind of thing that could change your mind about pesky little things like morals pretty fast.
"I don't know. I... Think we should do it. For real. They hurt her, over and over. I... Don't let her know, but I think we should kill her mom too. Is that bad? Saying that?"
Keeley nodded.
"It's not a good thing, planning to kill people like that. I've negotiated that, in part, with Darla as well. Eve is still hers though, so if you want to help plan that part of things, the bit with her mother, you should talk to her. Make sure you don't offer to do too much for it. Darla isn't exactly incapable of what's needed and really wants to see it done. I was going to wait for Eve to get out of school here, myself. I don't think that's what Darla has planned though." Actually, she knew it for a fact, having been told that the woman was going to die of cancer in about two months. That would put it far enough away from the holidays to not ruin them for Eve.
That didn't get covered with the girl, who simply made a cute face that said she was trying to be strong, but was worried, and a bit scared at the same time. That was about the right combination. Anything else would show a lack of common sense.
Keeley playfully picked the girl up, not having to make herself stronger at all, thanks to her latest bit of punishment, but smiling the whole time.
"OK, we can't drive there, so... Close your eyes." The instant she did, Keeley walked the inroads, the girl with her not moving at all as she did. That made sense. For humans this was a timeless place. She had to move on the line, searching out the right pathway to take her to the Westwood mall in Washington State. It didn't take long from her perspective, perhaps a minute. To Hally it was instant and she was set down near the front door of the place. It was busy, compared to the last time she'd been there, but not what it should have been at all. There were a half dozen reasons for that, including the fact that the people working inside were, one way or the other, kind of creepy. Even Zack, and he was normal for this place, more or less.
Hally squeaked, but no one noticed them stepping into existence, though at least two people, both men, noticed her setting the other girl down. The big doors on this side of the building were trimmed in an aquamarine blue and had large white pillars set into the concrete in front of the glass. The shops inside were pretty standard, on the surface, but she could feel the strangeness even from the outside, without even trying. The whole place was on a node, which was basically a point where the inroads tried to come into the outer world. That didn't help most people much, and she was included in that, not needing them for her own movements, but a few groups could use them for travel, from spots like this. Mainly by killing people in sacrifice to open them. Generally a lot of death was needed to make that happen though.
"Zack works at the candle shop, to the left. The whole place is filled with beings that aren't exactly human. Shape shifters, Sucubi, Vampires and of course, Christmas shoppers. So be careful." Not that it was dangerous, even for a human. That was the point of the place, to be a meeting spot so that problems could be hammered out without violence. It mainly didn't work, in the long run. That didn't mean the various beings wouldn't try though.
They chattered as they walked, the number of shops inside being slightly larger than it had been the last time she'd been in, though only by two, and both of those had a highly seasonal sense about them. One place that made gift baskets for instance had been set up, and another that sold decorations. They were both run by non-humans, but the basket shop had a variety of types inside it, rather than just being run by one group or another. It was, she realized, a very interesting idea. In the main you didn't see that kind of thing without a Greater Demon being behind it. Without waiting to see what Hally wanted to do, Keeley walked in, her eyes searching the place closely, mind extended to see if anyone was paying too much attention to her.
No one was, in particular. They were, as far as she could determine, just a loose collection of people, actually selling the gift packages without any ulterior motives. Not past turning a profit.
A woman that seemed to be a bat shifter at a glance, a thing that Keeley knew, not from personal experience, but from having picked up the information from Zack, moved over to them and smiled. It wasn't one of the people from the Shifter Embassy, which was across the mall. This was someone new. An older woman that had the short rust colored bristles of her kind, and the very common thick glasses. It made her eyes look huge.
"May I help you?" There was a friendly smile with the words, which was also a bat trait. They tended to be high energy and happy, as often as not. After a few seconds she nodded, thinking about it all pretty carefully. It would be easier to have these people put things together than for her to do the work herself for everyone.
"Yes, I think you might be able to. I'd like to get twenty-seven baskets. Holiday themed for all of them, some going to people of, particular taste and refinement. I can get you the addresses and locations for delivery." Casually, almost as if she were flirting with the thin woman who suddenly seemed a bit excited by the prospect of a large batch of purchases, Keeley touched her arm. That gave her a flood of information, which told her a lot about the operation.
For one thing, the owners of the place were using Zack to carry their goods to remote locations. They weren't paying him either, having gotten him to volunteer his help. It really was a loose coalition of people though, with four of them being truly non-human. She didn't let the sudden flare of anger touch her face. They were abusing Zack, because they could, using him to get goods that no one else had access to, and even deliver things across the country at times.
It was the kind of thing that was handy, but also not allowed. If they wanted to do it, they needed to be at least trading something for it. In this case gift baskets would make the most sense, but they were pretty much not even giving him hugs, or home cooked meals in thanks, as it stood.
That, she decided, would have to stop.
The woman glanced at her hand and smiled. After all, bats tended to be rather frisky, and not all that discerning about who they slept with. It was a cultural thing though, not a biological one.
"We can do that! We have very good delivery. The Line Walker is helping us. It's a stroke of luck really, that he works out of here. If you'll both come this way? We can fill out the paperwork and establish the times you'll need for delivery. This is the busy season, so I'm afraid there will be a small surcharge for rushed work." She actually seemed to feel a bit embarrassed by that, but it only made sense to Keeley. People that could afford to pay more were, of course, the best potential customers. They should be given precedence. After all, they were the ones that would end up using the service the most.
She didn't take long to fill things out, though the woman seemed slightly surprised at both how quickly she wrote and that she didn't have to refer to anything for the information as to where to send it. Several of them were for different kinds of beings, which she made a notation of, since the people at this particular establishment were quite up on how to make that happen. You didn't need to add dried fruit for Vampires after all, and Hsreth needed to be given lots of alcohol. They loved the stuff after all. Even the very cheap kinds, though she did want the gifts to be nice.
After looking at the whole list, and doing some quick math, the Bat woman went to get her manager, a very nice looking Incubus, which was just the male form of the Alede. They had two genders, and could easily shift back and forth. This one stepped in too close to her and Hally, pressing sexual attraction from himself in a vast wave. She was able to shut that off instantly, but poor Hally stiffened, her body trembling slightly from the mix of chemicals and psychic power coming off the man.
It was a bit different, but using a bit of her own energy, Keeley figured out how to shut that off for the girl after a few seconds. She still looked interested in the man, which was healthy, since Alede were always attractive, but she didn't look ready to strip her clothes off in the middle of the sales floor, which was an improvement.
The man had a quickly rung up bill on him.
"This... Will come to five thousand dollars, is that really what you wanted?" He didn't offer anything else, not wanting to lose the large sale, but, to his vast credit, the man also didn't want to cheat, or otherwise use, what seemed like a young human girl. She was able to pick up that thought very clearly at least.
"Yes, that will be fine. I can pay for it now." In cash even, since she had about ten thousand in her bag. After all, it would look strange if she went from place to place quickly, using the inroads, and left a trail of credit and debit card transactions, or checks. The Alede gave her an appraising look then, as the paper bills came out and seemed suddenly a lot more into helping her out of her clothing than anything else. She just seemed exciting to him now. Being an Alede, that meant sex, even if it was really about her cash.
The fact that she wasn't a food source for him didn't register yet. It probably wouldn't, she knew. Hally boggled a little at the huge sheath of bills coming out, but she didn't comment on it. She knew that Keeley had funds after all. She even had a good idea where some of it had come from. She did seem a bit envious, which trickled out of her, but the girl was good, simply smiling a bit, her face not giving away much of what she was thinking at all.
When they finished there, they walked the whole mall. There were too few shops really, for a space that large, but what they had was unique enough to keep them interested. There was a nice curios shop on the second floor that held thousands of little things that were both very nice, and had the correct size to go into a stocking for instance. Hally looked at a darling silver pill box with jade inlay. When she turned it over to look at the price she gasped and started to put it down.
"It's nice, but out of my price range." Hally seemed a bit disappointed by that, which got some attention from the being watching them.
The clerk behind the counter was a Djin, and a very old and powerful one too, since he was able to hold a solid and very human like form. He didn't speak, but moved around the counter and pointed at the box, not bothering to speak. A lot of very old things just didn't bother with that.
It took a while, but it was clear he was willing to let the box go for half the listed price, since Hally wanted it so much. It was about ten times what the girl had on her.
"I can front you the money, Hally. You'll owe me a favor though, later. One that will be worth what I pay here, no more than that. Keep that in mind when dealing with Demons. Make sure that the amount of a bargain is known in advance." She got the funds out and passed it to the girl, as the Djin, who was a Lesser Demon after all, stared at her, and then bowed, finally getting at least what she was, if not who.
She winked back.
After all, now that she was known to be young, she didn't have to act ancient all the time anymore. Just old enough that no one would think she was easy prey.
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"How am I supposed to pay you back for all of this?" Hally sounded concerned, since she was about six hundred dollars in debt by the time they got near the candle shop on the bottom level. People were going in and out pretty regularly. That was, she knew, an improvement, since the place used to be dead all the time. Zack had done it, organizing the space and improving it with simple hard work.
She shrugged.
"Favors, like I said. You don't have a lot of skills yet, but something will come up. I know, you can help me tomorrow with the city council. I have a lunch meeting with four of the six, plus the Mayor, just to chat. Really the plan is to get them to realize the importance of good fire hydrants. I'm just taking them to Fritters, because I'm not supposed to have that much by way of money, but you could help me coordinate everything." It wasn't really needed, but it would be something for the girl to do that didn't involve servicing a bunch of men to pay things off. Or women. It was almost tempting to set that up, just to help her learn about the importance of being careful in what she agreed to, but it was worth more to Keeley to have her good will.
Besides, she kind of liked her.
"We need to set a building on fire. You can do that. Bal will get you in. You'll have to be careful, since we want it to look like it wasn't set. He knows what to do though." She grinned and waited for the response, which came only as wide eyes and a subtle hesitation in her step.
Then her little friend nodded.
"OK. I guess. I've never done that before. I... Balthias won't let me get caught, will he?"
"Nope. Not at all. I'll make sure of it." She pointed at the shop across from their destination, since it would make a good vantage point to watch Zack, which was what Hally actually wanted, rather than an introduction. It also had food, being a frozen yogurt place. Yoghurt World. "Let's set up there."
The girl behind the counter wasn't one really, being a decently old Vampire, capable of day time activity. That was a dead giveaway, but something that Keeley had known anyway. She smiled at the woman who went very still.
"Mistress of Souls. To what do we owe the pleasure?" There was no hint of anger at her presence and only a bit of fear, which was hidden well enough that Hally didn't get it, but it was there, none the less.
"Just visiting really. Doing some last minute shopping, plus Hally came to spy on Zack and make certain he wasn't going to steal me from her. She's a bit of a jealous type that way." The words got Hally to blush, but she didn't deny what she was there for, her face looking determined instead.
The words had the desired effect on the Vampire though, since she smiled and let her right hand come out over the counter.
"Oh? I'm Zachery's girlfriend, Lenore. I have to say, I whole heartedly endorse your plan. Though I was slightly worried about... Keeley here, taking Zach away from me. Perhaps an alliance is in order to prevent that?" The words were smooth and professional, but seemed wrong coming from the lips of a woman that looked no more than nineteen or twenty. Her hair was tied back, to keep it out of the food, and she wore an actual dress, done in subdued colors, all variations of gold or light tan. Over that was a white apron, which didn't fit with the slick and plastic look of the place at all. It was very clean though, which was better than most food establishments by about a factor of three or so.
Hally smiled back and nodded.
"OK. Not that it's really that big of a thing. I mean, I'm not with Keeley, and she won't take your boyfriend away. She's not a bad person, or anything." There was no doubt in the words at all, but for some reason Lenore didn't seem convinced.
"Can I get you anything?" She didn't offer it for free, Keeley noticed, which was good manners for a Greater Demon, and about right if they were human. It was a shop after all, not a friend's house.
Keeley ordered several large dishes, but Hally just shook her head.
"I am, officially now, out of cash. Plus, you know, I have to watch my weight. It looks great though."
Lenore just smiled and made the treats for Keeley efficiently and didn't seem at all shocked when she was paid for them. She also wouldn't have been surprised if they'd just been taken. The woman really didn't want to fight with her it seemed. That was pretty much correct too, since all she could do would be lose. Even if it was just an argument made of words, it would be hard to beat a Greater Demon.
"Enjoy." The words had the ring of being rote and there was a stillness after them which indicated that she thought that might be taken as rude. Not that Keeley was that sensitive so far, but it was impossible to know what someone like her might do. Saying anything could have her taken as a slave forever, and so could doing nothing at all. More than anything she really wanted the Greater Demon to be gone, that was clear. It wasn't happening though. They settled into a booth so that Hally could do her work, watching Zack. It wasn't that interesting, but she seemed pretty close to enthralled as she did it.
"He works hard." She murmured the words, looking over Keels shoulder, her face considering. "Not that great looking. I mean, nice enough, but he's too thin. Quince is better looking." That was a reference to the captain of the Raintree football team.
He was nice enough looking, Keeley had to agree, but he was also a Durg. That was something that her friend had no concept of, but it was basically a cousin to a Greater Demon. All the physical traits, but lacking the mind, and a lot of the magical potential. Immortal though, and often very good fighters.
The commentary went on for a while, but she didn't really notice anything that was all that important. Keeley did though, even with her back to the other store. For instance, she realized when Finias walked into the place about an hour later, as she was munching her seventh extra large frosty treat. Lenore still wasn't pleased that she was there, but she did like making the various things. Her eating them had even gotten three others to notice and come in to get something for themselves. Two men and a woman that really didn't need to waste the calories on junk food, being too heavy already. Still, whatever worked for her was fine.
The shape of her father was the same as the night before, which was the one she thought of as Dan Carmichael. It wasn't the one that Zack knew him as overly, but with a bit of focus she was able to track things as they happened. Finias watched for a while, waiting for a lull, with part of Zack noticing him instantly, and another totally oblivious to what was happening, except his work.
Finally the Greater Demon got to the counter and started chatting. That part was strange, since it wasn't about anything important at all, he really seemed to just be making conversation.
"I was wondering if you have plans for Christmas? I was thinking we could get together, perhaps for dinner?" The words had too much charm to them and made Keeley role her eyes. She couldn't tell what her father wanted with Zack, not directly, since his mind was closed right now, just like hers was, but unless the goal was to pick him up, he was coming on too strong.
Zack answered, sounding a bit hesitant.
"Um, well, I don't really know. My grandparents are in town, so I'll be with them part of the day, then, you know, my girlfriend and I should be doing something." It was horribly polite of him to phrase it that way, really. Finias practically ignored it all.
"Wonderful! We can all get together. Say six in the evening? I'll see you then." He smiled happily and walked out, stopping when he noticed Hally, which was followed by a solid connect that tried to read Keeley, but failed. The Greater Demon could probably force his way in, no matter what she did, but he didn't, just walking over instead.
"Keeley! How wonderful to see you. You too, miss. Hally York, isn't it?" He shook hands with her, but they'd met before, so even though she was a bit wide eyed the girl nodded.
"Hello!" There was a chipper tone to the words and a smile that seemed totally real and was. Dan Carmichael was kind of hot, after all. What wasn't to like?
She gestured for him to sit, but didn't buy him a treat. Instead she ate her own for a moment before speaking.
"This is Hally. She's mine. For that matter, I'm fairly certain that Zack is as well, unless you wish to explain your prior claim on him? I noticed you seemed to be trying to get his attention pretty hard in there. Since he isn't into men, I think you might want to dial that back a notch." She grinned and then winked at her biological father. After all, it wasn't like he didn't know what he was doing. Even if it didn't make sense to her based on the information she had at the moment.
"Yes, well... He's not yours. I've been watching him since he was a child. Technically he'd be your brother's, but that shouldn't be paid too much heed. Isn't that why you're attempting to lay claim to him now? To draw Xenses to you?"
That just got a nod.
"That's true. So, we should talk about that, don't you think? Maybe not here. I don't know, perhaps if you're not busy seeming like you want to pick up store clerks, you could stop by my house later? Say six or so? The main one, since I know that Sherry would love to see you too." She also wouldn't care if Zack was a Greater Demon, or not.
It wasn't that subtle, but no one else got it and Dan snorted at her, a bit derisively.
"You can cut the old and wise act, you know. Everyone knows your secret now. A bit of a shame, but I haven't heard of anyone planning against you yet. Which means it will only be others of our own kind doing so then, most likely."
"Good to hear. What makes you think that this is an act though? Can't it just be my naturally clever personality coming through?" She giggled a little, which was on purpose, making herself seem young, but not going over the top with it. "I suppose I could try a bit harder to blend in. Be a real girl for a while. Go get drunk and lose my virginity in the back seat of a compact car or something."
That or joint the cheerleaders squad. She'd avoided that so far though, but she had been in the school play in November, not the female lead, just as an extra, since it wouldn't do to suddenly take the first spot in anything really. She had the looks for it, but didn't need the attention yet. She'd accidently garnered too much of that already.
It was a hazard of the job, she knew.
Waving to Lenore during a lull got the woman to walk over to them, her face smiling, but the movement, while very good, didn't seem quite real.
"This is Lenore Hawthorn. She's the Ambassador here, and Zack's girlfriend. Classic Vampire, as you can see. Also a friend of mine, and under my protection. I know that isn't needed with you, Finias, but in case it comes up with others, please remind them of that.
"Lenore, this is my father, known by many titles, The Mind Bender among them. He's not a bad being, for one of us, so you two should be friends." It was so far above high handed, claiming the woman without asking her first, but she didn't seem to be frightened at least, just giving a head nod that would pass for a polite gesture in public in the modern world.
"Mind Bender. I enjoyed your party last night."
"Oh? Excellent. Very good in fact. I invited myself to visit with Zack on Christmas. You'll be there, of course? We should plan something official."
Keeley winked at Hally then.
"We should be going. I have some things to see to and presents to wrap. Oh, Lenore? Could you drop by the gift basket place later, and suggest that they need to come to some kind of arrangement with Zack as to how they plan to pay for his services? I know that he'd volunteered to help, but I don't think we should let him be simply used that way. Bad enough that my mother had him deliver candles to her this morning. Of course that benefits me, so I can look the other way, but you know, we must keep up the double standards, and all that." She sounded playful, but the Vampire actually looked slightly relieved.
"I've been looking for a reason to do that. Zack is... Very kind. People will take advantage of him if something isn't done. The problem there is that the new business can't really afford to pay him even a fraction of what it would cost. I'd suggest they trade favors, but he doesn't need anything. Not from those particular people."
It was surprisingly, Hally that spoke, her words measured, as she watched the young man working in the candle shop.
"Well, what about his friends? They probably need something done, right? Help with school work, or moving, that kind of thing?" Those were a little pedestrian, but the idea was sound enough, and after a moment Lenore nodded.
"His boss, Lisa, could use some babysitting. For her, not a child. She's had some issues lately and could use a watcher or two. Perhaps that would suffice?"
That seemed like a start if nothing else, so Keeley stood and held out her right hand, which got a firm handshake in return as Hally got Finias to move with a gentle pat to the shoulder, not really understanding that Greater Demons were anything except her friends and playmates. It was both cute and a potential problem, if not dealt with soon.
"That's a plan then. I don't really care what the payment is, as long as it's close to equitable. Also, we should get together soon. I want you to meet with Richard Swerlin and some others, my Rebekah for instance. You should have ties there too. All of you should." She didn't give Lenore a choice in the matter, which sent a thrill of fear through the undead form. Nothing showed on the outside, but she was afraid that Keeley was going to entrap her and take her as a slave.
Which was silly.
The woman had to know that if she wanted that, which she didn't overly, it would already be done.
They left Finias chatting with the Vampire and headed out, using one of the pillars in the front as cover for their escape back to the front door of her second place in Arizona. It was about five in the afternoon already. Everyone was inside still, all of them working on something or another. The television played in the background, but no one was watching it overly.
"We're back." Hally announced it cheerily, as if anyone would miss it. Balthias came to greet them though, his giant brown and slightly red body smelling like pine now, instead of cedar and sulfur. It was an improvement. His horns were whiter too.
"Mistress, Lady Hally." No more was added, since, clearly, nothing much had happened at all. That reminded her to get with Eve later though, or, if possible, right then. The party wouldn't be over, but the set up might be.
That meant checking in at home, since Eve would try to stay there as much as possible. Who could blame her? She hated living with her mother in that run down trailer. So much so that she kept hinting to Rebekah that she'd be interested in becoming a Vampire like her. That didn't go over all that well though, since the woman wasn't that thrilled with being a Manthori. Keeley had to agree. They looked too different for the world they lived in and it would be a lot easier for Eve if she decided to go with one of the more normal looking types, like Lenore. 
She was a bit high strung, but the woman would be a better choice that way, to be honest. The best option would be Bey though, if she really wanted to make that leap. It wasn't up to Keeley to set up however. Darla might have very different plans for her after all.
It took a bit to drive back, and Hally got dropped off on the way, so that she could get to wrapping things. It was the best way to hide the gifts after all, and they were a bit too expensive for the Yorks to not notice.
"How should I explain that to them? My mom and dad. They'll think I'm selling drugs or something." She was actually worried about that, as if Keeley couldn't just mention that it was alright and it would be.
Still, they had a real relationship too and Hally needed to honor that.
"Explain that you're performing a bit of arson for the cash. They were conmen for decades you know. I doubt that either of them will really judge you. Just make certain you explain that you won't be caught as well. Don't tell Steve. I don't want him thinking that crime is a good plan. After all, he has his music career to think of." That was her plan for him, but as her slave, it was what he'd be doing. He was getting pretty good already, not able to help it, since her minor suggestions caused him to practice all the time, and be very aware of what needed improvement. His grades had improved a lot as well, for the same reason.
The other girl made a face and shook her head no.
"I can't just tell them that. They'd blow up at me. I know they would."
"Try it. If they say you can't do it, then we can find something else for you to do to repay the debt. I'm guessing that it won't be half the issue you think it is. Now if you tell them that you want to go to an orgy, they'd flip out on you. But larceny or a few felonies? Not so much."
The girl didn't seem convinced at all, but telling them or not was up to her. Keeley managed to be gone from their driveway before they came out however, and back home inside ten minutes. It would have been faster, but there was a minor accident on the way, and she had to take a detour. It seemed real, but she watched closely, since it could be a trap. It wasn't though, so she managed to work her little ugly car in next to Bertha the rather pretty blue work van.
The others were actually in the kitchen, along with Clara the Hsreth, who was moving with a good bit more speed than she normally let anyone see. It was all oriented toward baking, and cooking at the moment, her arms and fingers actually blurring as she moved.
Eve explained, gesturing at the scene widely.
"Minor accident at Clara's shop, so she's borrowing the kitchen. The party is in three hours. The sprinkler system sprung a leak and sprayed all the food that she and her son had made. He's at their house doing the same thing, trying to make up for all of that." The catering company had actual employees too, but they weren't Hsreth and that meant, if anything were going to be done in time, they had to step up personally. 
"Ah, alright. Need any help Clara?" She said the words gently, knowing that the woman would say no, even if it meant losing business due to the lack, but there was no concern coming from her at the moment.
"No, Mistress. This is coming along just fine. A minor setback. If I could borrow your van however to transfer it all? I can call for one, but..." She felt awkward asking for the loan. Sherry just waved at her.
"Of course you can. I'll drive you in fact. After all you and Glen have done for us, it's the least I can do." There was a real point there. Slaves or not, Clara and Glen Taggard had pretty much been putting Sherry's Floral design business on the map. Keeley had never asked them to at all. Part of that was simply that Sherry was actually good, and got the job done, even if time schedules were tight. Sure, she was also Keeley's mother, but that was only part of the whole thing.
It meant that they were fine though and didn't need her getting in the way, which would actually be what she was doing. She'd been learning to cook, but wasn't at Clara's level yet at all. Just standing in the room was a bit of a problem for the Hsreth, who kept looking at her, ready to stop what she was doing, and make food for her master, or anything else that was required. She didn't get a choice in the matter after all.
"Eve, let's go sit in the living room. I have some stuff to talk about anyway." She phrased it carefully, making it seem like it wasn't a big deal at all.
"Cool." The black haired girl was in jeans and a T-shirt that hugged her chest a bit too much. It was just old though, not an attempt on her part to look like she was advertising. She always was, true enough, but that wasn't the reason there. She didn't get a lot of new clothing, and what she had was basically what Darla had given her. Carefully, over the course of months, so as to not make the girl feel bad, or like she owed her anything. Not consciously at least. It was a trick of course, but a good one.
When they got into the other room, Keeley sat on the sofa, only to have the girl slide in next to her, grinning.
"So, is the news that you and a certain redheaded friend of ours are going to hook up? Or have you? I'm not into girls myself, but I have to say, you're both making me feel a little jealous." There was teasing to the words, but she went wide eyed went Keels shrugged.
"Nothing yet, but we probably will. She likes me well enough at least. This isn't about that though. I have a replacement for Barb. A greater Demon that I turned into one of my slaves. Fram. So don't be shocked if you see her running around. Well, him, but when I said 'replacement for Barb' I really meant it. He should be able to pass." She paused and touched her friend on the back of the hand, ready for the uncomfortable shock of the contact, but noting it wasn't that bad today. She'd mainly been working and avoiding her mother for a long while and it helped to make her life a lot better.
Keeley leaned in and kissed her suddenly, on a whim, which got the girl to do it back, using enough tongue that it was clear she wasn't all that surprised by it at all. It was interesting, but not what she'd come to do.
Eve however, didn't move away, putting her arms around her instead. After a few minutes she finally sat back.
"Well, I guess I could try a girl."
Keeley shrugged.
"Maybe later? Right now I just want you to know that I really like you. As a friend I mean. That's all tied up in sex for you though. We should work on that, but for the time being... I want to talk to you about what you have planned, as far as killing those men? Balthias, Fram and Elis will help you. I've already set that up." It was a bit like telling someone that they had a battle group to handle a school bully, but Eve actually looked away, scared and tense. It was why Keeley had made out with her first, to help her know she wasn't being pressured.
The problem wasn't that she didn't want it done though, not at all. There was a deeper issue.
"I know that Elis is supposed to kill them, but I was thinking. Maybe I should do it? Is that... Alright? I'm not saying I'm some badass or anything, but..." She really wanted to. The idea also terrified her more than she could say or would want to, if she had the words. Seeming weak wasn't high on her list of things to do.
"That's fine. The others will help with that then, if you want, and back you up, so that you don't get caught. The thing is, I think you should do it. Now. Today. The longer you wait, the harder it will be for you to get it done. There will always be a reason not to. That's fine as well. If you don't want to be involved, we can do that, or if you change your mind about it." The men would still die, but Keeley would see to it then. Probably still ordering Elis to do it, since it was part of what needed to happen if he was ever going to redeem himself.
There was a long moment of utter silence, but finally she stood up and offered Keeley her right hand.
"Let's get it done, then. Before I chicken out and let even more little kids get raped. I took too long already."
Not hesitating Keeley called for Fram and Bal, asking that Elis be brought along. They were in the room about ten seconds later, with Eve staring at the Greater Demon that looked like her old cheerleading buddy. They hadn't been close, maybe, but as much as anyone could be with Xenses, they'd been friendly.
Keeley explained the plan, which had the others ready to go about a minute later. Bal had already tracked down all the men after all, having had months to work on it. Elis was ready to simply get it done. He didn't speak, but then she'd told him not to, unless it was actually needed. The very pale Vampire was still being punished after all. Even killing these men was part of that. It was a message to him, that said that harming her friend was very serious. It still worked though, if Eve did it.
After all, though different, it still said something, didn't it? That the girl wasn't prey anymore.
After they all left, Balthias taking Eve to get some weapons first, Keeley could only hope it all turned out. Oh, the men would die, but how her friend reacted to it was slightly uncertain.
Since it could break her. Or make her much stronger than she'd ever been.
Either way, they'd know in a few hours.
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 It would have been nerve wracking, just waiting for Eve to come back and tell her how things went, except that Keeley decided not to worry about it. The boys wouldn't let her get hurt at all, and the worst thing that would happen would be that she had a bit of a meltdown after killing a few people.
To pass the time she decided to do some cooking and make a casserole for Gladys. After all, the woman had been traumatized, and was probably feeling a little lost and alone now, after the last of her family turned out to be an uber creep. That reminded her. As soon as she had that done and delivered, Keeley needed to see about making sure Bryce made a full confession, and then killed himself. It would be best if it happened on video, so that Roy and his people wouldn't be blamed for it. That or something that would look natural, like a heart attack or choking to death on some food.
It didn't take long to assemble everything, it was a simple recipe, so she made two, because a light snack seemed to be in order. It was tuna flavored, which wasn't her favorite, but was both cost effective, and good enough for now. Gladys loved the stuff though. Keeley pulled that from her memories, and used the woman's own recipe to make it, so it would be familiar.
While she waited the forty minutes it needed to cook, Keeley practiced drawing, and then absorbing energy into herself. It was a matter of practice now, and adaptation to the new technique. At least that made sense. Most Greater Demons learned it pretty slowly, but this particular trick didn't damage her at all, so it was just a matter of repetition and focus, not healing the entire time, which was good, since she still wasn't back to normal as far as energy went yet.
She actually managed to go and deliver the casserole while it was still warm, and sit with her and her friends for about half an hour. They didn't say a lot, but she could tell that none of them were overly shocked about the whole thing. Bryce had never been a good guy, always picking the absolute worst things to do as a child even. Killing the neighbor's dogs and cats, that kind of a thing. No one had ever caught him though, they assured her, or they could have gotten him help.
She felt a little bit mean when she spoke, but it was something that they needed to understand, so she did it anyway.
"You can't really help psychopaths. Doctors, medications, these things don't fix them at all. The best you can do is give them a set of rules and hope they see the value in following them. He chose not to, so I doubt that having had him committed or sent to therapy would have honestly done much for him. This isn't anyone's fault, it's most likely biology." That was close enough to the truth that the four woman and the Catholic priest that sat there with their plates of food all agreed with her at least.
They also didn't expect a sixteen year old girl to sit there with them all day, and thanked her for bringing food quickly, so she could escape. Most of them seemed to think it was special enough at least. One woman didn't, but she figured that Keeley was trying to get into Gladys's will or something. The others all knew that the woman didn't have enough for that to be very likely at all.
She passed out hugs, to some of the women. The priest, Father Donnelly, didn't allow that for himself, keeping well back, but extending his hand politely. He was a good man really. For all that some of his fellows in the church had done some rotten things, this man wasn't involved in it at all. His worst sin was overeating on occasion, and she hadn't really tempted him to that with the tuna casserole, since, like her, it wasn't his favorite.
"Thank you so much Keeley. We'll be seeing you for mass on Christmas Eve?" He tried to say it with enough expectation that she'd say yes, that she smiled at him.
"That is the plan. Of course I reserve the right to skip out if need be. A lot's been going on lately. I don't know what my mother has planned for instance." She actually didn't. It would probably be church, since Sherry wanted to be involved with other people and that was one way to do it. Darla wouldn't be coming, she didn't think, since her sister was hard enough to get around on Sundays for it, much less a holiday. Even one she didn't really care about. Of course, that was part of the reason for going, wasn't it? They didn't care about the religion, but attending the services made them look like normal people.
The man just looked a little sad, but seemed resigned to the whole thing.
"At least you didn't promise something you might not be delivering. Well, we'd love for you to be there. Please try."
She shrugged.
"Alright. I'll pass the word and see if I can work up a group." There were a few of them after all, that should be going. Roy and his wife, Karen, for instance, as well as Eve, since the Police Chief was her father. Really, that's who she should be living with, instead of her rather neglectful mom, but no one had mentioned it yet at all. Maria Gonzales and Becky Hoader would both want to go. Maybe Hally too.
It would be a whole thing.
Gary wouldn't want to, most likely. He was Gay, with a capital "G" on it, and the church frowned on him for it. That was another thing she needed to look in to. He hadn't been around in days. A few weeks before he'd started to rally a bit and go out again, after Darla killed the Durgs that had beaten his boyfriend Rob to death. They were all from Wilson High, so there was a giant fear in the city that someone was killing their children. It was true, after a fashion, but no one had demanded a curfew yet. Of course it was the middle of winter, so no one really stayed out that late. Keeley was almost certain that it would be coming.
She got back before anyone else did, Bertha being gone from the driveway already. That meant she had time to actually just sit and think for a while. There wasn't even homework to see about just then. She'd done it, and all the extra credit already, so it would be out of the way. The presents were wrapped and everything. Keeley had even looked in on all her people that day, more or less. 
Well, not Deborah Forbes, but the woman was fine. They talked about twice a week. Keeley was working to get her a job at a major television network. It was going well. Honestly, she could have done it already, even starting without any contacts, but moving the woman around too fast would draw attention. She could get an offer from one of the big players, but not without a few more major stories and some exposure. Not if it was going to look natural, like she'd just gotten a big break, instead of someone pulling strings for her.
That reminded her of something, so she got her little prepaid cell and dialed the number anyway.
"Debbie Forbes." It wasn't the way she always answered the phone, just the way she did it when she was mad at one of her honeys. They bickered a lot, and since it was a rather unconventional relationship, having a man and two women in it, things could escalate quickly at times. The clipped tone probably meant Keeley had interrupted a fight.
"Can you meet me tomorrow at Fritters? Bring a cameraman and just be happening to come by at one twenty or so. Don't ask how I know, but there will be a story, if you do. One that might just make the national news on a slow day, as a bit of ironic humor."
"Keeley?" She sounded baffled, but the second the name was said, there were some biting words from the background and a man and a woman started going at each other, making accusations about who was sleeping with whom, outside of the relationship. On the good side Deborah didn't seem to be directly involved in this part.
"That's me. So, you might want to covertly get things ready." She gave the time again and then waited while a spectacular screaming fit started. It was answered with a manly bellow. It was loud enough that when Deborah spoke, she sounded more than a bit angry.
"Sorry, it's been like this all day. I can't take much more of this. I love Linda and Justin, but this is... I don't think it's going to keep working." She whispered the words and then hung up the phone without saying goodbye. Probably because at least one of them had heard her, and hit the button to end the call, as if that would undo the words.
From her perspective it was a good thing. The others had their own lives and jobs and frankly, they were slowing her asset down. They were needy, and complained when she worked too hard, instead of supporting her. Yes, relationships were a two way street, but neither of them were actually ambitious enough to keep up with their girlfriend or content to sit back and play a supporting role either. It was a bit sad, but they would have had to go anyway. This way, when Keeley got things ready for her, Deborah could just leave and go off to New York, or Dallas, without any fuss.
With that though, she was about done for the day. She planned to take both the police and local fire station some goodies for Christmas, but not that day, since she didn't want that much attention from them at the moment. Showing up after the fire would be good enough. The plans for that got reviewed, and changed a bit, but there just wasn't a lot to do, until Eve got back.
It was kind of nice, she decided. Just sitting there and not being worried or bothered about anything. That didn't last long of course, since there was a sudden crash outside her house. A car accident by the sound, though it was a bit off. Instead of running out to see what was going on, since there was no crying or screaming in pain, she stood and started to pull energy from the world around her again. It was, most likely, just an accident.
That was what was most likely in any case.
The problem was that at least a few Greater Demons had already tried to set her up, bringing in Fram to make an attempt for her very being. That was, of course, a ruse the whole time. Oh, she had Fram locked up pretty well. That part was real enough and she was nearly certain that the Demon couldn't fake that kind of thing for long. No more than a few hours at any rate. That meant that there was a deeper plan involved. Something complex enough that someone thought she wouldn't get it, and might just fall right into their trap.
This, the sounds from outside, could very well be the bait. 
Worse, Keeley didn't have a freaking clue what could be going on. She got that, in any normal situation she'd probably run right out to see if she could help. It would make her look good and cost her almost nothing, so why not? That would be foolish at the moment though. Unless whoever was setting her up, if they were at all at the moment, knew that and had something else in mind that she was just too young and foolish to work out in time?
She stepped onto the inroads with a thought. It was possible to fight from there and, she noticed, she was able to keep drawing energy. The flow of it even increased a bit, which was interesting to note. The amount she was able to absorb stayed the same the whole time, and the color of the light cast by the disruption in the fabric of the universe over her head turned silver to match the world around her, but it was stronger, none the less.
"OK, go slowly, and try not to seem like a baby." She moved on the line, but barely. A single step would take her a considerable distance after all. She needed to look just past her own door. It took care, but with a bit of focus, she saw what was happening. At least parts of it.
The car itself was alone and empty. It seemed to have been dropped from a great height, and as far as she could tell, no one was around at all. That wasn't exactly normal, because cars had drivers in general, so she searched her house too, looking for the trick. Whatever it was that the distraction had been supposed to set up for her.
She found it in her bedroom, warping space and time under her bed. The placement was clumsy and the effect very obvious, from the inroads. Keeley was willing to bet that it would have been very different if she'd simply walked into the place like a normal person though. Say later that night?
The basic idea was actually familiar enough to her. This was a complex spell, a thing woven out of precious metals and gems, and meant to trap her inside of it. A bit like the seven circles, which was a far more powerful, and well crafted Demon trap. This one was...
Shoddy. By comparison at least.
There were holes in the distortion that she could have simply walked out of for instance. Yes, it would have taken her some time to figure that out, but the five seconds it would take, even from the inside, hardly seemed like it would make the thing worth doing. As it was she could see how to turn it off without closing with it overly, even from the inroads. Well, almost. She needed to open a spot and reach a hand through to do it. That part was going to suck, she realized, and might be part of the overall plan to get her.
When she triggered the thing, closing it in on itself, it was going to trap her hand, or at least fingers in it. They'd be functionally severed then, cut off by the unreal space vanishing from existence suddenly. If she was ready for it and careful, it shouldn't be that bad, but it meant days of re-growing things. A stick or something like that wouldn't work at all though, since she had to add power to it in order for that to function. It wasn't a lot, but it was enough to make it almost mandatory for her to do it herself. Or would have, if she didn't have a handy Fram around to do it for her.
"Fram, attend me please." She called from the inroad itself, which meant that a rather hurried looking Barb shaped form nearly ran past her. She stopped him with a grab and a smile. It was all in silver, but everything here was. That existing with just a hint of purple underneath.
She pointed to the whole thing and tried not to seem evil about it.
"I need you to set off that Demon trap for me. Make sure to kill off all the pain first and then get right to the kitchen and have yourself something to eat directly. Try not to lose more than a finger." Keeley wasn't that worried, but the Greater Demon next to her sighed and shook his head.
"So this is how it is? I'm here to set off the bombs, and traps for you? Walk across the mine field? I had such high hopes for our relationship too." He looked at the scene carefully though and didn't act immediately. It was smart, but if she'd told Elis to do the same thing it would have happened already. Fram was clearly acting in a very different, and much freer, manner in how he answered her commands. The line between them was pretty solid still though.
She smiled and patted the other Demon on the back.
"At times it will be this way. Try not to get killed. Take your time, and do it as carefully as possible." She thought that saying it that way might be a mistake, leaving the situation open to interpretation and lollygagging, but after what seemed to be half a minute, the man reached out carefully, created a tiny flow of power and a rift in the flow of the universe he could reach through. Then he caressed the side of the small circle of metal under her bed.
He lost a digit instantly, but didn't complain about it. It was his left hand index finger. There was no sound when it happened, and though there was blood, that stopped gushing after only a few seconds. Then he vanished altogether. Or, it wasn't exactly that, since the man that looked like Barb took a half step back, moving into the kitchen, and twisted to the left, letting him out of the line. Following orders. She hadn't told him to heal, but that probably wouldn't be needed unless Fram wanted to play games with his own well being. While a lot of people saw him as a bit of a joke, in Greater Demon circles at least, no one thought he was an idiot. Just too much involved in the idea that having status meant anything in particular to their kind.
It really didn't. That was so clear in the information that Tarsus had given her that Keeley knew that Fram was wasting his time even trying. He'd be better served just paying attention to his own life and doing whatever interested him at the moment. No one could tell him that of course, which was his personal insanity. Worse, he just couldn't see it. 
That idea nearly caused her to stop paying attention for a bit, wondering if the same thing could be happening to her. After all, it wasn't like she'd know about it, if it was. That line of thinking wouldn't help her, she knew, so she waited and focused on the scene through the gap in the continuity of the line. Nothing happened at all. Not for a long time at any rate.
Finally, about half an hour later, on the inroad itself, a form appeared, walking toward her. Running, actually. It was a man, but not anyone she knew. Obviously a Greater Demon, or he wouldn't be there, looking at her like he was. It took a long while for him to reach her position, and when he did the being... turned and ran away.
"Now that's just annoying. You could at least stay and chat for a bit." Keeley let a smile come to her face, not meaning it, her emotions controlled totally, since the idea that some Greater Demon she didn't know was setting traps for her, in her own home, would have been terrifying if she let herself feel anything. Instead she tried to seem brave, and possibly a little aggressive, since someone, or something, could still be watching her.
It was tempting to leave the line then, go and deal with her real world again, but there was a chance that the Demon would come back, having a plan that required the device be returned. It would be stupid though now that he knew she wasn't trapped in the thing, since there was at least a chance that Keeley could enslave the being, at least for a while. That seemed to be the deciding factor for him too, since no one came back at all. After about five hours she finally stepped into her own living room, because there were people there.
Eve sat on the sofa, sipping at a mug of something that smelled like hot chocolate, and Balthias sat on the floor, not too far away from her. Darla was in the kitchen, apparently having set Fram to making food for them all. How she'd gotten that done, Keeley wasn't certain.
After all, the Demon wasn't her slave, and didn't have to answer to her. 
It was tempting to run to Eve first, to make certain everything had gone alright, but there was still the matter of the attack earlier. To that end she walked into the kitchen and started making herself a snack, since she didn't feel like waiting for whatever was in the oven to finish first. She got a loaf of bread from the cupboard and a large jar of peanut butter. That and a knife would work well enough to start with.
Darla brushed at her golden blonde, slightly curled hair and sighed.
"Fram told me that there was a bit of an issue earlier. You seem to be in one piece?" It was odd enough to get her attention, but after a few seconds Keeley understood what she meant. Her sister was actually trying to figure out if she was still her.
There were a thousand things that could have happened, being gone as long as she had been. Capture, brainwashing, replacement by another Demon. Of all of them, the first and the last were the ones that had the greatest likelihood.
"Fram, would you stand on one foot for a moment?" She didn't make it an order, but the Greater Demon did it anyway. He put his foot down after a bit without being told to, following the strict wording very closely. It wasn't enough to show anything though, since the Greater Demon could, and might actually still be, in on some kind of plan to get her. Even trapped as a slave, or pretending to be one, so it didn't mean anything.
Greater Demons were tricky that way, Keeley was starting to learn.
"Elis? Come here." That was an order and the Vampire ran to her at full speed. He stood in the doorway, his face looking a bit desperate for some reason. "How did things go?"
The Manthori grimaced, his red eyes shining a bit, looking almost like he was going to cry.
"It..." He looked away and then down at the floor, shame coming off of him. Why that was Keeley didn't know yet, but before she had to reach out mentally to read his mind, the words came. "I killed three, as commanded. Balthias destroyed one man utterly. Eve-" The pause was a lot longer than it should have been. In fact, he stopped talking, considering what he wanted to say carefully.
It was the kind of thing that could be done, unless she ordered it otherwise. He couldn't lie to her, but that didn't mean he had to say everything on his mind. For a second she wondered if Eve had failed, or had decided that one of the men could live or something. It wasn't that at all.
"The last man, her chosen target... He had children and was raping them. Not at that moment, but Balthias could tell that it was something that he was doing regularly. The mother knew about it. Eve killed them both. The problem there is that the two children, both girls, were in the house. They saw her. Bal was going to reveal himself to them so that no one would believe their story later, but Eve refused to allow it. She was seen." The Vampire steeled himself, clearly expecting her to freak out and hurt him. Instead she nodded gently and answered without any emotion at all.
"I understand. We'll take care of this. It sounds like you did your part well enough today Elis. If so, then the initial portion of your punishment is over." If not, well, that wasn't really possible. Punishing the Vampire was only about making her, and possibly Eve, feel better. Or at least letting the girl know that someone in the world was looking out for her now, even if that hadn't always been the case before.
She waved at him to go back to the other room.
It was a bit high handed seeming, but she meant it that way, so it worked. Elis wasn't just going to be out of the doghouse that easily. It was going to take time, and he'd pay for what he'd done for the rest of his existence, if only because he was hers now. That time could be a lot easier, and more interesting than it had been though. Maybe he'd get to watch television now, for instance? Possibly not. She'd leave that up to Eve and Rebekah.
Across the room, holding a piece of toast and chewing it thoughtfully, Darla regarded her with a slightly miffed expression.
"So, I suppose you want me to clean up this mess, and save Eve from going to prison for life?" She said it as if the girl wasn't hers to watch out for, if she wanted.
"Nope. I'd actually like to trade duties on that one. If you'll see what you can tell me about the trap under my bed and help me dispose of it safely, I'll handle the girls." There were a lot of ways to do that, but Keeley actually figured that a bit of coaching would probably work well enough. They were kids and if what she'd picked up from Elis was right, they didn't look very old. One was about eleven, the other fourteen.
Old enough that getting them into a good home with no sexual abuse might just be enough to get them not to remember things too clearly, for instance. If they were smart enough. That might not be the case though. After all, it was possible that they'd be blamed for it.
The words got a shrug and another bite of toasted bread for her sister, while she crammed nearly eight hundred calories into her own mouth in a few bites. Then she remembered to start drawing energy at the same time, which got Fram to stop what he was doing, and just stare at her. It was a bit rude, but she got the idea. She was a baby and too young for things like that.
Darla just smiled, but didn't explain it to the other Demon at all. It was his job to figure things out, not theirs to explain it all to him.
"We can do that, and divide the labor that way. Do I get to keep the device when I'm done?" It was a leading question, said with a casual air to it but Keeley shook her head.
"No. For one thing I don't think you'd really want it. The work isn't up to your standards at all. As for the components, well, there is some precious metal involved, and some gems... If you can dismantle the whole thing, we can sell those off, or if you want, you can buy it all from me. I'm open to renegotiation on the topic, but for now that isn't part of the situation." She wasn't trying to be stingy, but it was important not to let anyone take advantage of her either. Especially with Fram watching.
He'd be free someday, and the older and more complete she seemed now, power and maturity wise, the less ammunition he'd have to use against her when that happened. In theory at least.
"I'll be doing that then." Darla was very careful not to simply agree with her or do anything that might sound like she was making any kind of bargain or deal with Keeley. That made sense, but Fram noticed, and tried to hide it by checking the cake he had in the oven. His finger was already back, so it was clearly just a snack for later.
It smelled like chocolate.
Her sister didn't wait for confirmation as to the division of work and left the room, heading to the left, down the hallway to Keeley's bed chamber. After a few minutes of shoving food in her own face, and trying very hard to absorb energy from the world around her, doing a halfway decent job, she thought, Keeley got up and walked to the other room. But only after cleaning up after herself. Fram had been too, the whole time, which was nice of him. If they didn't Sherry would have a problem with it, but the space itself told you that. The odd thing was that the Demon actually seemed to care about not making waves it seemed.
That probably meant that he realized she wasn't really going to make him hurt too much and would eventually get him free of his slavery. It would pay for him to be her friend when that happened too after all.
Eve looked pensive still, and the others didn't speak at all, though Bal watched her closely, almost as if waiting for her to crack and ask him to kill the girls for her. That was one way to fix things, of course, but probably not needed.
She smiled.
"So, I'm on little kid clean-up duty. I don't suppose that they're in this state? That might make it easier to get them a good place and protect them." She used that language on purpose, and Eve looked shocked to hear the words.
"We aren't just going to kill them? Or, you know, I don't have to go to prison? I shouldn't have let them see me. Or, after they did, I should have killed them both. I shot that woman. I could do it. I should have." There was a hardness to the words, a thing that Keeley had noticed before in her friend. She wasn't a psychopath or anything, but her life had taught her to be tough in some ways. She would have felt the deaths and regretted them later, but she could have pulled the trigger at the time, if she'd planned on it.
Giving her friend a dry look, she walked around the sofa and sat next to the dark haired girl. She looked sporty and thin, a slight bit of Hispanic ancestry making her seem exotic, but in a way the most would have just thought of as pretty. Her brown eyes looked scared though, underneath the strength she was projecting.
"Kill them? Maybe. Probably not though. It would look really suspicious now. I might have to grab a prosecutor or a judge though, which is a pain in the behind. Next time, try not to be seen. It will make my days easier." There was a lightness to the words, and Balthias nodded, as if it were only common sense.
When you go killing, it was best not to let anyone know it was you after all.
"Indeed. Do you wish for me to see to this Mistress of Souls? Or will you be taking the lives of those others and enslaving them?"
She shrugged and threw an arm over Eve's shoulder. It was a bit possessive, but the girl needed to know that they were still friends, and that things going a bit wrong wouldn't have her abandoned.
"A bit of both, most likely. I..." It was very irregular, but Keeley actually had a place to put the girls, didn't she? With the Yorks. That wasn't going to be easy, but she nodded and decided to see about that, if nothing else could be worked out instead.
"Come with me, Bal. We'll get this going, and see what's needed."
The giant beastly creature stood, hunched over to prevent marking the ceiling with his horns and then waited for her to indicate what she wanted done. They needed to find the girls first, and set things up carefully, she thought.
She gave the order, and then followed Balthias onto the inroads, making sure to use the energy she'd been storing for it, rather than biological resources. It wasn't any harder to do, but it had a slightly different feeling to the whole thing. It was as if she were buzzing slightly. It kind of tickled, to tell the truth.
On the ground, at the police station, it was a very different scene than she expected.
First, it was very clear to the police that the girls, or at least the older one, had done the killing. The Detective in charge was certain of it. There was no doubt there at all in his mind, and the older man was being pretty hostile to the young blonde, who was holding her arms across her chest as she went over and over the same story.
Keeley nearly just grabbed the man, to make him stop, but she waited as the evening turned into solid night, the girl not being allowed to sleep at all.
"Now, Wendy, tell me... Your step-dad... did he touch you? I know that if someone had done something like that to me, I'd want to stop it from happening again. Is that what happened? He came and did things to you at night and you and your sister decided you had enough? No one would blame you for it. You can tell me. I can make sure you don't get in trouble if that's what happened." It was a lie, but the girl started to nod, making the man far too happy suddenly.
"He... made us do things. A lot. I didn't hurt them though. Mags either. It was..." She swallowed and then looked directly at the man, her face suddenly very blank. "There were three of them, I think. I don't know what they wanted, but one of them saw me. Like I said. White men. One had dark hair, that's all I remember." She started shaking then, but the man clearly wasn't buying the lie.
Keeley stood on the inroads to watch it all, Bal right next to her, the room they viewed looking a bit distorted and warped through the gap.
If the girl could hold to her story...
Keeley decided to short circuit the whole thing and found three pretty raunchy criminals that were easily bad enough to be worth sending to prison, and had Balthias scare them all into confessing. It took time, but the girls weren't being blamed for it all by morning. Now they were just orphans that had to be placed somewhere else. On the good side, child protective services found some relatives of theirs that were willing to take them. She'd need to check those people out, but it sounded legitimate enough. An aunt from the mother's side of the family and her husband.
Keeley would have run off to check the woman out at that moment, but decided that her other plans still needed to be seen to. It would be hard to explain to the Mayor and the City Council why she wasn't at their lunch meeting after all. Plus she had to get with the Yorks and make certain that they understood the situation. Hally was paying for things by performing a task after all. It wouldn't be good for them to go all parental and try to stop her or something.
That meant getting back to her house, which was empty, except for Eve, who was sleeping on the sofa, and Sherry, who was up already, working in her office space. The sounds were familiar, so Keeley pushed her head in the door and smiled.
"This is a busy season." It was the kind of inane thing that people said to one another. Most talking was done to bring people closer together, and cement community bonds, rather than to share real or new information. It was kind of an important thing to remember. After all, it took time to do it right, but forgetting to try made you look hostile to most people. That or sad.
"Oh, hi honey. I'm coming to learn that it's always the busy season when the Taggards are around." She was busily working with about twenty poinsettias, tying gold ribbons around them, with holly leaves and berries attached. It was a decent enough look, but not really up to her normal level.
Before Keeley could ask, she pointed at the things.
"I know, less than perfect. Another emergency party. The economy is starting to do a bit better, so a instead of closing their doors Winstonian Paper Works is throwing a party. It's a good thing, but they only made the decision yesterday. One of the owner's wives decided to splurge and try to get Clara for it, but it means we have to make due, materials wise. It isn't horrible, but..." She shrugged.
That was just the truth. It wasn't horrible, it just wasn't the kind of thing that she normally would have done.
"The ribbon should be white velvet. About an inch and a half thick?"
Sherry stopped and stared at her.
"That's exactly what I had planned, but I didn't have enough. I called, but no place around here does right now. Not that's open at least."
Keeley actually had to think then, and try to figure out who would have something like that. It was the twenty-second, so most places would be open, she was certain. It was just a matter of finding someplace with the needed item. Nothing came to mind though. Shrugging she got her phone out of her room, since she hadn't taken it with her, and called the first person that came to mind for it.
It nearly didn't make sense, but she had all of her daughter's memories, and the woman was pretty well prepared, as far as fripperies, and making her own things along those lines.
"Hello? This is Valerie Fargo, may I... service you today?" She sounded halfway to being a phone sex operator, but managed to keep the words just on this side of normal. It sounded like she was probably a bit slutty, but that was a positive thing, for an Alede.
After all, when dinner was had by collecting sexual energy, you kind of wanted people around that loved to have sex. Being a bit trampy would work really well for that. It was kind of what Eve did, but she only wanted attention. The Succubus on the phone would want quite a lot more than that.
"Hi, Valerie. You don't know me, I'm a friend of Kaitlyn? My name's Keeley. Anyway, I was wondering if you might have some white velvet ribbon I could buy from you? I need it for some poinsettias." She waited, wondering if the woman would get who she was talking to at all, but if so, there was no change in voice to indicate that.
"I... You know, I have quite a bit of that, to tell the truth. In the back here. How much do you need?" The tone did shift though, into something slightly questioning, but professional, rather than like she was actively going to try and poach her daughter's next meal from her. That was the sign of a good mom. For her kind of being at least.
Not that Keeley could be used as that kind of an energy source. Greater Demons didn't let go of energy when they had sex. Not the women at least. That was the primary difference between the genders really. The men could do that, so they could sire children. The women just couldn't, making them infertile. It wasn't a brilliant plan, as far as reproduction went, but they were pretty long lived, so it made some sense. Otherwise there would be far too many of them, if they could breed like people did.
She looked at Sherry and smiled.
"About twenty meters?" That got a nod from the older woman, who seemed interested in what was being said at least.
"Ah... I have that. I'll let it go for... Say two-fifty per yard? That's what I paid, more or less."
"Deal." She said the word automatically, and nearly laughed, because the permanent link tried to form between them, just from that, even with over a thousand miles between them at the moment. Keeley didn't let it happen though. She didn't really need any more slaves. As it was she probably needed to cull a few, just so she wouldn't have to worry about them.
The woman seemed to be decently chipper about the whole thing at least.
"When do you need it? Like I said, I have it here. I'd love to meet you. Keeley, you said?"
"I can be there in a few minutes."
There was a soft, almost sultry chuckle, since her words were taken as being slightly over eager it seemed.
"Westfield won't open until nine. It's only seven-forty."
It was clear that Sherry had all day, but sooner would, of course, be better than later.
"Is it alright if I come a bit earlier than that? The doors are all unlocked." That was a fact. After all, the place was really a meeting place, and some kinds of creatures didn't need to sleep at all. Others worked only at night. The place would be open.
"Certainly. I'll unlock the front of the store for you?"
"Great! Be right in." She hung up then, because the woman was about to start fishing for information. Knowing that the place was always open would mean that Keeley knew something wasn't normal there. Humans didn't shop there at night after all. That could mean a lot of things though. One of them was that she was a regular human, and that Kaitlyn couldn't keep her mouth shut. If that was the case, which it wasn't, Keeley figured that a certain Alede was going to be grounded.
She turned to Sherry.
"I should have that for you in a bit here. A mother of a friend of mine has a clothing store and they do some role playing. The sex kind, not the sci-fi convention stuff. Still ribbon is ribbon." She waited, wondering what Sherry would say. Probably that she was happy about the whole thing.
For once, her mother surprised her a bit.
"Oh? I... Are you having sex with anyone?" She blushed a bit at least. "I know we had a talk about that kind of thing a long time ago, but..."
Keeley had to fight down the embarrassment that wanted to rise inside of her, it took a few seconds and was actually trying to come back as she spoke. That was rare anymore. Normally she could just turn things off, like there was a switch. Not this time though, but she managed a smile anyway.
"Not yet. I might soon. Probably with Hally. I made out a bit with Eve the other day, but that wasn't anything serious."
Her mother nodded and looked away, avoiding eye contact.
"I... Do you only like girls then? You went out with Zack..." There was clear confusion in her body language and several hesitant looks at her daughter, or at least the thing that her baby had turned in too.
"He's nice, isn't he? I... Well, I think the rules are different for me really. I can't get pregnant, or catch diseases, so functionally speaking the only possible downside for me is other people's emotional fallout from what we do. Morally speaking... Well, all of that is just there to control people. It sort of makes sense, from a societal perspective, since pregnant girls running around who don't know who the father is plays merry havoc with the economy, and girls who only like women are harder to control, since they don't need men. There's more to the whole thing, but none of that really applies. Not to me. I'm pretty sure that I can do what I want that way." She smiled again, since she wasn't trying to be hostile, just sharing enough so that when her mom walked in on her doing a goat some time, there wouldn't be as much to explain.
The thought made her want to wince. She really hoped that wasn't something that would be coming up any time soon.
Her mother seemed content enough with the idea though.
"OK. Well, I support you no matter what. I do like Hally. She's very sweet."
Keeley thought so too, but that wasn't her point, not really. The girl was her friend, but also an asset. Or at least a potential one. Given everything it only made sense to not have her loyalties split between Darla and herself. Since she liked Keeley already, that made a simple, and easy way to bond her in place, without as much hassle as having another slave would be.
"Well, I should be going." She had to fight to keep her cool again, but didn't let it become a problem. Talking about sex without being afraid of the idea was part of growing up, after all.
Even if it had been far more awkward than she really wanted to put up with, on any given day.
The inroads were empty, but they almost always were so that wasn't a surprise. She came out in front of the building, and walked in with a sense of purpose, as if she belonged there. She wasn't dressed up very nicely at the moment, just in jeans and a t-shirt, but that would be fine for an early morning errand run. Being dressed up and looking ready for a fashion show would call too much attention.
The place she wanted had lights on, but no one was near the front of the store. Not at all. The roll up gate clearly hadn't been down either, since there was no sign of gathered dust on the floor. Even leaving something in place for a few minutes changed the flow of the world around it for hours after it was moved. So that part hadn't been true. Of course, she could hardly blame the woman for that. She didn't know who was coming in after all. If she were a human girl, then acting as normal as possible would be the safest plan.
"Hello?" She called out in a conversational tone, since louder probably wasn't needed. Alede all had really good hearing. Not bat level, but it was good enough that you didn't bother to whisper if any of them were around. Not for their sake.
"Oh! That was quick. Back here. I got the ribbon out. Two ten yard spools should work, right?"
The voice was coming from the back, near the center of the space past the standing clothing racks, was holding very still. It was a strange enough thing that Keeley noticed it. Casting her mind out a bit, using some energy from her stores, she felt the two other beings back there. All Alede. All armed. With guns.
It took about half a second for her to pick apart all the information then, taking it from Valerie's mind. She did indeed know who Keeley was and had heard that she wasn't as old as all that. So she and her fellow mall store workers were planning to take her out, and not in a fun way. That was just so Keeley wouldn't take Kaitlyn as a slave though. It very nearly even made sense, after a fashion. Except for the whole part where she didn't need Kaitlyn as a slave, since the girl would have done what she wanted anyway, just because she was decently nice.
Instead of saying anything, she made herself speed up a lot, and slowed her perception of time. Then, burning a lot of magic to make it happen, she moved onto the inroads, and adjusted just enough, with a single and very tiny step, to be in the back room of the place. The others were as well, but they'd all clustered in the front, actually in the door, blocking each other from taking quick action. Because the Alede, while many wonderful things, weren't exactly brilliant fighters.
Moving off the line quickly, she stepped in behind the women. Then, one by one, she took their weapons away from them. She was tempted to take them over, but didn't bother, since they weren't really all that useful to her at this point.
"Hello! Oh, you do have the ribbon?" That made her feel better. After all, it meant she wouldn't have to look for it. She held on the guns for the moment, cradling them all in her left arm. With her right hand she picked up the two biggish spools. It was very nearly perfect. "How much do I owe you for it? Fifty?" That was the agreed upon price at least. The women in front of her didn't answer though. The one on the right stepped forward after a few seconds, her face having gone pale and her blonde hair hanging loose down her back.
"I'm in charge here. They didn't..." She stopped but Keeley got the idea anyway. Even without mind reading. It was about what had to happen, wasn't it?
"Well, no harm done. I'm friendly though. Yes, I'm charging Kait for helping her, but notice, all I'm asking for is that she perhaps entertain some friends of mine, sometime in the future. Essentially giving her a few free meals. That's not exactly slavery." She also didn't have any need for something like that yet. It could come up though, but it would hardly be a punishment.
They all knew that was the deal though. They just didn't think it could be the whole thing. The rates were too good, and besides, Greater Demon. Keeley had to give them that one. In the main she wouldn't want to deal with her either, thinking what they did.
Setting down the three handguns on a folding table required taking several steps, the ribbon going directly next to it. Then she dug into her handbag and pulled out several bills. Two twenties and a single ten. No one really used cash that often anymore, but it made sense for the time being, since she didn't want her card being flagged as being over half the world on any given day. That would have the bank cutting her off, to prevent fraud.
Smiling she held the cash out and walked forward, still ready to move at speeds that these beings just couldn't match. No one tried for her though. They didn't even try to act sexy, which would have been their normal go to move, no doubt. If she weren't her.
There was no begging or pleading though, and Valerie took the bills, shaking more than a bit. After all, she expected to die any moment, even if Keeley was honorable enough to keep to her bargain. She probably should have killed them, but the fact was, these women weren't a real threat. Even if they'd shot her, that would have mainly just been an annoyance at this point. At least now that her natural strength and toughness had started to kick in a bit. The fact that they all knew she was young wasn't a great thing though. After all, the party had just been the other day. They'd heard it on the grapevine too, so it wasn't exactly a big secret anymore, was it. Keeley got all that and way more information about sex than she'd ever wanted, from the casual brushing of a finger over Valerie's palm as the cash was slid into place.
Still, for all she was kinky, and had a lot of sex, nothing was truly that bad inside of her. She was a good mother even, if a little too devoted to the ruling council. Those people had planned to kill Kaitlyn after all.
"There we go then. Sorry to just dash off like this, but the poinsettias won't get decorated properly without this." The white velvet was under a clear plastic wrapper that crinkled a bit when she took them back up. "We should all get together and have lunch, or something, soon. Have a girls' night out."
Keeley was willing to bet that they wouldn't be calling to confirm the idea, but she left them where they stood, with access to the weapons, if they wanted to try and kill her. They weren't going to get it done if they went for it of course. She was pretty well ready for them, after all.
The brunette in the middle made a face that seemed a bit disgusted. It was aimed at her, but didn't seem to be as personal as all that.
"Not during the Christmas season. Daily twelve hour shifts for the next week, except for the day itself. That's life in retail." For all the world it came out sounding conversational, rather than freaked. The others looked at the incredibly good looking woman, and seemed pretty scared for her though.
Keeley just nodded.
"Sounds pretty intense. Well... here." She dug out a card and handed it over. It said she worked for Coretechs, but had her public information on it, if they needed her for anything. "After that, give me a ring? It never hurts to have friends, and really, it's a lot safer than pulling guns on a Greater Demon. You do all realize that anyone else would have killed you for that, right? I probably should, but I won't this once, since you were confused, and just trying to help out a friend of mine." She meant Kaitlyn, but she really didn't know if they were thinking clearly enough to get it.
When she touched the center woman's hand, it was clear that they'd met before. She was the guy from the basket shop. It was a clever bit of moonlighting really. She could do her duties at the plus sized women's clothing store and also meet a greater cross section of people at the same time. The ten dollars an hour she was being paid wasn't enough to make it worthwhile that way, but the potential contacts were a real draw.
After a few more words, all fairly polite, considering everything, she just left, walking out the way she'd come. Her focus was behind her, since the guns were still there, loaded and ready to shoot at her retreating back. No one moved though. The very pretty Alede just seemed baffled that they were both free, and still alive. Once out into the mall proper, the brick tile under her feet decently clean for the kind of place it was, she looked to her right.
There were lights coming from a single shop at that end of things, which she knew to be the Vampires yogurt place. Normally she would have just kept walking, since someone had just tried to kill her after all. It even made sense to do that. On the other hand, letting people get away with things like that had to be handled carefully. If she went and spent a few minutes getting a treat, then no one would think she was running away from the Sucubi. If she just left it would be easier for people to think they might actually worry her. It was odd, but they really didn't.
Externally there was no hesitation, she just turned and moved, finding herself walking in to the little, very clean, and brightly colored space not two minutes later. No one was watching her openly, though the man from the knife and sword shop glanced out briefly. Touching his mind showed that he was totally alien, a Kobold, but that he was also just getting ready for his day at the forge, making blades that were far too good for people that weren't going to be using them in actual combat.
In front of her stood Lenore, who stopped working and let a seconds worth of fear leak out of her, even as her face went totally still, hiding her reaction. It was odd for the first impulse of a dead thing to be fright, but Keeley understood it. There wasn't a lot in the world that could really challenge a Vampire openly, one on one. That pure fact of the matter to the decently pretty undead woman in front of her was that the new boogey man had just walked into her shop. It wasn't what she expected on any given day.
"Hi Lenore. Could I get one of those caramel cookie things?" She had the cash for it, so she started to get it out, even though the Vampire didn't move. Or speak. It was a shop after all, but nothing happened for a long time. Finally Keeley shrugged. "I came to get some ribbon, from Valerie at Pretty Plus? She and her people tried to kill me, isn't that silly?"
The single bill, a five, got passed over the counter, leaving it sitting there as the woman schooled her face and nodded once, a very controlled movement that seemed more than a little fake, now that Keeley was concentrating on her.
"I see. How did that end? I didn't hear anything." That was saying something, since she had decent senses that way.
"Well, you know, I paid for the ribbon and made a lunch date. It isn't like they could be a real threat to me. I understand that people think of me as a potential threat, but making friends is another way to handle that kind of thing. This tradition where everyone tried to kill the baby Demon is getting a bit old. I'm pretty much going to have to kill the next being that tries, just so everyone knows not to bother. I've been being too nice so far, I think, since all the beings doing it have been a little... I know this will sound wrong, but they've almost been too cute to just slaughter." She grinned and looked at the bill, Abe Lincoln had been faced to seem like he was staring at the woman.
It was a bit of a trick, but people acted differently when they were being watched. They were more honest, and likely to do what was normally thought of as the right thing. That could still vary from person to person, sure, but in the main it worked pretty well, even if it was just a picture. In this case it got the woman to start making some food for her. She took her time, but did a very good job of it, creating a thing of art, with fluffy folds of white cream and hot caramel carefully layered as if by a master. Which Lenore was.
If you spent enough time trying to perfect something, you generally got pretty good at it. That fact was what made most of the really old Demons so dangerous really. They weren't more powerful than the new ones, they just knew what to do so well that it was hard to take them by surprise, or get the drop on them.
The treat got handed over without much pause, with a napkin and red plastic spoon that had a very long handle. It was a little cheap looking, but fit the theme of the place.
"There you go." She winced visibly as soon as the words came from her lips, after all, they could be taken as being at least a bit patronizing, if Keeley cared about such things. Instead she took a bite that was mostly caramel and whipped cream.
"Thanks. So, if you could get the word out to people that I'm going to kill the next one that tries to bother me? That would be good. I'd hate to kill any of your friends for instance, or Zack's. I will, but then I'll feel all bad about it." She paused and took another bite looking at Lenore the whole time. If it was a movie the audience would think she was coming on to the woman, but that wasn't the case. Not at all.
"Oh, no wait. I really won't feel bad about it. Anyway, I'd appreciate you doing that, if you care to." After all, she wasn't begging a favor here. It was a way for the woman to help her own people, if she wanted to.
That was all.
The Vampire girl went still again, but finally nodded.
"I'll see what can be done that way, Mistress of Souls."
Keeley didn't correct the usage of the title. After all, it was better to be feared than dead, and right now that was starting to look like the main choice she had in the situation.
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Lenore wasn't servile for the rest of the conversation, but she didn't go out of her way to add anything either. There was a strong undercurrent that said to Keeley that the Vampire was just trying to get through things, and survive the day. It was a bit unfortunate, since they might have been friends if the woman could see her as an actual person, instead of just a threat. It was pretty clear that wouldn't be happening that day though.
Smiling, Keeley quickly finished the food and threw the container away carefully, the cool paper slipping out of her hands, without even feeling sticky at all.
"Tell Zack I said hi? I don't want him to think that I'm avoiding him or anything. I just need to get this delivered." She hefted the white velvet in her right hand. It was sitting on top of her little bag, which was required gear it seemed, since Darla insisted, but inconvenient. What she needed was a small pocket universe to keep her things in, that would follow her around.
That was, she knew, possible to arrange. It took some energy and focus to create, but it was no harder than going onto the inroads really. The skill was similar enough that she was pretty certain she could set one up. Then she could have stuff with her all the time. Weapons for instance, so that when she had to fight next, which was coming soon no doubt, she wouldn't be at a huge disadvantage.
Lenore gave a stiff nod in her direction and murmured something that was polite enough for a goodbye, but seemed almost as if she was about to feel relief that the Greater Demon was gone. It was kind of obvious really. So much so that Keeley knew she should probably feel insulted, but didn't bother. They'd either work out how to be friends in the long run or not. For the moment she was only important because the being had attached herself to Zack.
It was a clever move, and Keeley knew that, in good part, it was really the point.
Vampires weren't incapable of love, but the woman in front of her wasn't fooling herself into thinking that Zack was her soul mate. No, her intent was to keep him bound closely enough to her to benefit from his abilities. She didn't get that the very idea of a human line walker was a farce though. She really thought that he was what everyone thought. A boy with a magical talent that was more than a bit insane, if affably so. So far gone that it opened the universe to him in a way that couldn't happen for anyone else.
That part was right at least. Zack was sweet and gentle, in his own way.
Keeley waved on her way out the front door of the yogurt shop.
"That was good, I think I'll come here for all my future frozen treat needs." She made her voice and body language seem sultry, just to change the demeanor of the situation. After all, confusion was a state that caused people to be easily manipulated, and that worked for Vampires as well as humans. They were just another kind of person after all.
The mall had decorations up along the hallway, but it was clearly a lackluster attempt by a being that both didn't care about the holiday and clearly didn't know what they were really doing. It was a copy of something from an old magazine, most likely. Bits of fake green pine were hung with golden bells and bright red ribbon. It was enough that most wouldn't notice, but the patterns were reproduced too perfectly for it to be real. It would play on the subconscious mind of anyone coming in to shop.
The Knife and sword place was open already. There was no sign in the door, but the front was open, so that anyone could walk in. The display cases were full, so Keeley walked in, having just thought about the fact that she needed to be armed. A sword and long knife were a starting place. She'd also need some firearms, and eventually magical weapons too. Those were harder to get though. Until she could arrange that, just having something would help a lot.
It didn't take long for her to see the one she wanted, since it was hanging on the wall to the right. It wasn't the shiniest thing in the place, but the amount of carbon in the steal meant that it was hard enough to keep a good edge. A katana. The name popped into her head from an old television show that she'd seen. One about ninjas, but this was the kind of blade their enemies, the samurai, carried. It was heavy enough to be strong, but light enough that, if she were careful, her low body weight would still allow her to use quickly. A heavier blade would work too, but even given her new strength levels would be slow, since she couldn't wield it properly. Not without using magic at least.
The Kobold, who looked like a man in his fifties or so and had a lot of slightly wild gray hair at the moment, or at least his magical disguise did, walked from the back, a ten inch long blade in his right hand. It was excellent quality too and had power strumming through it.
"May I be of service to you today?" He sounded very skeptical for some reason. Probably just because she looked like a schoolgirl, and was there too early. The being even set the knife down, so it was pretty clear she wasn't being taken as a real threat. Or a target.
Keeley could work with that.
"Yes, I'd like to see about getting that sword." She smiled happily and pointed, knowing it would make her seem young and fragile. A delicate flower that didn't belong in a place like this.
The Kobold sighed and shook his head. His words were professional though.
"That would cost five thousand dollars, miss. Perhaps you'd be more interested in something decorative? I have some things in a similar style that would look lovely on the wall. I can even help arrange for a display rack, if you wish?" It was clear he didn't want a good blade to languish, so Keeley shrugged.
"I notice that you made this with high carbon Toledo steel? It's in the Japanese style of construction, but the metal is wrong. Strong though. I keep being attacked, and need something that will hold up against things that are more than human. As it is, the poor thing probably won't last long. Not with the things I have to face. Would you be willing to take three thousand for it? I'll go to four if you throw in a quality knife as well." Thanks to the knowledge that floated around her at all times, she was able to see the blade for what it was. For one thing it was worth a lot more than what was being asked for it, since it was built in a lost style, but you haggled with Kobolds, or they wouldn't trust you at all.
"Five thousand, and I'll find a blade worthy of this one to act as companion to it." At least the being looked shrewd then, instead of upset or suspicious.
Walking toward the back suddenly, the knife being picked up as he moved, the man flowed. It was unnaturally graceful, and wrong at the same time. The real body under the glamour and illusion he wore wasn't built the same way as a human. The limbs were too long for one thing, and the thick fur caused slight ripples along the seeming. Most wouldn't have noticed it, but it was a sign that he could use a better mage or shaman for the work.
She looked through it, at his back, to see the tall, nearly wolf man like thing underneath. It was pretty, in a tooth and claw type of way.
Keeley waited though and only five minutes later he returned, holding three knives for her to look at. It was so clear that she was supposed to pick the second one he set down that she didn't even bother pretending to look at the others. The being seemed shocked though.
This one wasn't Toledo steal though, but Damascus, made in a different style all together. It was oddly shaped, with a point for stabbing, but a single curved edge on it for slicing as well. The watered pattern on the side and matte gray look gave it away though.
She shrugged.
"Seven thousand for both?" Again she was cheating the being horribly, but the grizzled looking form didn't seem upset. Probably because she was indicating that she actually knew what she was looking at.
Besides, that was all the cash she had on her.
They dickered back and forth, but after a few minutes they settled on what she actually had, and her new weapons were wrapped up in plain brown paper and tied with plain brown twine. They didn't have sheaths, but she wouldn't need them really. Not after she set things up at least. That would have to wait though, because it would take about twenty hours to do the work. More maybe. She had a meeting in a few hours, and needed to get to that first.
The trip home was normal enough, and she was able to set her new toys down in the living room without Sherry seeing them. Her mom wasn't stupid, and she had to know how dangerous things were for them at the moment, but she had a feeling that told her that, as the adult, it was her responsibility to protect her child, not the other way around. That wouldn't work though, so it was easier just not to mention certain things until they came up.
"I'm home." She used a singsong voice, which got Sherry to spin, her hands busy on her work table, putting together a string of garlands that was cheery and glittery, while not being all that tacky, at the same time. It was the use of real greenery and pine cones that helped that way, Keeley thought.
The velvet ribbon got handed over carefully, since she was holding both of the decently large spools in one hand, their cardboard sides warping under the pressure.
"This will work really well. Thanks honey. Were there any problems?" The tone of voice she used was nearly comical, it was worried, but her face held a near panic that only parents could feel. The fear that their minor daughters were out having the sex.
"Well, a bit. Nothing that I couldn't handle. Before you ask, no one tried to get busy with me." It was easier to say this time, since it was just a throwaway line, instead of an examination of her personal habits, or lack thereof.
"Oh? Good. I was a bit worried. I'm probably wrong, judging people for being different, but Succubus is kind of a thing, isn't it?" She got back to work, finishing the project she was on, rather than working on poinsettias again yet. Her OCD wouldn't let her do anything else, most likely.
Keeley looked at the amount of work and then projected the average time for an adult, but business oriented party. That would be starting at six or seven. Given the amount of supplies, things actually looked to be well in hand. It was still before ten after all. Time for her to get things ready for the day, but she had enough time still. Two hours to prepare or so.
First she took a shower, since being clean was important, even if you were a Greater Demon. Then it was on to hair and make-up, standing nude while she did that, since she planned to wear a button front blouse with a high collar. The trick there was blending things properly so that her face wouldn't try to smear on the white material. She noticed that her abs finally had the faintest hint of fat over them. There were still hard looking boy muscles there, but it was better than it had been even a few days before. While she changed she made a point of drawing and absorbing energy.
That part, taking it into herself, was still a problem. She was getting about half of it, most of the time, but it wouldn't be hard to collect far more. Her limit seemed to be a physical one though, which, if she had it right, would only be fixed with a lot of practice and a good amount of time. That was a bit sad, since she already didn't have to eat as desperately. Not all the time at least. She would though, before she left the house, extra energy or not. It was just a good habit for her to have.
The Sword and knife were placed with her stack of Christmas gifts in the garage. After all, Sherry knew not to poke in that pile too much and they were wrapped, if kind of obvious looking. For the time being she'd miss what they really were, Keeley thought. At the moment she didn't trust leaving anything in her house, but that was reality. No place was going to be safe for her, or her friends and family, until whoever was coming at her either got taken care of, or got bored enough to leave her alone.
That could be a while, either way.
Especially if it was Xenses behind it all, which was still her prime bet. After all, no one else had a personal reason to come for her and after the thing with Fram, all the Greater Demons that knew she existed now, also knew not to mess with her directly. That meant someone with a grudge was coming at her.
Most likely at least.
There just wasn't enough data yet, so she kept her skirt smooth, and spent a little time cleaning her car, which sat on the left hand side of the driveway. She was careful, since her knee length skirt and matching green jacket weren't exactly work clothes, but it was already clean for the most part. It looked horrible, but that was fitting really. Most of the time. Not currently, since she looked like a twenty something business woman, but it would serve well enough. She didn't want to attract attention really. She was just out to make friends.
As far as they knew.
"Balthias. If you aren't busy at the moment, could you come here please?" Extending a breath of energy down the line between them she led the being in. He wasn't visible when he showed up, stepping out of the inroads in the driveway, since that was the rule, but even if he had been, almost no one would have been able to make their minds understand what they were seeing. People were like that with supernatural things. To her he looked about normal though. 
Big and with a nice reddish-brown color that was a lot better than the pure red he used to be. He smelled like fresh cut wood, the sulfur scent almost gone now. That was part of him being linked to her, she had to figure. He was a being of thought energy, but close association with a Greater Demon meant that he was taking on the form she wanted for him. It wasn't a purposeful thing, but it worked. Even his face was more even and handsome now. His horns were white and a bit bigger on the top, and his teeth a bit less beast like and pearly looking. He had strategically placed hair, but if you were paying attention you could see the large thing between his legs. Really, he was pretty good about not making that overly obvious most of the time, so it was nearly like he had clothing on, except of course that wasn't the case.
"We have some work to do today. I need you to take Hally, very carefully, to the warehouse I want burnt down. Aid her in doing it, as planned. She should be able to use the device I got for it." She paused, debating the need to explain more, but Balthias, though a slave, had been good and loyal so far, even though he didn't really have a reason to be, if he could fight. Treating him like a friend would draw him a lot closer over time than acting like he was a mere tool. "She got in debt to me, for cash. It isn't a huge thing, but her payment is this bit of arson. I figure it will tie her to me more closely than gifts will, committing a crime like this. Also, I'd rather not bother with more slaves, if I can help it. I actually like her." It was hard to know if that would mean anything to a Lesser Demon, but he nodded.
"As do I, Mistress of Souls. I shall see to this. The time schedule is the same?"
"Yes. Set the fire so that the smoke will be seen as we leave at one-fifteen. Make certain that Hally is safe and unseen. If you can't do it that way, get her home first and see to the plan yourself." Not that it wouldn't be safe, since the place they were taking down was practically abandoned. Not even homeless people stayed there. It was pretty much an eyesore. The places next to it, which were the real targets, were in use, but things would move slowly enough that everyone would be alright.
It also belonged to City Council member Myer Schmidt. One of the people she was taking to lunch. They'd met, casually, when Keeley was collecting information about all the people on the council for her plan. The man was a typical politician, lining his own pockets and those of his cronies, while doing as little for the city as possible. He also cheated on his wife of twenty-six years regularly, and was planning to make a pass at Keeley, if they were ever alone. How he thought that would work out for him... Well, she knew, of course. About eighty percent of the time if a person in power was persistent in their demands for sex, young women caved, and just did it. They lied about it later, or felt bad about it, but most didn't realize that they'd been forced into anything, since it was just a person telling them what to do. The psychological pressure was just so high that they didn't really have a choice in the matter, but people weren't able to understand things on that level.
So even if Myer was a chubby man with alcoholic tendencies, that kind of thing normally worked for him. That meant, once he'd learned the trick, that he did it. He wasn't bright enough to see that his wife should be more important than casual pleasure. It would all fall in on him one day though. About the time that he got in Keeley's way, no doubt. Today though wasn't really about him. The building was just in nearly the right place to make things work out for her.
They all met at Fritters, which was a hole in the wall establishment that she was almost certain actually belonged to Darla. At least in a territorial fashion. She was a little too close to the staff there, which meant something. The adults were all late, but none of them were too far off really, so after she got a seat, the familiar older woman, who was in her fifties and wore a very traditional mustard colored waitress outfit with sensible shoes, passed her a menu.
"I'm waiting for some people. I think we'll need five more?" The booth was the big one in the back, so that would work well enough.
True, not all of the people would come. Myer would, and the Mayor, since they were practically buddies of hers now, knowing people in common. Those people were Roy and Deborah, both of whom had mentioned her to the men and recommended they use her for a free meal. To her surprise though, the others all came too. The two women on the council came to protect her from the letches, and the other man honestly had nothing better to do that day, his wife having passed some time ago, and his kids living in another state. He was old. Not just older, in his fifties or sixties, but was rather pushing into his eighties. He kept winning reelection based on the fact that he did a decent job and no one wanted to run against him. It was also clear that he thought the only reason they were there was free food though.
It was a quaint thought for a politician.
"Hello, are you Miss Thomson?" The weathered hand that came out was smooth and warm, but dry. His life flashed into her being instantly on contact. The surprise there was that he, when you got right down to it, was just a man.
Not an evil one, or a psychopath, just a person that had marked his time on the planet and was generally decent to people, over all. He wasn't free of greed or anything, but in the main he tried to do what was best for others. He was also dying.
That was from cancer. He had about a year left. It was, he felt, about time.
"Call me Keeley, please. Here, let's all get a seat, thanks for coming." She stood and helped the elder into place, waiting and making certain he was next to her, so he wouldn't have to try scooting awkwardly like the others were doing. After she sat, taking the very outside position on her side, she smiled at the assembled people. "You probably all wonder why I asked you here today. The truth is... I'm just networking. I have no particular plans or goals, but I figure that in six months when I need help on a school project or something, you'll be good people to know." It was very nearly honest, which meant, of course, that no one at the table believed her at all.
Not even when she didn't ask them for anything. The food at the place was good, much higher quality than the price would have suggested, and the lunch menu was decently varied for a place like this. It was small, with seating for about thirty, if they didn't mind being close to one another, and decently busy, since the average price per meal was about six dollars. That meant, when the bill came, even after Myer, and the heavier of the councilwomen had dessert, it was still under forty, all told. She used her card and gave the server, Meridith, a fifty dollar tip. The woman didn't ask if she were certain about it or anything, since it was what Keeley, and Darla, always gave her. She made a point of going in at least once a week, so the lady recognized her by name.
"Thanks Keeley. I'll have this settled in a jiff." The card came back to be signed less than three minutes later, and the others all got to their feet slowly, as if waiting for her to spring something on them.
She did, but only in that she passed out business cards to them all. She got four in return even. The Mayor didn't bother, because he knew for a fact that she could call him up at home. Honestly she could do that with any of them now, having collected all their information, but it was a nice social gesture, given that half of them didn't understand why they were there at all really.
Saying her goodbyes she lingered a bit, letting the rest of them leave first, but only by a few steps. They all stopped of course, and pointed at the smoke coming from over the building.
Looking around, Keeley saw Deborah across the street with the news van, the camera was pointed at the smoke already, but the woman looked at them, clearly straining to listen.
"Crap! That's my warehouse! I have merchandise in there." Myer tried to sound worried.
He didn't really, since what he really had in that particular location was a nice load of fake insurance for goods that didn't exist. "I need to go..." He hurried off, but Keeley followed him, even though the others didn't, not at first. They all looked worried though and the news van was loaded quickly enough.
The problem with the situation, well, Myer's problem, was that he actually had three warehouses on the edge of town. The one with the fake goods was fine if he had to lose it, but the one next to it, that had been considerably nicer, was also on fire. It was burning pretty well to. The first building had been the one that Hally, or at least one of her friends, had lit up, but the flames spread, even without accelerant, since the prevailing winds were blowing in just the right direction.
That had been planned for, but thanks to the Weather Channel it was a simple enough thing to do. Anyone could have set it up, if they were willing to pay attention. That and wanted the things to burn.
The second problem was the third building, which was actually a good property, that held real machinery, stuff for making glass storm windows. Myer was planning to set up a new business, or had been.
The fire department was already coming, by the sirens, but when they pulled up and started to hook up to the fire hydrant, the yellow and brown clad men and women couldn't do it. The water just sprayed all over the place. There was no way for the hose to stay attached since the thing was so old and worn, dinged and battered, that a good seal couldn't be formed at all. Deborah looked shocked, off in the distance, as she spoke into the camera, having gotten there about the same time as the fire fighters did.
"We're going to lose it! Pull back to the next street and build a break line!" The call came from Smart, one of Keeley's friends from the local department. She was a Lieutenant. The Captain seconded her idea though, even as Myer screamed at them to save his investment.
"I don't think they can, Mr. Schmidt. That fire hydrant is too old. They have to try and save the town. We could lose everything." Keeley made her voice seem scared, which worked, since the rest of the City Council had just pulled up, having followed, if not as quickly as the news van had. "Are there people in there?"
The first building, the one set on fire, was old and kept empty. The others were too, and she'd made certain of that. There was a security company, but they only came around once per hour and wouldn't be back for nearly fifteen minutes still.
"No, I don't think so... This is horrible. I own these buildings. Of all the incompetent... The Fire Chief will lose his job over this!" He railed for a while and threatened all the firefighters that were there, if from a distance, but Keeley finally shook her head.
"You can't fight fire without water. Not here. We need to do something about this. What if they'd been even five minutes late? I can't... My house is only half a mile from here." Using just a bit of magic, she held the sense of all the blood rushing from her face and went pale, then she started shaking a bit. She had to remember what it was like to feel very cold to get that to happen, but she pulled the memory easily enough. Hugging her arms to her chest she looked at the others around her, all of them looking either scared or annoyed and then swallowed hard, not speaking.
The smoke shifted then, blowing toward them, making the whole world smell of burning petrol products. It was a greasy black color, and stank, since there had been things inside that weren't meant to be burnt really. Old tires and such.
She didn't suggest too much more, since the point was made without her. They needed new fire hydrants. By making the situation personal for the Council's most outspoken loudmouth, the rest knowing him personally, there was a better than even chance that they'd get to work on the project finally. The Fire Department had been begging them to for years after all. The rest of them standing there knew it too. There was a feeling of guilt over it all, knowing that one of their own had lost a lot that day, thanks to their own desire to see to fewer potholes and reelection.
"I... Should go. There's nothing I can do here." Muttering the words made her sound young and a little like it was something personal for her, the fire being that scary. No one tried to stop her though, so she was headed home by three, her job done.
Sherry was loading up Bertha, with Eve and Hally helping when she got there, Keeley's face held expressionless.
Hally seemed worried though, and looked at the others like she was guilty of something. Touching her hand showed that she'd done her part at least, pointing the foot long copper rod with its special power pack at the wall, like Bal had shown her.
The device was one that Darla had made, but rented to her for the project. It was already back in her sister's secret vault, no doubt. Using that meant no one could trace the fire to anything except normal causes. There was no gasoline or anything like that to find traces of, at least. She could have figured it out, but the Arson Inspector didn't know that using magic was an option, so she didn't think he'd work it out.
She looked at the others and let her eyes go wide.
"There's a fire. It's a couple of buildings, look, you can see the smoke. I was at lunch with the man that owns them. The fire hydrants can't be used there, so it looks like he's going to lose them all. It's horrible." She sounded sincere, but Hally looked down and seemed slightly miserable.
She didn't say anything about it though, since it was a major crime, burning hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of property like that.
Even if it had been for a good cause.
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The redhead held things together though, feeling bad about her new life of crime or not. Of course, as planned, the only person that she could talk to about it was Keeley, who, as soon as Eve and her mother left, explained the whole thing to her carefully.
"So, the guy isn't just a bit of a creep, he's been a big part of endangering the whole town. Not that I want you to feel great about setting things on fire, but this one had to be done. Plus, this way you don't have to pay me back for that money. Win-win." She tried to sound bland about it, but a small bit of happiness poked through anyway. Hally was just fun to be around. So cute in how she worried about things.
"Oh? OK, I guess. I feel a little bad, but as long as no one was hurt. I won't go to prison for it, will I? I didn't tell my parents. I know you said... Should I now?"
Keeley shook her head. It wouldn't matter to them. Even if Keels hadn't been there to tell them not to be concerned, they wouldn't have been. Arson, as long as no one was harmed, was just another way to make money, as far as they were concerned. On a deep level at least. Insurance fraud was just another con after all. Really, that's what Keeley had done. Not gotten money for the buildings, but conned the City Council into doing what was right.
That a Demon had to help them do it was probably something they wouldn't want to know, but it worked for her.
"Here, let me get you home. I have some work to do tonight, so I won't be much fun-" Unexpectedly a kiss came.
It was warm and soft, the lips tickling her own, leaving them tingling when the other girl backed up, looking scared.
"Sorry. I... Keeley... I think I love you. That's weird, right? I have a boyfriend. I shouldn't have done that. Sorry." After a few seconds she mumbled it again, under her breath.
It was a point and Keeley had a plan for that.
"Right, a boyfriend that you're going to keep. For now. A friendly peck won't stop that. Besides, he'd just think it was hot if he saw it." It was probably true, even if Gavin wasn't a complete pervert or anything. Really, he was a nice guy, considering that he was on the football team. Big though. A lot of it was muscle, but he was plush enough that he looked a bit chubby.
That didn't stop Hally from liking him though.
"OK." Her voice was small and hurt sounding, so Keeley leaned in and kissed her back, letting both her hands go around her waist, the light taste of her lips... the wax from the lipstick she had on, the scent of her shampoo, and a thousand other things all mixing, leaving Keeley feeling a bit intoxicated.
"Not that I won't take a turn now and again myself. I really like you too, Hal. Don't think anything else that way. Like I said before though, we both need to see other people." Regular rules didn't apply. She had to remind herself of that, but a few moments of holding her mind clear let that seem normal enough. She didn't even have to reinforce it with magic this time, it was just habit.
Pure, natural, psychopathic conditioning.
She smiled but didn't move back in.
"Here, let me get you home." She picked the girl up, holding her like a bride, about to go across her threshold, and then stepped into the silver world of the inroads, making certain not to use her physical energy stores for it as much as possible. She still needed to work on that, she decided.
On the doorstep of the modest but well kept house, she set her friend down.
"Here we are. You can open your eyes."
"Oh? That is so amazing. I wish I could teleport."
Keeley didn't explain the difference. To Hally they'd traveled instantly after all. To Keeley it had taken about a minute of walking and pushing her friend through the line. Humans weren't that hard though, really. She'd carried Darla that way, and it had felt like she was carrying a car with her the whole time. Greater Demons drank the world around them, after a fashion, pulling on it and bringing things to them. It made it really hard to hide what they were for long.
In that way Zack was doing alright so far. It wouldn't last, and was already starting to fall apart. Him taking a job at a node like that, for instance, was a sign for sure. That probably meant that she, or more likely, Finias, needed to watch him closely, so that nothing too bad would get a shot at him.
"Well, for now, you can ask me, or possibly Zack, and we can do it for you. Though... I do have a device you could buy from me... it lets you teleport once per day." She actually did. It was kind of limited, but no one had bought it yet. She'd gotten it from a Gatherer's hoard.
"Oooh! How much?" There was genuine excitement in the words and everything.
"I don't know, a few million at least. Though that's the rate for friends. I mean, it lets you teleport. Anywhere on the planet." A few places off of it too, or into other reality schemes, but she didn't mention that, as her friend's face went flat.
"Ah. Well, I can't afford that. There aren't enough buildings to burn down in town here, and I'd rather not become a killer, if I can help it. Nothing else I can do is worth that."
She was right, so Keeley just smiled and rested a hand on her shoulder, keeping it friendly, since one of the neighbors, a rather nosey thing from across the street, was staring at them. The woman had seen them appear, but instantly forgotten about it, thinking that her eyes were playing tricks.
"Probably true. It also isn't that useful really. You could do more with millions of dollars than you could with a gadget like that."
"That's true." The girl seemed sad for a few seconds, but held her hand lightly and moved away, going to the door. "Thanks, Keelzebub."
For half a moment she wondered why the girl was thanking her, but then she got it. Her friend had simply expected to be rejected. Romantically. She was thanking her for being more polite than that.
"No worries, just don't tell everyone we're secretly dating, or, you know, it won't be a secret." She waited while the news processed. Hally simply smiled and nodded twice.
"I won't tell if you don't. Does this mean we get to go on dates and stuff too? Gavin is sweet, but he's mainly in it to see how far he can get with me, I think. Not exactly inspired in the romance department."
Keeley raised a single eyebrow.
"Maybe. We'll just have to see, won't we?"
It would have been the perfect time to kiss her again, except the very aware neighbor was still watching them. It was annoying, but then Keeley shrugged.
"See you tomorrow? Or the day after that? We have that midnight mass to go to. Your whole family should come." She wouldn't order them to, but if Hally mentioned it to them, they'd do it, never really knowing exactly why. They were trapped by her, but didn't know it at all. She didn't want them to. All they had was their illusion of freedom after years of feeling hunted. Why would she take that away?
They parted and she walked away, since stepping onto the inroads would probably make the woman watching her worry about her sanity, if she saw it too closely. It was a pain, but she moved off, knowing that as soon as she got around the corner she needed to find a place hidden from view so she could get home. She didn't have a coat on, and it was just cool enough that people would notice that if she had to go too far.
It took a few minutes, and a handy blind alley that looked to lead to someone's private garage. She was home a minute after that and settled in her bedroom, sitting on the bed, her feet pulled up under her a bit. She wasn't hungry yet, but made a point to pull in as much energy from around her as she could hold before starting to work on the construction of her private pocket universe.
She was so going to name it Keeley Land.
The work itself was pretty hard, and even trying to use only drawn energy she ended up eating all night long, taking a break for it every few hours. The basic premise wasn't that hard, since she sort of knew how to open doors into other spaces already, but the inroads were the place between worlds, and she needed to create a brand new place for this to work. One that was part of her physical body, but separate from it at the same time. The idea gave her a migraine at first, which was a sign that she was doing brain damage trying to think about it. Oddly enough, that also meant she was doing it right.
By the next morning though, she finally had it.
The idea was hard to explain, but basically she had shelves in a different reality that would always be with her, no matter where, or for that matter, when, she went. It was a timeless space, which meant that, if she stepped into it, she wouldn't need to breath or eat for a while. She also couldn't move inside it, since it was tiny that way, just big enough for her to seem to vanish. She could look out though and from regular space there were points around her body, all toward the front, where Keeley could store things. Not a car or anything, but her new sword had a spot on her right hand side, built for a nice surprise grabbing movement. The handle would hang about head high, so that she could chop downward instantly.
On the left, a little lower, was a place for a knife. On the right, about even with her hip, was a place for several guns, side by side. Once she had them, they could just hang there, ready to shoot all the time. It would take a little of her own power to reach them, but once set up, the pocket dimension was pretty close to self-sustaining. It would fade over time, but she had a few decades before that would happen, unless she took it down first.
To her left she had what amounted to real storage space. That way she could cart around gear with her all the time. Snacks, some extra clothing, whatever she wanted, as long as it could fit in the space of a short bookshelf. No one would see it, in the main, so it wasn't as cluttered looking as it sounded. She didn't think so at least.
A trip to the garage and a bit of energy had the blades set up nicely enough. There were no firearms in the house, so she loaded an extra outfit and a pair of sneakers up, along with some food from the kitchen. It wouldn't go bad at all, so she didn't have to worry about spoilage. That meant she could have good food, ready to go and hot, all the time. She cooked some steaks, eggs and pancakes and buttered them, drizzling some syrup on just before getting them into place. Then she tucked a knife, fork and spoon in too. A carton of orange juice came next.
That made her nearly ready for anything sane or normal, she figured. Not a real fight, and not a real food emergency, but it was a start and she had more space. To that end she loaded up several jars of high density fats. Peanut butter, shortening and some expensive almond butter that she liked, but normally didn't get much of at the store. That was mainly because her mother did most of the shopping, and she hadn't mentioned that she really liked it yet.
When she started making breakfast, she realized that she felt a little sleepy. It took a few moments to fix that, since she wasn't going to spend time sleeping if people were out to get her. Paranoia might be a problem, but dead, or trapped in an inescapable cage was almost certainly going to be worse. She had some rolls ready about two hours later and made cream cheese frosting for them. They were orange flavored, because that was her favorite.
They were done just in time for the front door to be knocked on. That was something she was starting to get used to, the coincidences that Greater Demons pulled out of the world around them all the time like that. It wasn't always a good thing, but her kind organized the world, even if they weren't trying to.
 At first Keeley didn't get who was standing there, since the feeling was a bit different than what it should have been, but after a few seconds she picked up what was going on. It was supposed to be Zack.
It really wasn't, of course. For one thing, Zack didn't have a regular energy flow, like a human did. He faked one pretty well, but only part of the time and it was very organized when he did it. Like a Taoist wizard. This being seemed perfectly human that way. Chaotic and a bit weak.
Opening the door, she let hand come up to wave, as she smiled at the now familiar face.
 "Zack, how great to see you! Did you come to have sex? I know you mentioned that you wanted to do that..." Keeley chuckled, and pulled her new sword from its place, making a single fluid movement of it, chopping into the neck of the boy in front of her.
Who shrugged the movement off without even saying ouch. Because that's what the human line walker would do.
The next moments were spent slamming the sword into the person in front of her as fast as she could, while gearing up to try and take them, even as a gun was pulled from behind their back, where a small holster sat. Just as she was hit in the left arm she managed to take off the Demons hand. That didn't stop the fight at all, but it got confusing then, as she tried to take their head off, literally, and found her left knee snapping out from under her, causing her to fall. It was hard to focus enough to speak, so she just tried to reach out and take them, making a silent deal with them. All they had to do was attack...
Which they did of course.
The struggle for their being, their soul, for lack of a better word, was harder than with Fram, by a good percentage. She nearly had them though, this fake Zack, when something hit her from the right. Hard. It knocked her from where she was all the way over to her car, the force of the move slamming her into it. She healed as fast as she could then, burning magic and physical resources for it. Her sword was out of her hand, but by killing the pain she managed to get her knife out fast enough to meet the second rush of the new... thing. It wasn't exactly a person after all.
No, it was a Lesser Demon. At least it looked like it could be Bal's brother. The reek coming from it was strong, and it held something in its hands, whatever it had used to hit her the first time. Whatever it was, she really wanted it. It was... wonderful. After a moment she realized what it was. Her neighbor's plain black mail box.
Locking that sense down, finding that it was being projected by the creature coming toward her, she sighed. Then leaped past it, slashing as she moved, knowing that it would have to move away, unless she let it connect with her, which took willpower and force on her part to manage. The other Demon was rallying already, not being weak by any means, though still without a right hand. It was a Greater Demon though. Clearly.
It was hard to hobble on her broken leg, even though it was mending enough to let her do it, so she wasn't as fast as the person in front of her. Not enough to catch them as they turned and ran physically.
"Malphius, to me!" The Greater Demon cried the word as a command, but the creature stopped to stare, at her, instead of doing what they were told.
Keeley turned, ready to fight, the blade in her hand moving, being infused with magic enough that the metal started to glow an eerie purple color. She tried to make it something that would rip the energy of the being in front of her apart, but Malphius, if that was it's real name, just bowed slightly.
"I was misinformed. The conditions of the contract stated that you were weak, a being with only one skill, that of stealing the lives of those that challenged you. I should have asked far more questions, Mistress of Souls. We won't meet again, anytime soon."
"That might be a good idea." It actually came out sounding like she had a plan, other than engaging the giant thing in front of her, easily the same size as Bal, in hand to hand combat. That might work, or she might just die then and there, if they did it.
The Lesser Demon didn't know that however.
"So I see. Perhaps next time we'll meet under... better informed conditions?"
"Of course." She nodded. It was simply the truth, no doubt. 
The thing fled to the inroads then, not even taking a step back first. The other Demon had as well, she was certain.
Who'd know to fake being Zack though?
More to the point, who'd bother, and then do that poor of a job of it? True she was young, but they had to know, whoever was doing this, that she wasn't exactly horrible at magic.
Unfortunately they all kept getting away before she could ask them anything. To do that though, she was going to need a trap, and not just be responding to what was coming, time after time. Plus, she looked a bit bad at the moment, since she hadn't killed them. Picking up her sword she stepped onto the inroads, which meant starting the fight up again, since the Greater Demon that was wearing Zack's face, was just standing there, clearly watching her.
Her blade work wasn't exactly elegant, but she was moving fast enough that she scored some hits, even as she knew that it was nearly impossible to catch someone in an off space like they were in. At least if they could think, or had free will. Resetting, she tried to grab them again, ready to fight if they had another buddy, or if Malphius came back. That didn't happen, but they weren't exactly as helpless as all that, tossing something at her as they fled away from her, stepping off the line suddenly.
At first she didn't get what it was, until it exploded, right there on the inroads. The force pushed her back, but Greater Demons were a bit sticky on the roads, meaning they tended to stay in place when pushed on. She wasn't any different from the others that way, so the fragments from the small round sphere stuck in her skin, driving inside her flesh. It would have hurt, except for the fact that she was already killing all the pain anyway. Her left eye was gone though, or at least she was blind on that side. It was annoying, but a clever enough trick.
Not magical either. It had been a fragmentation grenade.
"I need to get some of those for my new stash." The words weren't as clear as all that, because of her half destroyed mouth. That was going to make eating fun, while she healed, wasn't it?
She didn't go back in the house, limping to her other place instead. True, Darla might be able to help her more, but it was pretty clear that her sister actually had plans at work, and might not even be home at the moment. Rebekah, Balthias and the others would be. They could get her something to eat while she looked into healing.
It was harder to get all the way there than it should have been, meaning she was pretty injured. It was bad enough that she put the blades back in their places, just so she wouldn't have to try and move the extra weight with her. It was a little easier then, but when she tried to get off the road, the silver shimmer around her felt harder to move than normal. That was because she was passing out. It was a bit of a shock, but she didn't let it happen, wondering why it even was. She didn't seem to be bleeding overly or anything, and while her energy reserves were being stressed, they weren't gone or...
"Duh, Keels, think. Poison."
She started working on that too, which was hard, since, after a while she realized that it wasn't that at all, it was radiation. The grenade hadn't been anything normal then. It had something strange in it, like uranium. Whoever that had been had actually thrown a nuke at her?
That got a smile. It was the wrong kind of nuclear weapon for her to be proud of surviving, but the idea was a good one. It would keep weakening her, until she got the pieces out of her body. Even a little sliver of it would wear at her, until she finally couldn't fight enough anymore and died.
Stumbling into her other living room, she nearly fell. There were beings there, sitting on the sofa. Oddly enough Fram got to her first, and assessed the whole situation.
"Get food. All of it. We'll need more. Some kind of bomb went off."
Looking at him she didn't bother trying to smile. Half her skin was off and dangling around her chin anyway. Speaking wouldn't work either, so she nodded once and moved to the couch, and closed her eyes, so she could focus. It took a splitting of her attention, half of it given over to healing, so she wouldn't die instantly and the other part going into using magic to push out the radioactive components. It was harder than it sounded like, but she was able to pick up on people talking around her. Finally Clara came over and poured something down her throat. There was a sweet taste to it, but other than that she couldn't tell overly what it was. Her nose wasn't up to smelling anything at the moment really and she didn't have enough attention left to try and guess by the texture.
After a while she did nothing but that, swallowing when something was placed in her mouth, healing and then trying to drive every last particle from her body. After a long time, hours at least, Darla and Finias both showed up, Fram looking... A bit frantic, to tell the truth.
"Techie... She's expelling radioactive bits. Someone really did a number on her. We need to contain those. I don't have anything for it here. I've been moving them away from the others, but that's all I can do without instructions."
"Really? I wonder what happened? Keeley, can you keep going?"
That was a stupid question. She either could, or she died. Right now she was on the downward road too. Dying. It wasn't a fun thought, but the honest answer was that she doubted she could keep going long enough to get everything. The only way involved more food than they were giving her. A lot more, and her figuring out some way to increase the rate of healing.
"Hand." It probably sounded strange, but what the hell? If she lived she could use the hand to find her new little playmate, and if not, then the sliced off thing could be buried with her. "Other door."
Looking at Bal got him to leave and come back with it, along with the semi-automatic pistol that was still in the grip.
"Good." It sounded strange and mushy, still lacking lips. "More food." She was going to try for please, but decided on muttering the word faster, instead. It worked at least. They were pushing things into her mouth nearly constantly after that.
The day faded into Christmas Eve, though just the early hours. She kept working. One little bit at a time, wondering why Darla hadn't gotten her some kind of helpful machine or device there already. After all that was her thing, right?
No joy there though, so she just worked and didn't let up, even as she weakened, the radiation poisoning making her just as sick and uncomfortable as anyone else would have been, before they died. Darla did one thing though, leaving and coming back with a pair of very heavy looking gloves and a lead box. It gave them somewhere to put the things that she was getting out of her body at least.
Keeley didn't want to seem whiny, but it was too close really. Even as she got the last of the several hundred slivers of material out of her body, she nearly folded, her system just giving out under the stress of it all. It was better after that though, since, by continuing to eat and heal, she was able to really start getting better then.
More food came, and fast enough her stomach actually got over full, since she wasn't able to digest things for energy fast enough. She started to pull from the world around her, like she'd been practicing, but still had to have food. There were pounds of flesh to replace, after all. Once that was finally done and she had lips again, if a bit pink and raw feeling, she took a deep breath and tried to find the information she needed. Some was in her internal library. For instance, the Lesser Demon Malphius. The Greed Demon. He was easy to bribe into almost any kind of work, but not a huge threat to her. Not alone.
The Greater Demon though, that wasn't anyone that she recognized at all.
Describing the whole thing out loud, she looked at first Darla, then Fram.
"Sound like anyone you know? Military style gear, using a handgun, old enough to fake being Zack, but not careful enough to get all the energy signatures exactly right. Like the initial observation had happened at a distance. Or something. From the Inroads, probably. It's what I would do, if I were watching the human line walker." Except of course, that she wouldn't do it that way at all, since just shaking his hand would tell her almost everything she'd need to know. Not that he was a baby Demon too, but the rest of it was all right there. Either they hadn't thought they'd need that much attention to detail, or they thought she wasn't going to be able to tell.
There were more possibilities though, which meant that the situation was too complicated yet, to actually know what was most likely. They could have been forbidden to do that, or the whole thing might have been nothing more than a distraction at all. Why that would be, Keeley couldn't tell yet.
Her sister brushed an errant blonde lock from her eyes, the gentle curl making it spring back almost instantly.
"No one that sounds familiar in particular. Meaning that it could be any of two dozen of the younger Demons. None of the old ones would have tried it that way. If they were working for themselves, or for someone else, is a cipher for the moment as well. They'll be missing a hand for a bit yet, but I know that I'd seek food and shelter, if I were injured like that. That explosive was excellent though. Only a few would think of something like that and actually try to carry it out. In most situations it would backfire and hit the user too. I don't know, but I can put a word in with some people and check to see who's most likely. I don't think we can count on any real help here from higher up. Whoever it was, they're clearly a Greater Demon and one that has you in their sights. I'd guess a friend of Xenses, but being a trainee, you and I will have to handle this ourselves." She grinned and looked at the Barb seeming on her old boyfriend. "Well, you too Fram, since Keels has you by the short and curlies. I've never heard of that being done before, but I'm almost certain that if you're her slave, that would just be considered part of her powers." She didn't pat her little sister on the shoulder, but she did wink.
It was friendly, but meant to be playful. She really didn't seem all that worried though, for some reason.
After a few seconds, Keeley took a breath and asked why that was.
"Are you joking? A Greater Demon and a Lesser Demon ambushed you with no warning, and you handed them their asses. Yes, you nearly died, but close doesn't count. In a similar attack a good half of the full grown Demons would have died in the first seconds, but you took their element of surprise and gave it back to them with interest. Between this and Fram, I think that you can pretty much rest assured that no one sane will be coming for you again."
"Which just leaves the insane ones?" Keeley smiled, already knowing the answer.
Fram crossed his thin cheerleader arms and shook his head.
"Or those that have no choice. Just because you've passed the tests so far, that doesn't mean the event is over. Get lazy and die."
The funny thing there was that Fram didn't seem to be requesting she do that, even if it had to seem fair from his perspective, but was instead suggesting she actively resist that state. Since her dying would leave him free again, she had to wonder at it, didn't she?
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There was something in the words that Fram had used that worked into her brain on a level that almost never happened anymore. It was a thing from the deepest part of herself, a niggling sense that she was missing something. That was, of course, possible. Only a fool, or insane Greater Demon, would think they were infallible. In fact that was one of the major kinds of crazy that her kind could have. They either didn't see reality for what it was, totally, or they thought that they couldn't be wrong, if they had all the information.
Except that never happened. No one had all the data. Not ever.
Keeley couldn't place her finger on what was bothering her though, which started to drive her to distraction, which would be a very bad plan. Instead she set the whole thing aside, and kept healing. Passed test or not, she needed to be at a hundred percent.
It was also true that she needed to live her life at the same time. So far, all of her attackers had been remarkably kind, in that they weren't lashing out at anyone else in her life. That was remarkably focused too. Yes, it could have been that she was just that good and they didn't ever have a chance, or, and this was far more likely, someone had told them to expect a standard baby Demon and they hadn't all been concerned about using tricks or distractions against her.
That was something though, wasn't it?
Even Xenses had tried to do that, when they'd fought the one time. He'd killed her human father, and tossed the head to her, right before attacking. This time no one had done anything even remotely like that. Instead it was like they were just pushing her, using head on attacks, each one getting more dangerous and powerful than the last. If so, it was kind of a stupid way to do things.
Just overwhelming her once would do it after all.
It was like they really were testing her. Seeing what she could take, maybe?
The idea still wasn't coming to her cleanly, so she healed and ate more, drew power from the world around her and stored that, just so that if another attack came she'd have a small shot. It was getting to be clear that she needed a lot more than she had on her. The sword was good, but if her enemies were bringing in nuclear dirty bombs and Lesser Demons, she was going to have to take steps.
The problem there, was that she didn't have anything ready at all.
As soon as Clara brought her what had to be the last bit of food in the old, but much improved and very nicely decorated house, she made up her mind. She was going to have to make some calls. After all, who did she know that had guns, or might know where to get them?
Only one name came to mind. Well, two, but Darla would have to be dealt with for more expensive weapons. What Keeley needed to do was diversify and that had to include some good old regular firearms. Even the last attacker had brought them to the game. It would have worked better if the attack had come from further off, but she'd caught on early enough that the fake Zack didn't have a chance to set anything up. Malphius had hit her with a mailbox, which came from a neighbor's house. That meant something, didn't it?
That the Lesser Demon hadn't come in armed himself, but had just grabbed something on the fly?
She called Roy first, at home. The call didn't take long, since he wasn't there, but she left a message with his wife. They were decently close now, after all.
That done, she looked around her second living space, which seemed very festive, and realized something. She was short a slave. Fram was there, sitting right by her in fact, looking like Barb would have, if she were getting ready for a casual party. There was a cute fuzzy sweater and a black skirt with pale white hose on underneath. They ended just at the edge of the skirt though, which was being slightly more slutty seeming than the girl had really been, when she was Xenses.
Bal was watching Rebekah as she did some paperwork, trying to live up to her new job with the blood bank. That left Elis. He was... Focusing she tried to find him, expecting that he'd be in his room, but the line stretched further away, across the town in a direction that was a bit different than she would have expected. It led to Eve's place. The trailer park where she lived with her mother.
"Right. Balthias, come with me please. Try not to let yourself be seen. Don't act on anything unless I ask you to." She stood, noticing that he didn't hesitate, or look away at all. He either wanted this to happen, which was possible, or he didn't have any more clue what Eve was getting up to than she did. If it was using Elis as a slave herself, or torturing him, that would be fine, but what were the odds of that? The girl was too nice for that kind of thing really. No, Keeley had to guess this would be both major and something more personal than that.
"Follow along." She raised a single finger, which had the Lesser Demon moving toward her, even as she used a tiny bit of stored energy, smoothing the flow into magical potential and tearing a tiny rip in reality itself, so that she could move onto the inroads. Then she walked carefully, the Lesser Demon looking, not like himself, a great horned beast man, but like a silver wisp of energy. It was an interesting thing to behold, but made sense. After all, he didn't really exist.
She wanted to simply look in, just in case Eve was having sex with the Manthori, but the scene wasn't that at all, but rather the pale man scrubbing the stained floor of the tiny trailer's kitchenette. He was working hard, and only the barest hint of red foam told her that there was blood involved in the picture.
Right. Well, that made some sense.
"Bal, go and get Darla please. Tell her that it involves Eve, and her mother. Be polite. If she doesn't want to come back with you, that's fine. No need to push the issue." Those two didn't always get along, having some hard feelings between them in the past. Keeley had to be careful or Bal would use her orders as an excuse to be rude or try and push Darla around, which wouldn't work for long. Probably about the span of time it took for her sister to work out how much she'd have to pay Keeley to make destroying him right.
He was useful though, and not a bad guy, once you got to know him a bit.
It didn't take long at all though, since Darla walked toward her, a device in her right hand, approaching on the line. She spoke, but of course, they weren't really talking. It was more along the lines of telepathy.
"Keels, are you under attack again already? Is Eve-" Her gaze, looking silver and robotic at the moment, followed the silent finger of her sister to look at the picture in front of them.
Elis scrubbed and then put down bleach, while Eve stood in the corner, near the crumpled body of her mother. The form wasn't huge at all, but the fact that she'd been stabbed, a lot, was pretty clear. Keeley had never met her personally, but the woman wasn't old, being only about forty or so, and she was wearing jeans and a t-shirt, instead of real mom clothes.
She hadn't been much of a mother though, so it sort of made sense. The big problem, Keeley decided, was that they'd never get rid of the blood that was seeping into the carpet as they watched. Elis really should have made sure they wrapped the body up instantly to stop that. He might not have been allowed though.
Keeley shook her head a bit.
"OK, I'll get rid of the body and get this place properly taken care of. You can see to Eve?" Something occurred to her, even as Darla tilted her head. "I need some weapons. Magical ones and firearms. I'll trade the work here for that. They need to be heavy duty though, and work well, since I might actually have to use them in a fight." She needed to be more specific, but there wasn't time. Darla stopped for a few seconds and then sighed. It wasn't a real thing, since there was no air, or the need for it on the inroads, but it still looked about right.
"I can do that. Try not to leave any traces, and don't just burn this place down. That will look suspicious."
She was right, of course.
They didn't bother hiding what they did next, all of them moving into the tiny space, which made Eve jump and cry out.
"Hell! Crap, guys, I... killed her. My mom. What do I do? I mean, I meant to do it, but I didn't think I would, really. I just got so angry and..." There was a lack of coherent words for a few seconds as Darla moved in and hugged her friend.
"Don't worry, Keeley will fix this. You'll have to go and live with Roy and Karen, but that should be fine. I hear you've both been getting along well? We can say that your mother decided to run off. I'll write a note. You have a sample of her handwriting?" They had to dig for a bit to find that, the woman not having been overly prone to putting her thoughts on paper at all, being more interested in drugs.
The letter itself was scribbled on the back of an envelope perfectly, fitting what the woman herself would have really done, including the scrape marks that indicated she'd had to scribble to get the pen to work. It was a good skill to have, Keeley decided, forgery, since she just might need to do something similar to that herself some day.
"Balthias, we need to get rid of the body. Can you toss it into an active volcano?" She knew he could, but she didn't have to make it an order. After all, he liked Eve. They were practically dating and everything.
That just left helping Elis scrub and removing the carpet, then getting a replacement from another state, stealing a used bit of very similar and equally stained, if not with blood, short pile carpet from an abandoned trailer of the same make. The layout inside was the same too, so they didn't have to re-cut the thing. It reeked, but that wasn't a horrible thing, it just meant that it wouldn't be examined as carefully if anyone ever bothered to look. The floor under it was wood though, so she had to treat that first. Bleach was used, but it might not be enough.
If they were on CSI, instead of in a real city, that was. In real life no one checked that closely for blood the vast majority of time. Not when the person missing was a washed up drug addict that had left a note saying that Eve was old enough to take care of herself now. Odds were that no one would even question it at all, or even try to look for her.
That, it proved out, was the simple truth. Darla got in touch with the Chief at work and he showed up not fifteen minutes later, to help his daughter get her bags and whatever else she wanted from the place. He didn't comment on the squalor his kid had been living in, even as he wrinkled his nose a bit. Keeley understood that at least. It was his neglect that had allowed it all to happen after all. He got Eve's mom pregnant and then left them alone for years, barely checking on his girl at all. The whole time she was being raped over and over too.
It might not be his fault, but he knew enough not to call attention to himself at the moment either.
The man spoke, his words a bit dry, and less than pleased.
"I should have expected this from her. The amazing thing is that it hasn't happened sooner." It was true enough, but he watched Elis carefully for a few moments and after blinking suddenly put it all together.
He was savvy enough to know a Vampire when he saw one that was as obvious as the man in front of him, with his blood red eyes, ultra white skin and multiple rows of fanglike teeth that made his mouth protrude in slightly aggressive fashion. Or, at any rate, he knew that the guy wasn't just a passer-by.
Roy also knew not to mention it, and tried to ignore the fact that anyone odd was there at all. It was a bit obvious to Keeley, but the rest of them seemed to think nothing much of it at all. That probably wasn't true in Darla's case. The fact was though that the Police Chief wasn't a fool, and the idea that there was a Vampire there had to be triggering alarm bells inside his mind.
There wasn't a lot to find though and even if he knew to look, he wouldn't do it. If his men tried, that would be stopped. The only way for anyone to really dig into the idea that Eve's mother had been murdered would be if someone set it up from outside the local situation. That was remotely possible, given all of the recent attacks, but, as she'd noticed earlier, so far those had all been pointed directly at her.
The idea might be to actually strike at Darla or Finias though, of course. Or, in the last case, maybe to free Fram? Killing her would certainly do that, if it was the goal.
The words used after that were mainly small talk. A bunch of phrases used to keep them all in synch, more or less, while Eve went to get her clothing and what things she wanted to take with her. It wasn't that she couldn't come back, at least for a while, but the feeling was that she didn't want to bother with it. After a time the place would be taken over by someone else, once the lot rent stopped coming in. Any of them could have afforded that kind of thing, except Eve and possibly Elis, though he could certainly have gotten the place protected, if he wanted to. The girl didn't ask for that though. Probably because the place was a hellhole of bad memories as far as she was concerned.
It was a relief when they all got to walk outside, the crisp air smelling clean and fresh after the faint sent of urine and drugs inside the tiny place. That was mainly the new carpet, but it hadn't been all that tidy before they did that. No one said anything for a while, so finally Keeley did, smiling.
"We'll see you at church for midnight mass?" It was a good way to remind Roy what socially acceptable little girls they all were, as well as make certain that Eve remembered that she had friends that would be there. They all attended the same place after all.
"Wouldn't miss it." He seemed to be genuine in his words, but his gaze went to his daughter, who seemed stressed. A lot more than would be expected if an unreliable mother had just taken off.
Luckily that was Darla's job to take care of.
Keeley needed to check on some other things, and even though the timing wasn't perfect, she had to ask about one of them, since Roy would be in the know.
"What happened with Bryce Miller and those others?" It would be normal enough for her to be interested, wouldn't it? Roy was with the police after all, and she'd been there, intimately involved in fact.
The man, who was dressed in a very nice suit, for a police Chief, looked at her, his eyes shining just a tiny bit. That was excitement, not pride though.
"Full confessions all the way around. It's a slam dunk case. I can't believe that he was going to do that to Gladys though. It's..." There was a pause and the man shook his head, looking to clear it of a dozen contradictory things it seemed. "I've seen a lot of things in my life, but the honest truth is that when most people get angry and lash out, they don't turn into monsters. They might seem like it, and even want to hide it later, but this guy and his friends... I've never seen a collection of evil people so close together. Given how many deaths and disappearances we've had here lately..."
Keeley nodded, since that only made sense to her, but Eve frowned.
"I don't get it, has there been a lot more than normal?"
It was Darla who answered, her face set and grimacing a bit.
"Most of them weren't regular humans, but yes, many have vanished in the last months. Roberto died at the hands of some Durgs who were pretending to be students at Wilson High. They've gone missing, and so has their school Principal. There are many worried parents in this city at the moment."
That was only part of the people that had gone, but Keeley could see it.
Roy too, it seemed.
"I've been being pushed to crack down on crime, except for the fact that I already know most of this is more of that high weirdness that follows you around Darla. Now Bethie just leaves town? This is becoming too much. As it is we're probably going to have a dusk to dawn curfew soon. At least for those under eighteen."
That got a response from Eve at least, who made a face and let her arms cross, the backpack with her stuff in it, an old and well worn thing that was made of canvas and seemed to be army surplus from the seventies sitting by her left foot. One of the straps was broken and frayed, hanging off to the side casually.
"Why lock the kids up? You know for a fact that they aren't killing anyone. Shouldn't you lock up criminals instead?" She sounded a bit displeased really, as if he'd told her that she, personally would be grounded or something.
Which, given that she had just brutally murdered her mother, might not be a bad idea. Keeley didn't add that however, just watching the scene unfold on its own.
"Yes, that would be the best case, but it's a lot easier to see that someone is young, and the parents of our little town don't care if what is being done is fair, they're scared and just want it to seem like we're able to do something. Besides, you have to be home each night early anyway."
There was, thankfully, no fight on that one. Eve just shrugged and then picked up the pack, walking off toward the Chief's very nice red sports car.
"Yeah, but not dusk. This time of year cheerleading practice won't even be over by that time, most days. What if I need to actually use the library or something, to study? Well, you know, not me, but what if some of the nerdy kids have to?" They started arguing the point, with Roy taking a sensible approach to it and Eve clearly playing devil's advocate.
They didn't seem to be stopping as they drove away either.
As soon as they were out of sight, Darla spun to face Keeley, her gaze hard, but her body language not overly aggressive really. That probably meant they weren't going to be fighting physically at least.
"Why did you let her do this? I had a plan in place you know." The gesture toward the little, dingy white and mustard yellow single wide informed Keeley as to what she meant, without going over everything.
"I would have suggested she not do it this way, but I missed it. I only came to find Elis, since he'd gone missing from home. I was a little preoccupied though, what with the nearly dying and all that. Still, if she'd insisted I would have backed her on it. This was a pain to clean up, but I'd left orders with Elis to help her do things like this, so don't blame him either." The woman had let her be abused and raped so many times it was only fair for her to be in the mix of those punished for the crimes. Keeley readied herself for an argument, but Darla just stared for a bit and then seemed to relax.
"Well, I had a plan in place. The woman would have died of cancer in a few months, if she'd lived that long, which wouldn't have added to the ever growing list of suddenly vanishing people around here." A soft looking hand came up, the nails perfect, like they almost always were. A soft pink, with white tips. The idea was to stop Keeley from interrupting.
For once Keeley didn't take the clue and spoke anyway.
"I understand. Since most of that list has to do with you directly, it makes sense. Well, it's too late to fix it now, not outside of what we've already done. I'm surprised the panic around here hasn't gotten larger already. We should go though, since Elis has been standing out here looking all Vampy for about ten minutes now. The neighbors have seen him too." Most would just think he was a funny looking person though, at a distance. People did that now. If they even bothered to think of it at all.
Really she needed to get some t-shirts made up for Elis and Rebekah that indicated they were part of a performance group or something. The All Vampire Band maybe? That would allow them to just walk around in most places, without anyone being concerned at all.
Her words had been a bit accusatory, but true enough. Darla had actually killed most of the missing people herself after all. The ones that had taken off on their own weren't her fault maybe, being that they'd been trapped by Edith the Gatherer and had run for it the second they were set free, but she had executed their captor, allowing it to happen in the first place.
Xenses had killed Keeley's father, Charles, but no one knew he was gone really. Barb had shown up as missing though, so there was that. Having her come back would help a bit. They could claim that she'd been pregnant and gotten an abortion or something. Fram would have to change the shape of her body a tiny bit to sell that, but it was doable and no one would think it was made up, if they presented it correctly. 
Her sister wasn't thrilled by the fact that Keeley was laying it all at her feet it seemed, but didn't deny it at all. It was, like it or not, simply what had happened. Justifying what you did was a human trait, when you got down to it. They, Greater Demons, could do it of course, and Keeley still did at times because she was used to it, but Darla was better that way, not worrying about things like that at all anymore. She did what made sense to her at the time and tried to make certain it would work out for her. That was all. If that meant killing people, or torturing them, she wouldn't lose sleep over it later. Not that she slept, but the point was still a good one. Greater Demons didn't have to feel guilt, so most of them, possibly all of them, didn't bother with it.
Darla certainly didn't at least.
"Well, we should try to avoid too many more sudden disappearances in the area for a time. As it stands we'll see backlash from this as soon as it comes to the awareness of enough people. We should come up with a plausible story now, while we have a chance to set things in motion." The words came with a grin, which probably had to do with the we, rather than anything else. Darla was her mentor though, so of course Keeley would help out. That was probably just good training after all. Learning to cover her tracks and all that.
"Right. Well, for now we need to see to those weapons you owe me. I think something is wrong here though. The attacks on me don't feel... right." Keeley still couldn't explain it though, so shook her head a bit, in frustration. She was frowning too, but let that go after a bit, since acting upset wouldn't help anything at the moment.
Her sister just watched her for a few seconds.
"How so?"
"Well, if I were setting this up, I'd have to have a reason to attack. I mean, yes, I'm a baby, so fair game, and a lot of people might try to make use of that, now that they know. Honestly though, without an actual grudge, most beings should pretty much not want to bother now. That part is like you said. But other than Xenses, I haven't angered anyone enough to really come after me, and he wouldn't test me like this."
"Test?" That part got Darla to pay attention pretty quickly, her eyes suddenly serious. "You think this is someone trying to..." It was meant to lead her to a conclusion, but Keeley had to shake her head.
"That's what I don't know. If they want me dead that badly, then simply bringing in overwhelming force would be the way to do it. That always makes sense and other Greater Demons could do it easily. I could do it, if I had time to plan, even with someone older than me. So what's being done doesn't make sense. Not setting easily seen traps under my bed, or getting a group of Alede to try and shoot me. The Greater Demon that looked like Zack... I don't know, it's as if someone is just moving things up, one bit at a time, to see what I can do. But who'd bother?"
Her sister just seemed to be considering things, except that was the wrong thing to do. After all, if it had been Darla behind it, she would have acted shocked, or possibly supportive, but she wasn't doing that. If it was Xenses, there would be a willingness to help Keeley fight, but more of a push for her to protect herself. Going into hiding or what not.
"What do you know Darla? No fair holding out now."
"Probably nothing. I... We should get you those weapons. Can you stop by my place later tonight? About eight or so? We can do that and use some tricks I know to see if we can find the owner of that hand you collected. That was good thinking by the way. Remembering that before they thought to come back and get it. We probably won't get anything off of it, but just in case, it's worth trying."
It was too much deflection and not enough answer, but she let it go. Trying to pull information from Darla was beyond her pay grade at this point in life. Short of enslaving her and really, that would be a waste of time and effort at the moment. A nice fallback, but not something to use on a friend every time there was a problem.
"Eight then."
Darla left via the inroads and Keeley waited, then walked around the single wide and picking Elis up to carry him along with her. That he'd walked there in the first place was obvious, but making him do that to get home would just be petty on her part. He smelled good. Like dust and pheromones. Fear. There was that part of it too. The Vampire was terrified of her.
Which only made sense.
They were back to her second house a few moments later. Looking at the clock she realized it was only about four in the afternoon too, meaning she had hours to get some things done.
"Elis." She paused, since her initial orders would have been for the man to go sit in his room. She wasn't pleased with him overly, since he should have used his resources better in the first place and gotten the rest of them to help Eve kill her mom. Still, he'd followed her orders, helping Eve and doing what she told him to, hadn't he? Blaming him for not being a genius wasn't going to help him behave better later. "Why don't you go and watch some television for a while? Or do something useful, if that gets boring for you?"
Keeley didn't bother with television herself anymore. Not much at least. It was too predictable and filled with unrealistic solutions to made up problems. Elis wasn't her though.
"Yes, Mistress." He was actually pleased suddenly, and moved off to do what she'd said while Rebekah glared at him. She wasn't thrilled with the man at all and still carried a grudge there. That made sense at least.
She was sitting at a table that had been set up across the room, near the tree. It was pretty and had tasteful white lights on it and lots of garlands. The Hsreth had done most of the work, so it was meticulously balanced, all the ornaments in exactly the right place, precisely two inches from the tip of the branch they hung from. Keeley joined her, pulling out the other chair and settling in to look at the assorted papers. Most of them were for office space, though there were also orders for the needed blood gathering materials, and large industrial refrigeration units.
After a few seconds Keeley had it all in her head and nodded.
"We need a cost estimate on all of this for set up. Let me know and we'll see what we can do that way. Make sure to get one set up in Maine. Richard will need one. In Washington State too. We have friends there."
That got a smile from her employee. A big and very tooth filled horror that still managed to show how sweet the woman in front of her really was.
"We can start with one in ten locations. I have a map..."
It was well thought out and complete. Keeley nodded, then set to making corrections, so that they wouldn't make waves. It wouldn't hurt to have the Vampires on her side, after all.
Somebody had to be.
Keeley grinned slightly and got back to work, because, as a Greater Demon, she knew that wasn't true at all. No one had to be her friend. That kind of thing had to be worked for, nurtured and grown constantly, or it would fade away.
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The paperwork was remarkably easy, once she started in on it. Rebekah had things pretty well in hand and only needed to know where the funds would be coming from for it all. They worked out that they needed five more facilities nationwide for it to function well and be large enough to take off without too much extra work, but that would just take more funds, which Keeley had in the bank already. She wouldn't even be stressing her accounts all that much, dropping a million-five on each location.
Being the Mistress of Souls really paid well after all.
At just before eight Keeley stood up and patted her Vampire buddy on the arm, noticing that the woman didn't even shy away in fear this time. It was a massive improvement, though one that came about mainly due to the fact that she was too distracted to notice the contact consciously.
"I'm off then, to collect on a debt from Darla. I don't know how much time this will take, but I can't imagine it will be long." It wasn't like they'd been apart for months or something. The older Demon had no doubt hundreds of years worth of stories and tales for her, but the fact was, in things that mattered at that moment, there just wouldn't be all that much going on. Not that she'd be willing to share.
Rebekah just nodded and then smiled, which was a throwback to her human years, a thing that showed a lot of teeth and that most would have found subconsciously threatening, given the rows of fangs. Keeley locked that down inside of herself with only a tiny flare of magical force, and smiled back. After all, soon enough the Vampire woman wouldn't be her assistant anymore.
No, she'd be the head of a national corporation. It wouldn't hurt for them to be on good terms, given that. Vampires lived so long that there would, no doubt, be an eventual betrayal, but if they were close that could take decades to come about. Or longer.
That part was a little sad, knowing that, if given enough time, everyone would turn on you, but it was one of the most consistent memories in the store of information that the Greater Demon Tarsus had given her the first time they met. Sooner or later everyone did it. Only your slaves could be trusted that way, and at times, if they were powerful enough, they'd manage it too. Knowing that though, she had a choice. She could treat everyone as an enemy, a threat to her life and power, which would cause them to do it faster, or Keeley could nurture them and seek to protect her status in their minds. It would surprise a lot of people, but kindness was the better long term option, even if the end point would be the same.
It was the time it took to happen that altered the equation.
"So, what are you all planning to do on your day off?" She announced it to the room, and they all looked at her as if she was speaking in a foreign language. That was good. It meant that she'd taken them by surprise.
Fram actually got it first, smiling with Barb's face, a look that was far too charming and cute. He'd need to tone that down before he got off to Raintree or no one would believe his act.
"We get vacation time? Even the new slaves like me?"
Keeley nodded, after all, she wasn't a monster. Or, well, she was, but not the kind that would abuse her own people. That was just insane.
"Christmas is yours to spend as you will. Well, as long as you keep things reasonable and don't attack me or use it to plot, but travel, parties, whatever you want that way. Make sure you stop by here though, there will be presents under the tree."
No one seemed gleeful about that, and Elis actually looked downcast, even as he sat and watched the television. He didn't say anything though. It was just clear that he didn't think the plans included him. Two days before that would have even been true.
"Elis? What plans do you have?"
That got everyone to stare, except Fram, who clearly caught on to the idea. After all, he was a Greater Demon too. That meant, in the main, he understood things. It was their real power after all, seeing what was there. His blind spots were a problem, but they weren't huge things, he just needed a little help to move past them.
Her male Vampire sat straight though and then shook his head slightly, waiting for the trap.
"I..." He stopped, but Rebekah broke in, rescuing him.
"You can come with me. I have an invitation to visit with Richard Swerlin and his family on the day. It has a plus one attached, so that won't be a problem. I have to figure out how to get there and back inside a day, since it's in Maine, but as long as you don't mind it mainly being about business, it could be fun." The woman looked at the papers in front of her and then shuffled them a little bit, nervously.
Balthias laughed though.
"I can spare some few moments on such as that, Lady Rebekah, if it is permitted? You can trade sex for the trip, so it won't be a debt between us." The words were blunt, but not shocking to anyone there. They were all old and alternatively moraled anyway.
They hashed out the specifics using language that would have made swingers blush, but Keeley just nodded along. It was a good enough plan and would keep them all happy enough. A few minutes later she was walking out front, deciding to take her car, since the practice driving wouldn't hurt her. She was good enough, and careful, but there was no point in having a vehicle to carry things or as a bit of camouflage if you didn't use it at all. That meant using the inroads to get back to her house, where it was parked, but she showed up on Darla's doorstep on time. A minute early in fact.
Her sister opened the door before she could knock and stared at her for almost a minute before letting her in.
"Not that I can prove that you're you. You feel right, but that doesn't mean much at the moment." She closed the door behind her and gestured to the low coffee table in the cream and white colored living room. It was an impressive decorating job, with the only real color coming from the brown wood of several cabinets and a few paintings on the wall that were very similar to the ones that Keeley's family had on the walls at their place.
Her mother and her, she corrected.
There was a sudden flare of anger then, even as she took in the scene on the table. She suppressed it, but reminded herself that, if she could manage it, Xenses would die forever for killing Charles. He might not have been the perfect father, that was true. He'd been there for her, after a fashion though, and, in the tradition of their kind, that meant he'd been hers. Her person. It was the kind of insult that started wars.
Not that she was ready for that kind of thing yet. She'd have to get that way though, as fast as possible.
On the smooth wood there was a single piece of hemmed white silk, with a severed hand sitting in the middle. Next to it there were three different magical seeming contraptions, and two firearms with gold and black boxes of ammunition sitting next to each.
Darla saw where she was looking and just pointed casually at them, not bothering with instructions. After all, Keeley knew how to use guns, at least in theory. All the information was in her mind thousands of times over. She could have built them herself, really, with a little time and equipment. She'd need to review a bit, and practice if she wanted to be good, but that wasn't part of the deal she had with her sister.
"A forty-five revolver, one ounce lead bullets, specially packed fifty-four grain rounds. Not enough to stop one of us for long, but it will knock a two hundred pound man down, about half the time. Next to it is an AK-47. Standard ammunition. It was what I had to spare." She waited for Keeley to nod or something, but actually looked surprised when she set them in place, using the pocket of space around her. The handgun going to her right, at about hip height. She oriented it to the front and took the safety off, so it would be ready to fire instantly. The rifle was tucked to the opposite side, pointed so that it would be easy to grab and fire toward the left, slightly.
Her sister didn't comment on it though, or even nod.
"These other things are slightly more powerful. The crystal arrangement is basically a bomb. Add power and throw." She pointed at the device. It was a pretty arrangement of quartz and what seemed to be magnets. Powerful ones. The whole thing was about the size of both her hands put together. It was tucked away to the right as well, but at about shin level, so that it wouldn't try to attract her firearms. The field on it was clear to her, being visible after all. The warping of space was mild, but she got the idea. When she added an electrical current the whole thing would flex, the crystals being piezoelectric. That would set the whole thing into a feedback loop and, after a bit, no more than a few seconds, it would take out a whole lot of space time in a given area.
It was a lot more powerful than the grenade that had been used against her. If she was too close when it went off, she'd just die, being torn apart instantly.
Her sister kept going, smiling a little.
"Stun pistol, in case you need to take someone down without killing them, and of course, your Demon Trap. I fixed it up a bit. It has a larger containment area and a few tricks that will help keep one of us inside for a while. Just to give you an idea, it would probably keep me busy for about an hour and you for, oh, a few months." It was said in a teasing fashion, but the part left unsaid was the real joke.
It would keep Darla busy for an hour, if she hadn't been the one to rework it. If Keeley tried to use it on her sister it would last about as long as it took for Keeley to activate the thing. That part, when she examined the device, was the big flaw. It had to be activated with a bit of power, but if you were close enough to do that, it would be really difficult not to be trapped in it yourself. As weapons went it kind of sucked, but she didn't complain. It wasn't like hiding bodies and a little cleaning was really worth even what she'd been given already.
"This is better. The initial work was... a bit spotty." Keeley examined it, but didn't know exactly what had been changed about it really. Some of the crystals were in different places, there were some new sigils along the side, that sang with power, but what they all did... She didn't have a clue yet.
Her older sister nodded at it and then looked at her frankly. It meant something, but Keeley couldn't tell exactly what yet.
"I know. So much so that I almost wonder if it was a real trap at all? It was almost as if whoever set it for you expected you to defeat it. I can think of a dozen reasons for that, but none of them are very good. Most likely it would be to push you toward a specific conclusion but if that was the case, whoever did it needs to reexamine the information on you. You have your issues, but jumping to conclusions isn't one of them. Really, you're very mature that way."
Keeley hid the other weapons away where she could get to them, and only when she'd finished did her sister let a single hand come out, her fingers tracing the outline of the hidden space that surrounded Keeley.
"Not bad. Especially since you're mainly doing it so you won't have to carry a bag with you all over the place." She grinned and let her hand pat Keeley on the shoulder, but didn't try to take any information from her with the move. It wouldn't have worked anyway. Not easily. Keeley was blocking that pretty solidly anymore. All the time.
"Except that it won't work, and I'll still be a slave to the handbag. I can't pull cash from the air over and over again without creeping people out. I'll live." Provided of course, that she did. It was a bit less certain than she liked, with all these attacks coming like they were.
Darla surprised her then, by asking about something she wouldn't have thought her sister would even really know about.
"What do you have planned for Bryce Miller? He confessed already, but leaving him alive means that he'll have a chance to get out and go for Gladys again. I understand that she's your friend, but she lives in my territory, so I have a stake in protecting her from such things."
Keeley shook her head. It was an interesting topic, since the older woman was a church lady and Darla, by definition, was a bit of a hater when it came to religion. She only went because Keeley had suggested they use it for making contacts, and it was a good plan. As her mentor it was the older Demons job to support the baby when she did something right. At least the good ones did that.
"He's enslaved, so no, he'll never do that. I'm going to have him kill himself though. I was going to wait until after the New Year, but I could do it now. I just didn't want to ruin the holiday any more for her than it already was."
"Can you? The man planned to have his own grandmother raped and murdered. That pretty much spoils the whole thing I think. It might be better if he did it tonight, so that she can condense the trauma." There was a shrug, but it said a lot more than it would with most people. It wasn't that her sister didn't know really, but that she wouldn't give her opinion, since it was Keeley's game that was being played.
Inside the Technician's territory however, but no thought had been given to repaying her for having saved Gladys or even taking Bryce. If Darla had a problem there, Keeley would deal with it, but so far it didn't seem to be an issue.
"What if I made it look like a brain tumor? Then the whole thing might be-" She stopped, working out how to do that. It would take some use of power on her part, to do it from a distance, but he could die from it that night and it would leave Gladys with the ability to pretend her grandson wasn't evil, just sick. It wasn't the truth, but sometimes that was overrated anyway.
That got a sly smile from the girl in front of her at least.
"Good. That will save some problems. Be careful going home." The words weren't overly friendly, but they were just a warning, not a threat. There was something in them though, a little bit of information that sounded off. What it was meant to tell her, Keeley wasn't aware of yet.
That her sister was trying to pass a message was clear though. It was something she wasn't allowed to just say though, or clearly she would have. She knew something about the attacks, that was part of it.
If it had been Xenses, then it wouldn't have been a simple warning, they would have used some kind of protection to prevent being heard, and simply talked the issue out. That meant it was something, or at least someone, else. Who that would be though, Keeley couldn't tell. She was nearly positive it wouldn't be Darla though. Not directly. That just left an entire universe of indirect possibilities, didn't it?
"I'll do my best." Keeley managed not to sound like a scared child, though after she walked out the door, she did peek into the inroads, just to make sure no one was following her from there. If they were, whoever it was had skills, because she couldn't sense anyone at all.
The drive was short at least, even if she did watch every shadow as if it were a monster getting ready to strike. Nothing happened of course, but for the time being she was going to have to be careful all the time. That meant, the second she got into the house, she searched it in every way she could manage. Sherry was in the kitchen, along with Clara the Hsreth and her son, Glen. They were great people to have around. Both very hard workers, and personally pleasant, the vast majority of the time.
"Hi everyone." She didn't ask what was going on, since it was all about baking at the moment. There were very few bits of counter space left uncovered.
Her mother waved a bit, a single hand raising in greeting that was put back to stirring a bowl of something that was soft yellow and looked to be a cake batter.
"Hi, hon. We're using the space here, since we've had a rush of last minute clients. It looks like I won't be sleeping much for the next few days. You can help, if you want." She smiled about the idea, even as Glen looked away and winced.
It wasn't that he didn't like her, she knew, even if she was his slave master. No, it was that he didn't think her skills were up to the task yet. It was honest enough really, though she was getting better.
"Sure. I'll work on decorations or something mindless but useful? That way Glen and Clara won't have to try and secretly remake everything I touch." She winked at the man, who had curly dark hair and looked about old enough to be Clara's husband, or given how closely they resembled each other, her brother. That's what they normally claimed in public even.
The man smiled at least.
"Thank god. We really can't afford that right now." The words just popped out in a rush and he went pale afterwards, so did Clara, as far as that went. It could have been considered rude after all, and being rude to even a nice Greater Demon might mean death.
"I know, I know. Well, we can arrange for more lessons soon, after the holidays? Right now I have to kill someone, but that won't take too long. Then I can get back here and see where I can be useful?"
The words got her mother to stop stirring again, until the others stared at her. She restarted almost instantly, but didn't sound all that pleased with her daughter.
"You mean that as a metaphor right? Killing someone figuratively I mean? I guess that isn't really a metaphor, but you know what I mean. You aren't going to actually end someone's life, are you?" There was enough of a question to it that, good girl or not, it was clear that Sherry really didn't know the answer.
"No, I'm really going to murder someone. It will look like natural causes though. Gladys Miller's grandson. You know about that." They all nodded, since, like normal people, they all talked about evil things like that when she wasn't around. "He isn't going to survive the night. Right now he's a slave of mine, and will be until he dies. That should be in about an hour."
The others looked at what they were doing, but Sherry froze, face stern.
"I don't like you killing people. I didn't raise you that way."
It was true. Then, she didn't raise her to let would be murderers get away with it either. Glen cleared his throat softly, to interrupt.
"It's a good thing though. Sometimes people are so bad that there's no way to save them. This man threatened the... friend of a Greater Demon. That's a death sentence at the best of times. In this case, I have to agree. Someone has to stand for the woman. If the Mistress of Souls didn't do it, then it would be the Technician, or perhaps one of us." He didn't explain it very well, Keeley didn't think, but it was enough.
Sherry went back to her baking.
"Well, try not to make a habit of it." She clearly didn't approve, but that was fine. Keeley really didn't either. It was what had to happen, but only because she was too lazy to actually fix the man.
The work on it didn't take long at all. It was hard to build the tumor at first, since she had to use the link between them to cause it to grow and force the man to do it as he lay on his bunk in lockup. He was alone at least, so no one heard him as he started moaning. 
Except her of course.
She knew everything he was thinking and felt the pain she was causing as she worked. It was that feedback that told her it was being done correctly. The hard part though wasn't that. No, it was not growing a similar tumor in her own head at the same time. She poured magic into the whole thing, so it didn't take long for the man to die. About that hour she'd mentioned. She knew when it happened, because the link between them broke suddenly. That only happened when a slave died.
Keeley didn't bother with guilt over it this time, and didn't have to lock that feeling down even. It just never came. That either meant it was the right thing to do, or, more likely, that she was angry enough on some deep level to feel happy about it all. Either way worked for her, at the moment.
Then she went back to the kitchen and got her mother to show her what was needed for the various party decorations. They were cute, but very tasteful, things. It took hours to put them all together though, and she had to eat while she worked, since she was pushing herself to do it faster than was actually possible, even with her new natural speed level. It meant she was fast, but there was a whole lot to get done and not much time.
At ten in the morning she helped the others load the vans that came to take it all away, the last one being set up was Bertha, since the party that was being handled by Clara and her mother was the closest one. 
"There we go!" Clearly tired, Sherry forced herself to sound chipper. They were all working very hard, but at first Keeley didn't get why. They didn't need the money. Even Clara and Glen didn't. Not really. Not so much that they had to work through their own holidays at least.
It wasn't until she hugged her mother goodbye for the day that she got it.
She was hiding from the fact that this was the first Christmas in twenty odd years that she was spending without her husband. True, they'd been about to divorce when he died, but that didn't mean she wasn't still raw and in mourning for the man. Her plan was to work and sleep, if she could, doing nothing that would remind her that things were different now.
"I love you mom. Make sure that you get some rest. We have Mass at midnight. Clara, are you and Glen going to be around tomorrow? You have the time off, but if you're working through it, we'll get you some different days off to make up for it."
The woman froze then and seemed baffled.
"Sorry?" She didn't add an honorific in, which meant she was really baffled.
Keeley explained it all and then shrugged, a pretty smile on her face that seemed companionable, she thought.
"So, you get the time off. Of course you and Glen can have that time whenever you want, but this one is official and all that. If you want to go somewhere for vacation, let me know, and I'll get Fram or Bal to take you. That way you won't have to trade with them for anything." It made sense to her, but Clara acted as if it were a great honor, instead of just vacation. Keeley didn't let her bow and scrape though, since, slave or not, she wanted the woman's good will.
As they drove off in the blue flower van, which was half filled with food at the moment, the rest of the space being filled with decorations for some rich and lazy person's last minute party, Keeley sighed.
For half a moment she felt almost free, not having a lot to do. Of course that wasn't really true, there was always something and right now she needed to get in touch with her other friends. The real ones.
Hally, Eve, Gary. After a few second's thought she realized that Becky Hoader and Maria Gonzales should be in the mix as well. They were her friends now too, if she could keep them.
The first call was easy enough, since it was to Darla, who was basically the leader of the group anyway. She agreed to go out to lunch with them, sounding pleased by the idea.
"I can pay even." That would make her the one in charge after all, but Keeley wasn't going to argue about the check. The point was making connections, at least for her. These were, except Hally, all Darla's people. That didn't mean they weren't her friends though.
It turned out that Eve was actually busy already, but the rest of them could come, which was nice. Becky seemed shocked when she got to the phone though, for some reason.
"Keeley? Hi! Is something wrong?" She sounded worried, as if it might be about a death or at least some kind of teen drama thing that real girls might have been going on about instead of a get together.
"Yep, we haven't hung out in weeks. What's with that?" She chuckled, and spoke before the girl could respond, explaining the whole thing. "So, Fritters at noon? Do you need a ride or anything?" Maria did, but Becky had a car.
"I... no, I can be there. Thanks. I was just going to sit here all day anyway. My parents went out of town."
The girl sounded a little sad, but Keeley couldn't tell why that would be, over the phone. It probably just had to do with being left behind like she was. Maybe not though.
"Well, we have a thing tonight, Church. Tomorrow I don't know what's going on. I'm pretty sure that my mother is planning to work. Do you want to come here? It won't be a huge thing, but we can make brunch or something."
"Really? I'd... is that OK? I don't want to be that girl, you know? The one that everyone feels sorry for?"
Keeley nodded, knowing that Becky wouldn't hear it at all, not consciously at least. There was probably a bit of that involved though, Keeley thinking of her that way.
"Never. You, my friend, are incredibly awesome and anyone saying otherwise is a dork. See you in an hour and a half?"
"Yeah. Um, bye?"
"Bye!" She made her voice bright and happy sounding. Becky was a good person. It was pretty clear that she'd been more than a little remiss on the subject, if she was that close to having to spend Christmas alone like that.
Charles had never been a super dad, maybe, but he'd always been there for Christmas. It was part of why Sherry was running from the day now.
Keeley took a quick shower, then spent some time doing her make-up and making sure she was dressed nicely, but not too much so for a lunch date at a hole in the wall cafe. Throwing caution to the wind she wore red and green. It was a horrible and clashing color combination, but no one looking at her would think she was the scrooge at least. She did her make-up normally though and figured that she was within what would be normal for a school girl at this time of year.
Then she drove, being aware of her surroundings the whole time, and parked across the street from the diner, waiting for someone to jump out at her and attack. It was, it turned out, unneeded and almost dangerous, because just outside the door her friend Gary rushed her, grabbing her up into a big hug that moved her feet from the ground.
"There you are!" His muscular arms went around her warmly enough that most people would have thought they were dating. She was the wrong gender for him though, at the moment. It was clear he was pretty lonely. He had been since his boyfriend, Rob, had died. "Everyone else is already here. This is so cool. I thought that I wouldn't see any of you for weeks."
From the contact she picked up that he kind of thought they weren't going to be that close much longer anyway.
After all, he was planning to kill himself the next day.
Keeley forced a smile and shook her head.
"Are you kidding? I couldn't go that long without seeing all my friends."
They didn't wait, going inside directly, after that. It wasn't freezing out, but was cool enough to make the warmth inside seem nice.
Everyone really was there already too.
It was almost nice.
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They were, as a group, almost everything that teenagers were expected to be in public. A little loud and happy seeming, ordering food that was more junk than main course, and a tiny bit messy. The waitress just smiled, being a tolerant sort, even if it wasn't the normal lady that Keeley recognized. She was tucked between Hally, who was pressed up against her obviously enough the Maria and Darla both clearly got it, exchanging looks and nods every five minutes or so and Becky, who was at least as close, but not as friendly about it. She just felt nervous.
The reason for that wasn't directly on the surface really, but had to do with Keeley not liking her, which was ridiculous, since they were buddies really.
It was Gary that spilled things though, which was a relief, because Keeley didn't really feel like rooting around the slightly heavy girl's feelings and emotions for the information. She'd have to, eventually, but later, when Hally wasn't being so entertaining. She kept having to resist the urge to cuddle back, but that would be a little over the top, considering the other girl had a boyfriend.
"So, Becky, did you ask Mitch out yet?"
There was an awkward moment, and finally she nodded.
"Yeah... that was horrible. He just looked at me like I was a slug and said that he liked someone else already, so couldn't do it. I mean, he was less rude than that, but... I got the idea. The marshmallow girl had no business asking out someone like him." She looked at the side of Keeley's head, and thought about who that other girl was that she picked it up almost instantly.
Her.
Well, that explained a lot, didn't it?
She didn't bother to hide the slightly disgusted look that crossed her face then.
"Mitch Barris? Maria mentioned him at that slumber party we had. Well, his loss then. We'll get you someone that can see how incredible you really are. Kind of dumb of him really." Especially since Becky, for all her slightly straight laced exterior look, was both really nice and willing to do a lot more fun stuff than Keeley ever had.
The girl next to her on the right, sighed.
"Yeah, so, you know, kind of friendzoned there. It's... We should talk about something else. My dad said that the fire the other day across town nearly took out a lot more than it did. That would have been horrible."
Hally turned bright red, but Keeley nodded and didn't let anything show on the outside.
"I was there, for part of it. He's right, your father. The fire hydrants were too damaged to be used, so they had to let a bunch of buildings burn. What if that had been a daycare center or a school? Or near the hospital? We all got really lucky."
She made a point of looking at Darla, who was sitting with her arm around Gary. She knew then, what he had planned. Good. That meant Keeley wouldn't have to tell her about it. Hopefully she'd stop him from doing it, since they really were good friends and Keeley didn't want him to be gone from her life yet. She could handle it, if needed, but the decision as to what to do about it was up to Darla, not her.
They talked about things that, thankfully, amounted to almost nothing for a time. The food was sugary and sweet for the most part, since Keeley treated herself to a giant cinnamon roll and split it with Becky, who still felt guilty about eating it. That had a lot to do with the fact that everyone else at the table was thin and she just wasn't. It was, she was certain, why Mitch had treated her the way he had.
It wasn't really, Keeley didn't think.
The girl wasn't hot, that was true, but she was sweet and nice enough looking. A five most of the time, but she didn't go out with make-up on much or bother to dress up. That would push her up to a seven in most people's eyes right there. It was worth it for her to make the effort at least. For some people it really wasn't.
They chatted and sang a bit, which got the people there to all smile and applaud, since Maria had a nice voice and so did Darla. The rest of them were quiet enough to let that really work too, so no one complained. By two they were all leaving, with Becky following her back to her place. It made sense to her at any rate, as long as she wasn't attacked.
It was a risk, but everything around her always would be. If she didn't do things because there might be an attack, she might as well go and find a tight and cozy cave somewhere. Not wanting to do that, she had Becky with her for the day.
Once they got inside, the cars parked out of the way so that Bertha the van wouldn't be blocked when Sherry finally got home, Keeley moved straight to the kitchen.
"I'm going to make some cookies and cupcakes. For the local police and firefighters? They have to work over the holidays, so, you know, I thought it might be nice. Some decorated things, and all that." She had a plan, but Becky wasn't so hopeless in the kitchen that she just sat, pitching in without even waiting to be asked.
They worked for about four hours on it, with Keeley waiting for the girl to leave the room before quickly eating a large jar of peanut butter on the sly. She also made a point of drawing energy from the world around her the whole time, it was nearly even enough. She'd need to get them both dinner later, and sneak more food, but it was doable.
They made the deliveries as soon as they had the decorating on the cookies done, using some of the professional equipment that Clara had left for that kind of thing. It made a big difference in how things looked. They weren't perfect, but the people eating them probably wouldn't notice that at all. They looked handmade, not store bought, but that wasn't always a horrible thing.
In the Police station, the man behind the counter, who was an older officer, named Miller, nodded at her.
"Keeley. I heard from the Chief what you did for Gladys the other day. Good work. She's a distant relative of mine. That little punk Bryce..." He stopped and shook his head. "You heard about that?"
She shook her head. She knew what was coming, but there was no way that she'd actually know about it, was there?
"No?"
"Dead, in his cell. They sent him out for an autopsy, but there were no marks, probably overdosed on something he snuck in. It happens. People don't want the drug charges so they swallow it, or something like that." He didn't seem that upset, considering Bryce had to be a relative too.
She just nodded and moved on, like she didn't care.
"We brought some things, since people have to work tonight and tomorrow? Here." She handed the boxes over, trying to seem a little sad about it all. The whole thing was messed up enough that it wasn't that hard to manage.
"These look great! I'll let everyone know who they're from. Keeley and..." He glanced at Becky and smiled, which seemed almost like work for the man, the expression not really reaching his eyes.
"This is Becky, Becky Hoader. She did all the Christmas trees, aren't they great?" They weren't bad, but the officer acted like they were truly special for a few minutes.
Then, just as they were starting to leave, Roy came out of his office, his face looking completely normal for him. Professional and calm. Not like he suspected his daughter of murder at all. He did, of course, but he wore it really well.
"Keeley. You brought treats for us again?"
The words were kind sounding and she didn't wait to introduce Becky, making sure to pass the credit to her for what she'd done. After all, that made Keeley look good by association and made her seem generous, for sharing the limelight. It even made Becky like her more, so it was a win all the way around.
"Becky, this is Chief Benson. Notice the last name there? This is Eve's dad."
"Oh? Right, we met before, at Maria's Church. I didn't know you were a policeman." She seemed a little awkward then, but it passed after the man took a sugar cookie with mounds of frosting on the top in the shape of a tree, and ate a bite.
"These are really good. Thank you both. Happy holidays." He managed a cheery enough voice for it to seem right and ate more of the cookie.
That let them escape to the fire station, where she didn't know the people there, but they still seemed happy enough to see the junk food. After that, she had nothing in particular to do that was Becky appropriate.
Well, there was dinner...
After that they watched Christmas specials and listened to music, until nearly ten, when they got ready for Church.
The rest of the evening was nice, but mainly just them meeting everyone and sitting in the back, trying to follow along and not seem out of place. The rest of them had come, except Darla and Gary. Eve sat next to her and Becky though, instead of with her dad and his new wife, Karen. Hally was tucked in next to them and Maria was too, even though her whole family was there. Sherry hadn't made it, being gone still when they'd left.
The only real down note was that Gladys wasn't there either. Hopefully that meant she'd gone off with some friends. There was no chance to talk to anyone about that though after the events were over. They all just sort of left, though she managed to give everyone a hug, once they were outside.
She kept Becky with her though, which got the girl glared at a little by Hally. She noticed it, but didn't say anything until they were headed back to her place later.
"So, Hally... does she like you?"
"Yeah. She's sweet. I like her too."
"Oh." The other girl was in the passenger's seat but didn't let it rest there. "I kind of meant, you know, the other kind of like."
"I got that. Yes, I think so. She has a boyfriend though. That's not a problem for you is it? I promise that I like guys enough that I won't insist you do me when we get back."
The girl coughed and sputtered enough that she devolved into laugher at her own antics.
"Sorry, I didn't even think that!" She kept laughing though and finally shook her head. "That, it really isn't my business, is it? I just feel like there's a lot I don't know about people most of the time. It's like everyone is secretly this great person with a full life and what do I have? A job at Taco Bell?"
Keeley watched the road, trying to stay ready, just in case. She didn't let that come out in her voice though.
"Oh, I don't know, you have good friends. A job is nothing to sneer at either. Your own car. What else do you need really? International adventure? Because that could be arranged if you want." She made it seem like a joke, but it wouldn't be that hard to arrange, to tell the truth.
"I know. First world problems, right? Ohhh... Poor me, my hot pocket is still cold in the middle, and my hundred dollar shoes aren't trendy enough." She laughed at herself this time, shaking her head enough for Keeley to be able to see it. "But, the rest of you are so pretty, and you do things. I would have never thought about taking cookies to anyone, especially the police. I'd be at home alone right now if it wasn't for you rescuing me."
There was a moment of silence, one that started to stretch into being uncomfortable, just as Keeley turned into the driveway of her house, parking next to Bertha.
"Hey, mom's finally home." She was probably asleep, but there was someone else there, sitting in her living room, by the feeling of it. Finias. There was no way for her to get rid of Becky either. Not and seem remotely sane. Instead of trying that she just walked in, ready to fight if it turned out to be another trap. If someone could fake being Zack, Finias was probably no harder, at least on a superficial level.
He just sat on the sofa, waiting for them it seemed. He looked like Dan Carmichael at the moment, so was good looking, and seemed about thirty-five, more or less. The suit he wore was too nice and looked very fresh and his smile lit up just a bit when he saw Becky.
"Sorry to be here so late, but I wanted to remind you that we have that thing tomorrow with Zack. I thought we might chat about that first?"
Becky wasn't just her friend, but also smart enough to realize that this conversation wasn't meant for her. The only problem was that she also didn't know if she could leave her friend alone with the strange man in her living room. There could be a problem, but the girl didn't know what to do about it at all.
Keeley just gestured at the man in front of them.
"Becky Hoader, this is Dan Carmichael. My biological father." She grinned. "That sounds kind of hostile, but we get along pretty well, we only met a few months ago though, so you get the idea, he wants to bond with me now. Why don't you go and get some sleep and I'll do the whole estranged parent holiday thing?" It was all even true, so it sounded that way. Becky yawned but shook her head a bit.
"I can stay up, if you..." There was not good way of saying that she wouldn't bail if Keeley needed her there, even though it was what she meant. Anything she mentioned would be insulting to the man though, but leaving her friend to an uncomfortable parental session wasn't exactly what she wanted to do either.
"No problem here Becky. He probably just wants to get me to agree not to get drunk at the family party or something."
Looking over her shoulder at the man, who really was out of place there, the other girl walked out, toward Keeley's bedroom. There was no sense of magic, so hopefully no one had booby trapped it with snares or something like that either. That would be so hard to explain.
After a few seconds Finias gestured for her to sit near him and took her hand, speaking into her mind directly. It sounded like normal words, but he didn't bother to move his lips at all.
"Zack... How much do you know about that?" There was a flow of slightly confused emotions.
"Not much. Just what we talked about. Is there more that I should know? Like him being a Greater Demon?"
He didn't think anything for a bit and then nodded.
"A lot, the actual situation is more than I can really explain right now. I just wanted to make certain you had a plan in place, in case Xenses shows up tomorrow. If he attacks you directly, or challenges you openly, the rest of us won't be allowed to intervene. In normal circumstances that wouldn't be the case, but there is a loophole, if he takes it." There was no explanation of what that was, since she was supposed to figure that kind of thing out herself.
She had the information, somewhere in that vast and slightly scattered information that she held around her like an umbrella over her head. 
"I have some things ready, but I don't know if they'll be enough. The fact is that I have to live that way now all the time, as ready as I can manage. He'll be back, I'm sure. I don't know if it will be tomorrow. That's the problem. If I knew when it was coming, I could set a trap. I pretty much need to work that out anyway?"
She had an idea, using Zack as the bait. She didn't let that slip out though, since Finias might not love to hear all about it. She needed time for that one to work though.
Maybe more than they really had.
"Zack... He can't know about what he really is. No one can. It would be better to just kill him ourselves and make it quick than to let him be known."
She nodded, not thinking anything about that at all. That earned her a smile, since she was hiding the information from the Mind Taker himself, while holding his hand.
If she could manage that, not a lot of people would be able to easily pry the data from her, would they?
Without speaking, he rose and left, using the door and then taking the inroads once outside. That meant she got to her room in time to find Becky in a pink nightshirt that had a pony on the front climbing into bed. She looked a bit scared for a second and Keeley wondered if she thought it was time for the sexy porn music to start, but her thoughts revealed that she just didn't know if they were sharing the bed or if she was supposed to sleep on the floor.
Keeley smiled.
"I'll get the lights in a bit. Just let me change first..."
The other girl, mercifully, was a deep sleeper, which meant that half an hour later Keeley could get up and arrange the presents, then start making the rolls for breakfast. It was mainly just something for her to do, but she managed to keep busy enough until the others got up, at about ten in the morning. Sherry looked nearly panicked, but Keeley, being a great daughter, had realized that Bertha had needed to be packed up and had done that earlier, letting her sleep in a bit.
"Oh! That's so sweet of you. This is a last minute thing, but I'm supposed to meet Clara and Glen to get a mid-afternoon party set up." She didn't even look toward the tree on her way out. Keeley quelled the slight sense of disappointment and smiled at her back as Becky watched from the doorway, clearly feeling awkward.
Keeley winked at her.
"Orange rolls and eggs, then we can open some presents."
The other girl made a face then, and sighed.
"I didn't know that I'd be here, so I didn't get you anything."
It was a delicate situation, since things like that needed to be balanced, more or less. Otherwise people would feel weird about stuff.
"I only have one for you. Most of this is for everyone else."
They ate and listened to music for a while then opened the packages that were for them, both of them being filled with clothing. It wasn't a giant haul, but it worked well enough and looked nice. They stayed together for most of the day, chatting about nothing all that important, but at about six, Keeley actually had to go, since there was a thing. One that was in a different state. She didn't want to leave the girl behind, but taking her to a party with mages, Vampires and Greater Demons didn't seem like a great plan, to tell the truth.
The hard part was letting her know that without hurting her feelings.
"So, I have to go soon." There was no great way to do it and the truth was right out. She lied then, hoping it wouldn't be too uncomfortable for anyone." I have that thing with Dan? You're welcome to come. I don't think you should though, not this time. Everyone will think we're dating. I'm game if you are though." She smiled and batted her eyelashes a bit, then held the girls hand. "What do you say, sweetiekins?" The girl laughed and shook her hand free.
"Hah, I can tell when I'm being sent away. Seriously, this was fun Keeley. Way better than what I would have had, anyway. Thanks." She got up and collected her things, seeming pretty happy about it and waved on the way out the door. "If there's a New Year's Eve party, make sure and invite me to that too?"
She nodded.
"First on the list, as far as I know. We should do that."
It was actually a great idea.
Keeley had searched through the memories that she had from Zack to find his place before, so she was there on his doorstep shortly after Becky drove off. She had presents for him, and a few for the others that would be there. Lenore and Troy, his roommate. It was the other man that answered the door, looking clean and smelling a little too much of some trendy cologne or other. Not that bad, but with all the Vampires in the room, and the few shifters that were already there, it was probably going to be a bit strong. She'd have to warn him about that, if they got a chance later.
He looked at her and smiled, recognizing her but not really understanding that she wasn't just some hot girl his friend knew.
"Kelly, wasn't it?" He held out his hands to help with the packages at least, even if he couldn't remember her name.
Sighing she handed them over with a headshake.
"Seriously Troy? And here I thought we had a connection and everything. Keeley. Remember it, or next year I won't get you a present." 
"Sorry. Oh, hey, this one actually has my name on it. Keeley, marry me."
She nodded.
"Alright, but I'm only sixteen, so I have to ask my mother for permission."
The smooth guy took that news in stride and stepped out of the way easily so that she could enter the room. It was a bit dingy and had the look of people that didn't have a lot of money on hand for decorating. That wasn't really the case though now. Zack just didn't know he had it yet, she didn't think. That would change soon. Really it was surprising that no one had gotten him new furniture and carpeting yet. People had to be panicking more than a bit, trying to find things to trade with him.
"Look everyone, Keeley's here. We're getting married, but I'm sure she's good with open relationships, so don't let that stop any of you other ladies from flirting with me." The words were, she realized, pure genius.
He'd just informed the whole room that he was valuable to other women. It was clearly a joke, since she was too young to get hitched, but several of the others turned to look at her and then him with renewed interest.
She touched his arm a little possessively, doing her part to sell the whole thing.
"That's true." She didn't explain which part of it, but Zack rescued her, laughing.
"Keeley, here, you should meet everyone." There was a knock on the door then, so Troy had to dump the presents and let Darla in. Finias was with her, but that didn't stop the slightly Hispanic looking guy from flirting with her too. That seemed to be his thing.
Then there were those introductions that Zack mentioned. He seemed relatively happy about it all, his voice smooth, for him. There was a good variety of people and beings there too. Some that Keeley had to search her memories to find out about. Elth, were easy, since they were so small and cute it made them distinctive. Basically elves really, though that was considered an insult to their kind to call them that. Hsreth were represented as well. They looked almost identical to Glen and Clara, which made sense. They reproduced asexually after all, so they were all directly related. There were others too.
A large female that shook her hand very carefully. She was very hairy and stood nearly seven feet tall. Her name was given as Hilda, though that wasn't her given name. All her thoughts were different, since she clearly wasn't human at all either. She had a pleasantly musky scent though.
Finias and Darla moved across the room to talk to Zack's grandparents, because that wouldn't look funny at all, if anyone was paying attention. Lenore moved in next to them, her body language both frightened and protective. It was all the Greater Demons causing her to worry, of course. After a few minutes Troy came back and put his arm around her in a way that had to look like he was trying to pick her up. It would have felt like it too, except that he was actually trying to make a Vampire girl across the room jealous. Unfortunately that wasn't happening, because the other girl and Keeley had met before. She just looked really upset, instead.
Cutely so though.
"So, Keeley, do you go to school near here?" He was good at small talk so she let herself answer honestly. About a third of the people in the room knew who, and what, she was after all. There was some instrumental music in the background and people stood and mingled or sat and chatted with only a little bit of discomfort. There was even a table with snacks on it, she noticed. Nice ones too, probably brought by the Elth and Hsreth.
"No, I live in Arizona. You'll have to move when we get married." She winked at him, and then added more. Lenore was listening after all. "I'm just kidding of course. We can live anywhere you want."
Her tone got him to chuckle a bit, but it was an uneasy sound, since she'd deadpanned the whole thing. Zack moved in alongside of them and started nodding. That didn't last long, since he couldn't lie at all.
"You're too young to marry. You too Keeley. Be careful though, or he won't believe it and you'll end up in bed. I haven't even had a chance at you yet, so that would hardly be fair." The words should have made his girlfriend mad, but she was a Vampire, so as long as she'd had him first it really wouldn't bother her overly. Keeley avoided thinking about the fact that he was probably her nephew. She couldn't explain it after all, and sleeping with him would be a good enough reason for them to keep being friends.
That was what she was thinking when there was another knock on the door. This time it was firm, almost a pounding sort of thing. For some reason she turned to look as Troy moved in, a smile on his face. He was a naturally friendly person it seemed. Also, he had an arm around her, still trying to make it seem like they were together enough to generate interest from some of the other women. That meant she was walking toward the door as well.
In a way that was a good thing, she realized.
After all, if she hadn't been there to take the blow that came, just managing to get Troy out of the way in time, he would have died. As it was she ended up flying backward, collapsing the drywall next to the kitchen door, some fifteen feet away. It wasn't a pleasant trip, but it had given her time to start healing, even before she hit anything else, and to find the forty-five's handle and start firing, trying not to miss, since she didn't have that many bullets in the weapon.
The really strange thing though was that the person she was shooting at, who was hit over and over again in the chest, even before she could stand up, looked familiar.
"Very good, Keeley." The girl waved her right hand and not only did the bullets pop out of the wounds and hit the floor, but the clothing repaired itself perfectly.
It was a deep brown outfit that looked simple and very plain. It was the kind of tunic and trousers get up that Greater Demons wore when they were going to challenge another of their kind. In this case she had to assume that whoever it was had come for her.
After all, they were wearing her face at the moment.
It pretty much had to mean something.
Putting the gun back into place so she wouldn't lose it, she stood and grabbed her sword by the handle, freeing it as she rushed what seemed to be herself.
As she brought the blade down across the neck of the being in front of her, there was an annoying laugh. It sounded just like she always did.
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In Greater Demon society, in some very formal situations, you marked your power and station above others by wearing a darker shade of brown than the person you were facing. It was a way to basically tell them that you were more important, stronger, or more intelligent than they were. Generally you went a tone or two darker than what they were wearing, if you really wanted to rub things in. There were hundreds of shades though. The one that the fake version of her had on was so dark it was nearly black. 
Apparently that wasn't just bragging either.
The sword slammed against the pale flesh of their neck, and did no damage at all. She didn't stop, but realized it wasn't even distracting whoever this was. On the good side she was nearly certain it wasn't Xenses. After all, if that was the case, she'd be dead already, or at least being raped. This person just stood there, smiling at her.
After a second she just stood back.
"Wow, is my smile that creepy all the time?" Keeley shook her head then. "Well, that didn't work. How about this, you can do anything you like, and be my slave? Just breathe or try to hold your breath to indicate-"
"Agreed. If you can win it." The contest of wills didn't last long at all. About five seconds. She used all the energy she had, slamming her stores into it, using everything available in an attempt to overwhelm whoever this new comer was. It just... sort of slipped off. There was no return attempt to take her at least, which was nice, since she would have been a slave then, instead of just falling to her knees in exhaustion.
"No? Too bad, it would be a nice respite from my responsibilities. Do you have anything else to try, or should I just kill you now? Or..." The other version of her looked around, her pretty face turning ugly in its apathy and lack of expression. "I know, a different sort of bargain perhaps? I'll tell you what, I'll let you go, unharmed and unmolested, and kill one of these others in your place. Let's see..." The voice didn't get to say a name, since a chair was suddenly hitting them with all the force that Troy could muster.
It didn't do anything, not even break the old metal thing that was being swung like an awkward club. On the third blow the other Keeley took it away, and set it down in a single, very fluid, motion. There wasn't even a click as it touched the carpeted floor.
"Stop that. Not you anyway, Troy Lopez. No, I think... Her." The slim finger pointed across the room, directly at Lenore.
The Vampire went incredibly still then.
"Yes. That one. Will you trade her life for your own? It's a good bargain at the price. She isn't even one of your people. You've barely met as a matter of fact. What do you say, Mistress of Souls? Will you give her over to me?" There was significant eye contact as Keeley got to her feet, still inside the other being's arm's reach. The device she pulled out next had been right there and she nearly got it activated before the other being noticed it happening at all.
It wasn't perfect, but it was pretty smooth.
"I don't trade my friends to monsters." It even sounded good. Strong and powerful, instead of scared beyond all reason. She didn't have time to waste on controlling that part of herself, and just had to act, even if she was pretty certain she was about to die.
Then she pulsed a bit of power into the device in her hand, the Demon Trap. The world folded around them, and after ten seconds they were alone together, hidden in the dark. The device was gone, leaving them locked in place. For a moment at least.
"What do you think this is going to accomplish. I doubt those others will even have time to flee before I'm out."
She shrugged, knowing that the other being wasn't really speaking, but not caring at all. She answered the same way.
"I know that. You know what I don't know though?" She worked her hand into place to grab the little crystal bomb that Darla had traded her. "I don't know what this thing will do in a space like this. Do you? Let's see..."
She activated the thing and dropped it, stepping back, flaring power behind her, so that she could, for a while, move into the space she carried with her. Her own little pocket universe. Handy in a time like this.
It didn't do enough to protect her, and the world faded for a bit, her thoughts going fuzzy under the pressure as the tiny space bowed around her, putting more force on her frame than it could easily handle. Then it all went away, for a long while. 
When she came to, there were people standing over her. Darla and Finias were there, as was, to her surprise, Zack. Next to him stood...
Her.
"Crap. You didn't die? That's pretty inconsiderate of you." She felt like someone had let elephants tap-dance on her head, and this jerk looked clean and pretty still. The only thing that had changed was that she was wearing a white version of the outfit from earlier. It took a minute for her head to work, as she fought to her feet, but it occurred to her that the challenge was over at least.
She'd lost, naturally, but was still alive. That was something.
It was Finias that spoke first, his voice calm, and palms up, showing they were empty.
"It was a test, Keeley. Nothing more. There is no loss of place or pride here. In fact, you did very well. Don't you think so Tarsus?"
The other her smiled.
"Much better than expected. You still lack strength, but your use of what skills you had was adequate. Getting that Demon Trap into working order was a nice touch as well. I barely slapped it together. Your work Technician?" He wasn't really asking, but Darla nodded anyway.
"She traded for it, as an adult."
The other her nodded.
"As expected. Very good. This was the first Crucible. As has been stated, you passed. When you're older you must pass the other two, but this is the first step to adulthood. Proof that you can hold your own against even the strongest of us. You actually had that accomplished when you survived Gregor's little radioactive gift. This was mainly to demonstrate that you have a bit further to go still, so you won't stop working. Congratulations."
She stood up, searching through the information that this being had placed in her head, finding it easily enough, now that she had a name for it. The Crucible. The testing to destruction.
"I see." She locked down all of her emotions then and nodded at the far wall. "You should fix that. I appreciate the idea, but this is the household of the human line walker, not mine. Nor was this testing expected. I wouldn't have come here today if I'd known it would end in damage to another's property."
The elder Greater Demon looked around, but didn't throw out an insult about the decor. 
"Of course, forgive me, Line Walker. It will be seen to directly, at my expense. Now, I should take my leave, before the Mistress of Souls loses composure and attacks again. You did well girl. Most die during the testing at this point."
He left, using the inroads, as if he was actually afraid that she'd attack again. That wasn't happening. Tarsus had well and truly kicked her butt. Without apparent effort either. It would have been more humbling, but she was pretty certain that the Crucible wasn't normally started until a person was closer to several hundred years old, rather than sixteen.
Darla tackled her as soon as the other Demon left.
"Keeley! You passed! This is so incredible. That they even sought to test you this young is amazing. You must have really impressed some people. I can't believe it. I mean I can, of course, since it's happened, but this is huge." She stood back then and chuckled. "Also, before you start hitting people, I want to point out that I had no way of knowing this. I'll admit that I was starting to wonder a bit, but it was about fifteenth down on the list of things that might be happening. It was far more likely that some old enemy of mine was using you to threaten me, or even Finias." She looked at Zack, but didn't include him really. It was also just possible that someone had been trying to get to him after all, like Xenses. That it hadn't happened yet didn't mean it wouldn't.
Her father seemed pleased. Proud even. It was slightly strange to see.
"I knew of course, but couldn't tell you. It's hard to spring surprise attacks if a person knows that they're coming." He hugged her then too. It lasted longer than it probably should have, considering she'd survived it all. "It was hard, being you father. The others didn't think the first two attacks that I set up were enough to count. Gregor's did though. It was why he'd pretended to be Zack and got backup from Malphius. So that it would present enough of a difficulty level to show as being real. This thing with Tarsus... Honestly, I think he just likes you." There was no sense of irony or sarcasm in the last words at all. Keeley didn't see it, but held her tongue. 
Zack didn't.
"This is what he does when he likes people? Remind me never to get on his bad side then."
The older Greater Demon nodded seriously.
"Indeed Zachery, or the bad side of any Demon. You might coach your friend, young Troy, to send a gift by way of apology. Tarsus isn't a hothead by any means, but it wouldn't hurt. He's very brave, your friend Troy. You should see to his protection." There was a slight hint of command in the words.
Keeley nodded.
"True enough. What would Tarsus have done if I'd traded Lenore for my life?"
Darla shrugged.
"Killed her, most likely. You still would have passed at that point, since this wasn't about your combat skills, it was about you learning that there were things you still need to learn to face. It was probably what he expected you to do. After all, there was no way for you to win the fight. That you managed as well as you did was kind of impressive. Really, we should probably let everyone get back to the party. Sorry about the mess Zack. If the wall isn't fixed in a few days give me a call, and I'll take care of it. You have the number already?"
"Yeah. Um... Thanks for coming?"
Keeley smiled, still feeling a bit stiff.
"You know, this kind of thing only happens at about half the parties I'm at. If we keep trying, why, in the next one or two we should actually get a normal event to happen and everything."
"OK. We'll do that then." He didn't seem put out at least. Then, really, it hadn't been a fight, had it? Just a strange examination. With a few hugs they left, the other people standing in front of the house, or scattered further away, as if that would protect them if Tarsus came after them?
They all headed back to her house, the one she shared with Sherry. The instant they were there Finias clapped her on the shoulder.
"My little girl, all grown up."
Her sister nodded.
"I know this is... I was counting on having you around for a few decades at least, if not longer, and now I'm out of a job." She didn't seem all that upset by it though.
"You are?"
"Of course I am. You're an adult now Keeley. You passed the first Crucible. You don't need protection now. The world needs protection from you." She looked at the far wall and then back again. "On the good side I can charge you full rates for everything now."
Keeley needed some time to process it all, but the basic idea was clear enough. She was, after a fashion, on her own. It was early and she didn't know precisely what she was supposed to do, but there it was. She was a grownup, and no one in the world could tell her differently.
"Ah. Well, I'm going to fix some food then. Do you want some? Market rates." She worked the last syllable, so that it would sound cute. The others just nodded.
After all, that was what an adult did when they offered another Greater Demon something to eat or drink.
To them, now, this was just normal.
For her though, things were going to take some getting used to.
She was her own person now, but she couldn't fool herself into thinking that meant she knew what the heck she was doing. It would take time to work that kind of thing out. She had that now, most likely. It would take work, but that's really what passing the test had been showing to everyone. That she would probably survive in the greater world.
As Darla had said then, she didn't need protection anymore. The world needed protection from her, if anything. It was an interesting change.
Smiling she went to get that food she'd offered to make. There was a lot to do, but it was still Christmas, and a nice meal was always a good thing. No one followed her, since she hadn't asked for help. They wouldn't, not anymore.
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